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(pp. 9–11)

In the realm of communication studies, the exploration of persuasive
discourse and the dynamics of societal change have been deeply rooted in
the works of eminent scholars across different epochs. Aristotle, a towering
figure in ancient Greek philosophy, laid the foundation for understanding
communication in his seminal work Rhetoric during the 4th century B.C. 
His insights into persuasive communication have endured through the 
centuries, leaving an indelible mark on the study of rhetoric and discourse.

Fast forward to the contemporary landscape, where the German soci-
ologist and philosopher Jürgen Habermas made a profound impact with his
extensive research on the theory of communicative action and the concept
of communicative rationality. Habermas’s influential work – particularly his
magnum opus from 1981, The Theory of Communicative Action – resonates
across the fields of sociology, philosophy, and communication studies. His
ideas about communicative action, ideal speech situations, and the public
sphere have not only shaped academic discourse, but have also played 
a pivotal role in discussions surrounding the role of communication in build-
ing and sustaining democratic societies.

Against the backdrop of societal changes in education, this issue
delves into the pivotal role of communication in shaping, implementing,
and responding to transformations within the education system. Education,
as both a reflection and driver of societal values and norms, undergoes con-
tinual evolution – be it through policy shifts, technological advancements,
cultural transformations, or changes in teaching pedagogy. Effective com-
munication emerges as the linchpin, ensuring that all stakeholders are not
only informed, but also actively engaged in and supportive of the educa-
tional metamorphosis that is underway.

In the articles presented in this issue, researchers explore communi-
cation in the context of societal change, emphasizing the exchange of in-
formation, ideas, thoughts, and emotions among individuals and groups
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in society. Communication emerges as a dynamic force influencing social
dynamics, behaviors, and attitudes – an essential mechanism through
which societal transformations manifest.

Understanding the pivotal role of communication in societal change is
paramount for navigating and adapting to the evolving nature of societies.
Effective communication facilitates positive change and promotes inclu-
sion, contributing to the overall well-being of communities. It is imperative,
however, to recognize the dual nature of communication: it can catalyze 
a positive transformation or be a source of conflict and resistance, under-
scoring the intricacies of social interactions.

As the articles in this issue elucidate, communication strategies that
foster student engagement and participation are integral to effective learn-
ing. The landscape of education is witnessing a shift toward student-cen-
tered approaches, project-based learning, and collaborative activities.
Clear, open communication is instrumental in ensuring that students com-
prehend the rationale behind these changes, which fosters their active par-
ticipation. Moreover, establishing effective communication channels
between parents and teachers becomes pivotal for cultivating a support-
ive learning environment.

The unprecedented challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic
have accelerated societal changes in education, compelling a re-evaluation
of teaching and learning methodologies. Technological advancements, par-
ticularly in communication tools and platforms, are reshaping the educa-
tional landscape. Online learning, collaborative projects, and information
dissemination have become integral components of education, empha-
sizing the need for flexibility and adaptability in the face of uncertainty.

The globalization of education stands as a significant societal change,
fostering increased collaboration and the exchange of ideas on a global
scale. Communication emerges as a key facilitator in connecting educa-
tional institutions worldwide, promoting the sharing of best practices and
preparing students to be global citizens. In an era of growing diversity, cul-
tural competence and inclusivity in education are emphasized, with com-
munication playing a vital role in fostering understanding and respect
among individuals from various cultural backgrounds.
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Inspired, perhaps, by Habermas, the authors of the articles in this issue
delve into the concept of the public sphere: a space where citizens engage in
rational-critical discourse on societal problems. The “ideal speech situation,” as
introduced by Habermas, represents conditions where communication is free,
open, and uninhibited. This ideal scenario allows participants equal oppor-
tunities to express their views, with all relevant information being available
and no external factors hindering the communication process.

Effective communication, as discussed by the authors, catalyzes com-
munity engagement. It informs the members of the community about ed-
ucational goals, achievements, and challenges, providing a platform for
community input and collaboration in shaping the educational landscape.
Educational institutions, integral parts of communities, hold the potential
to positively and significantly influence societal change.

In essence, this issue explores the intricate interplay between com-
munication and societal change in education, recognizing communication
as a dynamic force that not only reflects, but also shapes the evolving land-
scape of education systems within diverse and dynamic societies.

Aneta M. Kochanowicz
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Abstract

Objective of the article: The aim of this article is to synthesise the findings

of relevant research articles and to demonstrate several “didactic models” of

education for sustainable development (ESD) in school education.

Research method: The method of narrative literature review was used 

to identify didactic models for ESD in school education.

A short description of the context of the presented issue: The term di-

dactic refers to the professional scholarship of teaching. In recent decades,

the need to develop didactic models that would support school teaching

and to allow for this adjustment in new teaching contexts has been ad-

dressed. Research has shown that school subject teachers work differently

with ESD. It demands holism and pluralism, which requires embracing mul-

tiple stakeholders and communities, and a multi-disciplinary approach.

Shedding light on achieving sustainability with its holist and pluralist 

features, this article analyses relevant research articles and demonstrates 

several “didactic models” for ESD in school education.

Conclusions and recommendations: I propose socioscientific issues-based

teaching and learning (SSI-TL) as a useful didactic model for ESD and argue

for the need to embrace didactic models like SSI-TL in teacher professional
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development for both pre- and in-service teachers. The article explicitly

considers the value of applying Communities of Practice as a theory to

guide educational practices and research on education for sustainability in

school science. The implications of applying the didactic models presented

in the article are relevant not only for ESD, but also for students’ develop-

ment of Bildung to become reflective and responsible citizens.

Keywords: didactic model, socioscientific issue-based teaching and learn-

ing, education for sustainable development (ESD), school science, Bildung,

teacher professional development

Introduction

Globally, education for sustainable development (ESD) has increas-
ingly been recognised since the Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (DESD) from 2005 to 2014; teachers’ crucial role in ESD to
ensure the sustainability of our world has also been addressed (Bourn 
et al., 2017; Montebon, 2018; UNESCO, 2014, 2020). In line with ESD, there
are ongoing discussions about how to integrate ESD into science educa-
tion programmes and science teacher education to grow responsible cit-
izens for a sustainable future (e.g. Feldman & Nation, 2015; Stratton et al.,
2015). It has been suggested that school education in the 21st century
should embrace a broader perspective in order to prepare citizens to un-
derstand the various components of sustainability – including social, en-
vironmental and economic aspects – and to enable them to make social,
political and environmental decisions for themselves and their commu-
nities (Feldman & Nation, 2015). All the above-mentioned ESD and 21st-
century science education initiatives are embraced in Hodson’s (2003)
notion of “critical scientific literacy” (CSL) or Vision III of scientific literacy,
which discusses scientific engagement and sociopolitical action (Sjö-
ström & Eilks, 2021). Based on the importance and complexity of ESD, the
need to develop didactic models has been recognised (Dudas et al., 2023;
Herranen et al., 2021) so as to allow for the implementation of teaching
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designs and analyses in new teaching contexts for sustainability. How-
ever, the existing didactic models have their limitations. Thus, the aim of
this article is to synthesise the findings of relevant research articles as the
basis for demonstrating several didactic models for ESD in school science.
In particular, the didactic models which embrace multiple stakeholders
and communities and follow a multi-disciplinary approach have been 
addressed by UNESCO (2014, 2020). This paper further proposes using
Communities of Practice (CoP; Wenger, 1998) as a theory to guide ESD
educational practices and research in science education. I identify and
delineate several didactic models at various school levels, from preschool
to upper secondary, and I discuss how CoP can be used to guide educa-
tional practice and research in school science for ESD. The implications
of the article are relevant not only for the sustainability of the world, but
also for students’ development of Bildung, a well-established philosoph-
ical/spiritual tradition in continental Europe which addresses the need 
to develop citizens to take reflective and responsible action in and with
society in multiple dimensions (Herranen et al., 2021, p. 2). A framework
for socioscientific issues teaching and learning (SSI-TL) that incorporates
futures thinking as an ESD didactic model with CoP and Bildung is delin-
eated in Figure 1.

Figure 1. The SSI-TL framework presented in this paper
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The roadmap for ESD implementation after DESD

Synthesising the findings in the relevant literature, I found what the
UNESCO (2014) Global Action Programme since the DESD has suggested
as a roadmap to serve as the ESD beacon for science education. The Global
Action Programme proposes five priority action areas, including “trans-
forming learning and training environments by integrating sustainabil-
ity principles into education and training settings”, “building capacities 
of educators and trainers to more effectively deliver ESD”, “accelerating
sustainable solutions at local level by scaling up multi-stakeholder ESD
networks”, “advancing policy” and “empowering and mobilizing youth” 
(p. 15). Teaching strategies are part of teacher professional development
(Shuman, 1986, 1987), so there is no doubt that teachers need to learn
teaching strategies for ESD. How these five priority action areas are em-
braced in school education becomes important for the future direction of
ESD and Bildung, and it is important to provide didactic models with con-
crete examples of practice. 

Embracing these five priority action areas, four guiding principles
(Figure 2) have been recognised for the development of educational prac-
tices and research on ESD with the questions of what, why and how.

1. Multiple stakeholders and communities: increasing multi-stakeholder
networks in local communities to accelerate sustainable solutions at
the local level and expanding multi-stakeholder networks in national
and international communities

2. Policies and strategies at all educational levels: integrating ESD into
policy at all levels, from school to higher education, as well as organ-
isations and national policies and strategies

3. Train the leaders and trainers: equipping leaders, educators and train-
ers with the necessary knowledge, skills, attitudes and values of ESD
via training programmes

4. The use of ICT and youth-led activities: empowering and mobilising
youth via information and communication technology (ICT) and
more youth-led ESD activities
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Figure 2. The four guiding principles for ESD practices and research

To what degree has school education embraced these four princi-
ples for ESD since 2015 and the DESD? Since the UN Conference on the
Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972, sustainable development has
been strongly linked to environmental education (Cars & West, 2015).
Since 1990, social aspects of sustainable development, such as human
rights, multi-culturalism and gender equity, have emerged (Tanaka, 2017).
But how have the social aspects of ESD been presented in school educa-
tion to date? Based on the four principles (Figure 2), two types of didac-
tic models (theme-based and SSI-based) were identified for ESD.

''It is important to know what has been done after DESD, which is from

2005-2014'', so I write '' afer DESD since 2015''. 

Theme-based didactic models 

Perusal of the literature revealed that most school science was linked
to environmental education and subjects related to the natural sciences.
This resonates with the way that sustainable development was discussed
in the past, with a strong focus on environmental education (Cars & West,
2015; Tanaka, 2017). However, some teaching approaches which embrace
a multi-disciplinary approach were found.

In the Japanese context, Tanaka (2017) mentions the Development
Education Association and Resource Center’s (DEAR) primary education
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curricula for ESD from 2000 and 2010. The DEAR curriculum 2000 focussed
on teaching global issues and participatory learning (like photo language
and role-play) via “12 thematic curricula: food, culture, environment, trade,
literacy, refugees, international cooperation, foreign people in Japan, etc.”
(Tanaka, 2017, p. 23). Later, the DEAR curriculum of 2010 was proposed to
focus on local issues and their relationship to global issues (Figure 3). 

Figure 3. The DEAR ESD Curriculum of 2010 (Tanaka, 2017, p. 24)

In a Chinese kindergarten with a science education profile in Hongqiao
(Wong et al., 2019), an action research model (with two cycles of plan-
ning, action, observation and reflection) was adopted to implement ESD
with 10 teachers. The objectives of ESD for children – covering the three
domains of environment, economy and sociocultural issues – were ap-
plied (see Table 1). Taking children’s life experiences into account, they
found that “garbage”, “water” and “recycling” (linked to the environment
and economy domains) were easy for them to implement in ESD, since
the themes fit within “traditional science education”, whereas the social
justice and sociocultural domains were new and required additional
teacher training (Wong et al., 2019). Visual representations like videos
were used to stimulate children’s participation in ESD activities, but it was
found that the participating teachers struggled to match their teaching
strategies with ESD objectives and children’s development while imple-
menting ESD in kindergarten (Wong et al., 2019). 
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Table 1. The Objectives in Wong et al.’s Action Research Study (2019, p. 502)

From the above-mentioned two examples of theme-based teaching
strategies, themes covering all three pillars (ecology, economy and sociol-
ogy) of ESD were developed and applied in primary schools and preschools.
However, it took longer to implement all the themes, which tackle only one
pillar at a time and are not integrated. The issues requiring more research
are how children react to the themes and whether children’s ESD concept
remains unintegrated. Teachers also found it challenging to devise themes
to match ESD from their own experiences and children’s development. Con-
necting multiple stakeholders and communities as well as ICT and youth-
led activities proved tricky at the preschool level. These issues require
further resolution through teacher training.

SSI-based didactic models 

Controversial issues concerning the complex interrelationship be-
tween science, technology and society are termed socioscientific issues
(SSI; Patronis et al., 1999; Zeidler et al., 2002). Examples of SSI can be found
in the topics of climate change, consumption, nuclear power as an energy
resource and several issues related to the COVID-19 pandemic, such as the
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use of quarantine and face masks. Over the past 30 years, SSI-related edu-
cational research has become one of the main trends in the field of science
education, and many researchers have appreciated the significance of SSI,
emphasising the need to design issue-based curricula as part of the school
science canon (Chang Rundgren & Rundgren, 2010; Chang Rundgren,
2011; Driver et al., 2000) and for ESD (Levrini et al., 2021). However, just as
some teachers were found to be positive about, but ill-prepared to inte-
grate ESD into science lessons, some were also found to be positive about,
but ill-prepared for SSI-based teaching (Amos & Levinson, 2019; Rundgren
& Chang Rundgren, 2018), even though SSI-based teaching has been em-
braced within ESD internationally (Amos & Levinson, 2019; Eilks, 2015). 

Socioscientific inquiry-based learning (SSIBL) was developed in one
EU FP7 project, PARRISE (2014–2017), with 18 partners in 11 European
countries. More recently, it has been demonstrated how SSIBL could be
engaged with students learning the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals
embracing responsible research and innovation (RRI), inquiry-based sci-
ence education (IBSE), citizenship education (CE), and SSIs (Amos & Levin-
son, 2019). Ask–Find Out–Act is the basis for the teaching and learning
sequence of SSIBL (Figure 4). School science teacher training with SSIBL
was the focus in the PARRISE project, and the link between SSIBL and cur-
riculum has been used to motivate teachers’ engagement in SSIBL work-
shops (Amos & Levinson, 2019; Rundgren & Chang Rundgren, 2018).
However, how SSIBL can contribute to ESD was not explicitly addressed in
the PARRISE project, and teachers’ understanding of ESD was not explored.
While reflecting on the four guiding principles for ESD educational prac-
tices and research (Figure 2) since the DESD, multi-stakeholder networks
in communities and solutions at the local community level and youth-led
activities were not as clearly addressed in SSIBL as they had been in the
previously mentioned theme-based model in China (Wong et al., 2019)
and Japan (Tanaka, 2017). Even though personal, social, global and stage-
of-action perspectives were present, it was challenging to make the link
with communities and to have students put their solutions into practice
due to time constraints and teachers’ limited SSIBL teaching experience
(Rundgren & Chang Rundgren, 2018). 
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Figure 4. The Detailed SSIBL Model (Amos & Levinson, 2019, p. 31)

Like SSI-TL, the SEE-SEP model, which was developed in 2010, aimed
at teaching and learning SSI and SSI-based argumentation (Chang Rund-
gren & Rundgren, 2010; Chang Rundgren, 2011). The SEE-SEP model not
only stresses the holistic view of SSI, but also gets people to look at SSI sep-
arately via the different subject areas of science, economy, ethics/morality,
social culture, environment and policy (SEE-SEP) and includes individuals’
knowledge, values and experiences (Chang Rundgren & Rundgren, 2010;
see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. The SEE-SEP Model (Chang Rundgren & Rundgren, 2010, p. 11)

In the PARRISE project, the SEE-SEP model was combined with the
SSIBL framework for teacher training (Rundgren & Chang Rundgren, 2018).
Instead of the Ask–Find Out–Act model used by Amos and Levinson (2019),
it used an inquiry- and context-based (IC-based) three-step model devel-
oped in another EU FP7 project, PROFILES (Walan & Chang Rundgren,
2015). As shown in Figure 6, the IC-based three-step model includes the
stages of contextualisation (introducing SSI), de-contextualisation (con-
ducting scientific or socioscientific inquiry) and re-contextualisation (mak-
ing decisions and argumentation). This teaching activity can be structured
as a minimal three-hour activity in a school lesson or a longer one-month
course – or even a one-term programme. The IC-based three-step model
is feasible in a teaching and learning context (Rundgren et al., 2014; Walan
& Chang Rundgren, 2015). 
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Figure 6. The IC-Based Three-Step Model

In my opinion, the second step of de-contextualisation provides
many possibilities for inquiry concerning ESD’s three pillars (social, eco-
logical and economical) and the four guiding principles of ESD practices
and research (see Figure 2). For example, teachers can use the SEE-SEP
model to enable students to find multi-disciplinary, multi-stakeholder
and multi-community solutions (based on the SEE-SEP model’s six sub-
ject areas of science, economy, ethics/morality, social culture, environ-
ment and policy; see Figure 5) by searching the internet and interviewing
local, national and international stakeholders. It is certainly possible to
apply ICT in this step, for example, by using Zoom or Skype for interviews
or searching for viewpoints via social media. Then, in the step of re-con-
textualisation, ICT, youth-led activities, policy and strategy aspects can
be engaged in decisions and solutions, feeding back into Step 1 of the
SSI context (Figure 7). Much depends on the available time and how
teachers design the SSL-TL activities. The use of the SEE-SEP model has
proved feasible in primary through upper secondary school levels and in
teacher training workshops (Cebesoy & Chang Rundgren, 2023; Rund-
gren & Chang Rundgren, 2018). However, more research is needed at the
preschool level and in teacher professional development programmes.
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Figure 7. The Integrated Teaching Model for ESD

The theory of Communities of Practice for ESD

Communities of Practice (Wenger, 1998) has been recommended by
Sadler (2004) as an appropriate theory for science education in the context
of SSI. Here, I advance the use of CoP for ESD through key CoP concepts
such as participation and reification, boundary (brokers and boundary 
object) and locality (local community and global society) (Wenger, 1998). 
A large quantitative survey of teachers’ teaching practices for ESD (Borg 
et al., 2012) showed that upper secondary teachers in subject areas such
as the physical sciences, social sciences and languages have different
teaching strategies for ESD. It was also found in a later qualitative study
that science teachers engaged with environmental science-related issues
(use of energy, ecology, toxic substances and recycling), while social sci-
ence and language teachers engaged with issues such as human rights
and population, and environmental issues like climate change and recy-
cling (Sund & Gericke, 2020). The same phenomenon was revealed in 
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preschool teachers (Wong et al., 2019) and primary school teachers (Ak-
sland & Chang Rundgren, 2020). Teachers also embraced ESD differently,
depending on the subjects they taught: science teachers tended to be
more lecture-based, while social science and language teachers used
media and ICT more often (Sund & Gericke, 2020). Social science and lan-
guage teachers’ practices were more in line with a holistic view of ESD,
suggesting the need for cross-curricula teaching, which could help teach-
ers bridge the divides between school subjects and broker connections
by introducing “elements of one practice into another” (Wenger, 1998,
p. 105). In addition to the concept of broker as a type of connection, there
is boundary object, which includes “artifacts, documents, terms, concepts,
and other forms of reification around which communities of practice can
organize their interconnection” (Wenger, 1998, p. 105). Here, SSI-TL is re-
garded as the context for different boundary objects. For example, in the
SEE-SEP model (Figure 5), knowledge, values and experiences are seen
as important boundary objects that can connect local and international
communities as well as diverse school subject “communities”. This seems
to satisfy the approach of 3M for ESD by involving multi-stakeholder net-
works, multi-disciplinary approaches and multiple communities (Fig-
ure 2). Wenger (1998) also developed the notion of locality, pointing out
that “the history of modern times involves a transition from local com-
munities to global societies …. We can develop new ways of participating
in the global, but we do not engage with it” (p. 131). This is also an im-
portant notion for embracing the concept of creative entrepreneurship
for ESD via SSI-TL, even though we might not be able to directly engage
with the global context during SSI-TL activities. 

Conclusion and discussions

The literature review revealed that what school science teachers 
find most challenging is integrating ESD into their lessons (Montebon,
2018; Wong et al., 2019). Environment-related themes and activities were
generally embraced by both pre-service and in-service science teachers
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in their teaching practice (Aksland & Chang Rundgren, in press; Monte-
bon, 2018; Wong et al., 2019). The environmental domain was most preva-
lent in pre-service teachers’ understanding, while human rights and equity
were less often mentioned (Montebon, 2018). It was furthermore found
that people’s attitudes towards ESD were also influenced by culture (Mon-
tebon, 2018). One misconception about sustainability was that it is only
about the environment and recycling (Aksland & Chang Rundgren, 2020;
Montebon, 2018). Teachers’ understanding of sustainability varied ac-
cording to the subjects they taught. Science teachers were found to have
a stronger awareness of environmental sustainability than social studies
and primary school teachers, who generally had stronger awareness of
economic and sustainability issues (Atmaca & Kiray, 2020). The holistic un-
derstanding and teaching strategies of ESD need to be delivered through
teacher training programmes (Aksland & Chang Rundgren, 2020; Cebesoy
& Chang Rundgren, 2023; Montebon, 2018; Rundgren & Chang Rundgren,
2018), particularly via the SSI-TL model (Cebesoy & Chang Rundgren, 2023;
Rundgren & Chang Rundgren, 2018). Regarding the SSI-TL model, I argue
that the IC-based three-step model in combination with the SEE-SEP dis-
cussion in the second and the third steps is vital and a suitable didactic
model for ESD and Bildung to embrace all four guiding principles for ESD
practices and research in school education.

Funding: This research was supported by the Stockholm University.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The aim of this project was to investigate 

the quality of education in Polish preschools during the COVID-19 pandemic

in different social environments. 

Research methods: The study uses a pedagogical approach and the 

ECERS-E scale, used to both define and assess the quality of preschool 

institutions. The research also involved interviews with teachers.

A short description of the context of the issue: An important goal of the 

research is to identify problem areas and areas that constitute resources 

or strengths of preschool institutions.

Research findings: A detailed data analysis indicated differences in the qual-

ity of education and care offered to children. The preschools under study
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obtained the highest results for the mathematics subscale and the lowest

for the diversity subscale. Importantly, in nearly 25% of them, the quality

of science and environment classes was lower than the minimum. A com-

parative analysis of the locations of preschools revealed that rural institu-

tions achieved lower results than urban institutions, both in the overall

quality of everyday life and for all subscales. Despite the social changes tak-

ing place in Poland, research shows that the diversification of the educa-

tional environment may significantly determine school competences and

achievements. 

Conclusions and recommendations: The added value of the project is

showing the potential of the ECERS scale and proving that it can be used 

in the Polish context. This creates an opportunity to conduct comparative 

research on an international scale.

Keywords: quality of early childhood education and care, competences,

ECERS scale, COVID-19 pandemic, social changes

Introduction

In many countries, preschool children spend time away from home,
taking advantage of a variety of forms of early childhood education and
care (e.g., Belsky et al., 2007; Dahlberg et al., 2013). Research shows that
this brings measurable individual and social benefits in both the short
term and the long term. As the children grow up, they can be more and
more independent, achieve better educational results at all levels of ed-
ucation, and have greater chances of success in the job market (finding
and keeping a job) and in life (Brzezińska & Czub, 2012; Melhuish et al.,
2017; Sylva et al., 2008). In addition to the impact on children’s cognitive
development, there is also clear evidence that the experience of early
childhood education and care (ECEC) can have a long-term impact on so-
cioemotional development by encouraging less aggressive behavior,
more sustained attention, more playfulness, and more empathy (Barnett,
2008; Love et al., 2005; Sammons et al., 2002). Early childhood education
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and care is one of the most effective tools for equalizing the opportuni-
ties in education and life for the youngest citizens (Barnes & Melhusih,
2016; Melhuish, 2004; Sylva et al., 2004, 2010). It is therefore important
that all children from birth to school age have access to quality educa-
tion services. These services should provide a safe, caring environment
and a social, cultural, and physical space with a wide range of possibilities
for children to develop their potential. Researchers, experts, and most
policymakers around the world agree on this (Heckman & Landerso,
2021). The priority and overriding goal of the Polish education policy is to
ensure access to high-quality education for all citizens, regardless of their
place of residence, sex, religious affiliation, and social status (Białecki,
2003; Helios & Jedlecka, 2016).

Just before the COVID-19 pandemic, the Council of the European
Union (2019) published recommendations on high-quality early child-
hood education and care systems for all member states, including Poland.
The recommendations highlight the fact that the monitoring and evalu-
ation of the quality of the educational process provide relevant informa-
tion at the local, regional, national, and international levels that can be
used to improve the quality of policy and practice. It seems that the in-
ternational ECERS-E scale designed by Sylva, Siraj-Blatchford, and Taggart
(2011)1 may be a good instrument for this purpose. 

Assuming that preschools play a significant role in cognition, care,
and education, the main goal of this research project was to assess the
quality of the education they offer. The main focus was on the possibility
of providing children with educational experiences in literacy, mathe-
matics, science/environment, and diversity. The last one means planning
teaching according to the child’s individual educational needs, gender
equality and awareness of gender differences, and racial equality and
awareness of racial diversity. The research project was carried out after
many months of experience working with children during the pandemic.

1 An analysis of the literature on the quality of care in school daycare centers
showed that the ECERS-E scale is not used in Poland.
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Early childhood education and child care in Poland 

In Poland, the Ministry of Family, Labor, and Social Policy is responsible
for services for children under the age of 3 years. From the ages of 3 to 6,
children are covered by preschool education. Data from the Central Statis-
tical Office (Statistics Poland, 2021) show that on September 30, 2020,
90.1% of children aged 3–6 participated in various forms of pre-school ed-
ucation. In the 2020–21 school year, there were 22,400 preschool educa-
tion institutions that educated and looked after 1.4 million children. Most
(69.5%) preschool education institutions were public. 

As part of preschool education, children may attend preschool facili-
ties in public or non-public primary schools. To address the shortage of
places in ECEC institutions, preschool education units and daycare centers
have been set up to provide part-time services. Their operation is regulated
by a regulation from the Minister of National Education (2017). In all forms
of preschool education, the maximum number of children in a group is 25,
supervised by one teacher or tutor, and additionally by a supporting
teacher (Karta Nauczyciela, 2023). In Poland, there is a year of preparatory
preschool for 6-year-old children (Prawo oświatowe, 2021). Primary edu-
cation begins at the age of 7. Parents may also decide to send their child to
school at the age of 6, provided that they have attended preschool for at
least 1 year or have a certificate issued by a Psychological and Pedagogical
Counseling Center. 

In Poland, to ensure the quality of education, teachers must have a uni-
versity education with appropriate pedagogical preparation. On October 1,
2019, the standard of educating teachers for preschool education and
grades 1–3 of primary school changed. Education begins with uniform mas-
ter’s studies in preschool and early school education (Minister of Science
and Higher Education, 2019). The teacher then goes through five stages of
professional development, which are regulated by an ordinance on teach-
ers’ professional development (Minister of National Education, 2018). 

Each preschool institution has clearly defined standards of functioning,
determined by the core curriculum, a work plan, and a statute. In early 2020,
the daily work routine was disrupted by the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus.
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This situation affected the whole world. In Poland, from March 12 to 
May 24, 2020, all educational institutions were closed (Minister of National
Education, 2020a). Education was carried out using distance learning meth-
ods or other methods determined by the relevant authorities. Children of
medical workers and law enforcement workers (including soldiers, police
officers, and firefighters) were exempt and able to attend preschools and
schools. In March 2020, in the interests of the safety of the children, 
preschool employees, and their relatives, the Chief Sanitary Inspector an-
nounced anti-epidemic guidelines for preschools, preschool units in pri-
mary schools, and other forms of preschool education and institutions for
caring for children up to 3 years of age. The instructions concerned the or-
ganization of care, hygiene, disinfection of rooms and surfaces, gastronomy,
and handling suspected infections among staff (Bielecka & Dudzik, 2021). 

Starting on May 25, 2020, a gradual return to preschool education in
classrooms began (Minister of National Education, 2020b). The restrictions
introduced in ECEC institutions had significantly changed everyday life. 

Research questions

The aim of this research project was to answer the following questions:

1. What was the quality of education in selected Polish preschools dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic?

2. What were the differences in the quality of education offered to chil-
dren in preschools in rural versus urban areas during the COVID-19
pandemic?

3. On which of the selected subscales did the selected preschools in
urban and rural areas have the highest and lowest scores?

4. For which components of individual subscales did the selected
preschools in urban and rural areas have the highest and lowest
scores during the COVID-19 pandemic?

5. What do teachers say about the changes in day-to-day life in
preschools caused by the COVID-19 pandemic? 
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Research methods

This study is defined as mixed-methods research (Bryman, 2017;
Flick, 2011), which refers to research that is “a combination of quantita-
tive and qualitative approaches” (Creswell, 2013, p. 219). Quantitative 
research was carried out using a diagnostic survey to diagnose the phe-
nomenon under study (De Vaus, 2002) and the observation method
(Green & Thorogood, 2018; Noel et al., 2018). The basic research tool was
the fourth and most current version of the Early Childhood Environment
Rating Scale (ECERS-E) by Kathy Sylva, Iram Siraj-Blatchford, and Brenda
Taggart (2011). The qualitative research was carried out using content
analysis (Krzystek, 2018; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1998)
based on data obtained from unstructured interviews conducted with
teachers.

The ECERS-E is used to measure the quality of education in relation to
the cognitive and social developmental outcomes of 3–5-year-olds. The
ECERS-E complements the Revised Early Childhood Assessment Scale
(ECERS-R), which is an internationally recognized measure of quality in ed-
ucation and care. The first edition of the Early Childhood Environment Rat-
ing Scale was published in 1980 by American researchers Thelma Harms
and Richard Clifford (1980). In the following years, work on improving the
scale was continued, resulting in subsequent editions, including the most
popular and widely translated and used one: the ECERS-R, published in
1998 by the same authors. The ECERS-E is an observational scale: most ac-
tivities and behaviors must be observed in order to score points for them,
which makes the instrument very valuable. The scale consists of four sep-
arate subscales: (1) literacy, (2) mathematics, (3) science and environment,
and (4) diversity. Each of the subscales includes detailed items compris-
ing 18 areas whose quality is assessed by the researcher/observer on 
a 7-point scale, where 1 = inadequate, 3 = minimal, 5 = good, and 7 = ex-
cellent. The authors of the ECERS-E formulated detailed recommendations
for the researcher/observers to ensure the objectivity, reliability, and ac-
curacy of measuring the quality of a child’s educational environment. The
guidelines include preparing for observations, maintaining objectivity,
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and very detailed comments explaining the scoring system. The ECERS,
ECERS-R, and ECERS-E are widely used in many countries around the world,
including the USA, Great Britain, Denmark, Germany, Kazakhstan, Japan,
Portugal, Russia, Sweden, Spain, and Ukraine (FPG Child Development In-
stitute, 2022). In Poland, researchers rarely use this tool (e.g., Gindrich,
2009, 2012, 2018).

The results of the quantitative research were subjected to statis-
tical analysis using the IBM software program SPSS; basic descriptive 
statistics were calculated, including means, standard deviation, and sig-
nificance tests. The content analysis method (Krzystek, 2018; Miles & Hu-
berman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was used to analyze data collected
through unstructured interviews. Statements from 33 teachers employed
in preschool institutions located in urban and rural areas of the Lublin
voivodeship (eastern Poland) were systematized and organized. The data
was collected from November 2021 to the end of April 2022. The inter-
views were completed when the theoretical saturation was achieved:
common threads began to emerge from the collected data, and sub-
sequent information did not add anything new. The interviews were
recorded (audio) and transcribed. The research material was processed 
in accordance with the principles of modern qualitative data analysis
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). The thematic analysis was carried out with 
the use of the software program MAXQDA. After compiling a list of the
most common themes, we attempted to interpret them in order to find
their common meaning.

The implementation of the project began with sending inquiries to
preschool institutions in eastern Poland about the possibility of con-
ducting research on their premises. A total of 101 institutions responded
to the request, but due to the pandemic-related restrictions, the resulting
research sample consisted of 47 preschools, including 19 from rural areas
and 28 from urban areas. The participants were 90 teachers and 752 chil-
dren from the oldest preschool groups. The research was carried out by
trained pedagogical students from November 2021 to April 2022.
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Ethical Considerations

Bearing in mind good ethical practices concerning researchers, re-
search participants, scientists, and professional practitioners (British Edu-
cational Research Association, 2018), on October 25, 2021, the completed
research project was approved by the Ethics and Scientific Research 
Committee of Maria Curie-Skłodowska University in Lublin (application 
no. 9/2021). The project does not involve minors and does not include psy-
chological or medical risk factors for the respondents. Before the research,
permission was granted by the head teachers of the preschool institutions
involved. The participants were informed that participation in the research
was voluntary and that there would be no consequences for refusal at any
stage of the process. Moreover, we ensured them that the research results
would be confidential, that the personal data of teachers would not be dis-
seminated in a way that would identify the preschools or individuals, and
that the data would only be processed for the purpose of scientific analysis.

Findings 

A. The quality of education in selected Polish preschools during the
COVID-19 pandemic

Our first research question concerned diagnosing the quality of
education in selected Polish preschools during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The analysis conducted with the ECERS-E scale showed that
the average quality of everyday life of children in Polish preschools
during the COVID-19 pandemic was in the range of 4–5 (M = 4.41).

Half of the surveyed facilities had at least a good quality of every-
day life, while the other half achieved results indicating a much lower
quality of everyday life (Me = 4.94). The highest results among the 
selected preschools were recorded for the mathematics subscale 
(M = 5.02). Half of the institutions achieved results equal to or higher
than 5.67 on this subscale. The lowest results were obtained for the
diversity subscale (M = 3.82); half of the preschools scored lower than
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or equal to 4. Moreover, for the science and environment subscale,
nearly a quarter of the surveyed institutions obtained a score lower
than or equal to 2.20, which proves that in 25% of preschools, the
quality of classes in this subject was lower than the minimum. De-
tailed data, including basic descriptive statistics – means, medians,
standard deviation, minimum and maximum values, and lower and
upper quartiles – concerning the overall scores and scores for the in-
dividual subscales are presented in Table 1. Figure 1 is a graphical
representation of the results.

Table 1. Quality of everyday life in Polish preschools, 

by individual subscale 

Figure 1. Quality of everyday life in Polish preschools, 

by individual subscale
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M Me SD Min. Max. Lower 
quartile

Upper 
quartile

Quality of everyday life, total score 4.41 4.94 1.66 1.00 7.00 3.56 5.44

Literacy 4.53 5.00 1.70 1.00 7.00 3.67 5.67

Mathematics 5.02 5.67 1.97 1.00 7.00 3.75 6.50

Science and environment 4.13 4.50 1.81 1.00 7.00 2.20 4.50

Diversity 3.82 4.00 1.73 1.00 7.00 2.67 4.67



B. Differences in the quality of education offered to children in rural
and urban preschool institutions during the COVID-19 pandemic

In this study, we also aimed to check whether the environment
(rural vs. urban) is a factor that significantly differentiated the level of
quality of everyday life in Polish preschools during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The analysis was performed using Student’s t-test for inde-
pendent samples. The results show lower scores, both in terms of the
general quality of everyday life and for all subscales in rural facilities
compared to municipal facilities. However, these differences were
not statistically significant (Table 2, Figure 2). Moreover, as shown in
Table 2 and Figure 2, the highest scores were on the mathematics
subscale, while the lowest scores in both the rural and urban schools
were on the diversity subscale.

Table 2. Quality of everyday life of preschool children 

in Polish educational institutions, depending on the environment 

(rural vs. urban)
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Rural areas
(n = 19)

Urban areas
(n = 28) 95% CI

M SD M SD T p LL UL Cohen’s d

Quality of everyday life, total score 4.11 1.45 4.61 1.79 -1.02 0.311 -1.50 0.49 0.30

Literacy 4.26 1.53 4.71 1.80 -0.89 0.377 -1.47 0.57 0.27

Mathematics 4.66 2.00 5.26 1.95 -1.03 0.309 -1.78 0.58 0.31

Science & environment 3.82 1.49 4.34 2.00 -0.96 0.342 -1.60 0.57 0.29

Diversity 3.56 1.40 3.99 1.93 -0.83 0.412 -1.46 0.61 0.25
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Figure 2. Quality of everyday life of preschool children 

in selected Polish educational institutions, 

depending on the environment (rural vs. urban)

C. Components of the subscales according to the location of the pre-
school institution during the COVID-19 pandemic

Table 3 presents the basic descriptive statistics (means, medians,
standard deviation, minimum and maximum values, and lower and
upper quartiles) for the general quality of everyday life score and the
results on individual subscales, separately for rural and urban
preschools. The data show that in rural institutions, the maximum
score (7 points) was obtained only on the mathematics subscale,
whereas in urban preschools, maximum scores were achieved on
each of the subscales and for the total score. In urban schools, more
than half of the preschools recorded at least good results (>5) for
both the total score for the quality of everyday life and the dimen-
sions of literacy, mathematics, and science and environment. Among
rural institutions, at least good results for the total score for the qual-
ity of everyday life as well as for science and environment were
achieved in only about a quarter of them.
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Table 3. Quality of everyday life and individual subscales in Polish 

preschools, depending on the type of environment (rural vs. urban)

D. Teachers facing changes in the everyday life of preschool institu-
tions in Poland caused by the COVID-19 pandemic

To investigate teachers’ opinions about changes in education and
childcare during the COVID-19 pandemic, we asked them to partici-
pate in unstructured interviews (N = 33). This method allowed us to
gather data on how teachers perceive and understand the reality
they experience (Charmaz, 2006, p. XVII). The interview questions
were open-ended, encouraging the interviewees to make longer
statements and share experiences and emotions and allowing the
researchers to learn how the participants construct their opinions
and perspectives. Sample questions included the following: “What
are your experiences with day-to-day preschool life during the
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Rural areas

M Me SD Min. Max. Lower
quartile

Upper
quartile

Quality of everyday life, total score 4.11 4.56 1.45 1.25 6.33 3.56 5.00

Literacy 4.26 4.67 1.53 1.00 6.33 3.50 5.33

Mathematics 4.66 5.50 2.00 1.00 7.00 2.50 6.33

Science and environment 3.82 4.00 1.49 1.33 6.20 2.20 5.00

Diversity 3.56 4.00 1.40 1.00 6.67 3.00 4.00

Urban areas

M Me SD Min. Max. Lower
quartile

Upper
quartile

Quality of everyday life, total score 4.61 5.16 1.79 1.00 7.00 3.41 5.61

Literacy 4.71 5.08 1.80 1.00 7.00 3.75 5.83

Mathematics 5.26 5.75 1.95 1.00 7.00 5.00 6.75

Science and environment 4.34 5.00 2.00 1.00 7.00 2.30 5.55

Diversity 3.99 4.00 1.93 1.00 7.00 2.42 5.50



COVID-19 pandemic?,” “What do you think about education and
childcare during the pandemic?,” “Which of the changes introduced
during the pandemic are worth continuing?,” and “What did the pan-
demic take away and what did you miss the most in your everyday
life during COVID-19?”

Five key themes emerged from the analysis of the teachers’ state-
ments: 1) arrangement of the physical space in the preschool, 2) safety
and health, 3) new forms of conducting classes, 4) relationships among
teachers, between teachers and parents, between teachers and chil-
dren, and among children, and 5) teachers’ reflections and profes-
sional development.

There are many differences between the categories, but they
share the fact that in both the countryside and the city, pandemic-
related changes in ECEC institutions resulted in negative as well as
positive reflections. This aligns with the theory of crisis behavior 
(Dzięgielewski & Jacinto, 2015; James & Gilliland, 2017). In terms of
how physical space is arranged, according to the respondents, re-
moving many toys from the rooms inspired the children to think and
act creatively and to search for unusual solutions; it also triggered
initiative and strengthened children’s cognitive curiosity and inde-
pendence.

Almost all teachers saw several advantages related to safety and
health (e.g., more frequent hand washing, covering mouths and noses
with a bent elbow or a handkerchief when sneezing and coughing,
using disinfectants, and not touching one’s eyes, nose, and mouth),
although some disadvantages were also noted. The collected data
show that the pandemic violated children’s sense of safety and sig-
nificantly worsened their health, especially mental health, in both the
city and the countryside. For example: “The current pandemic situa-
tion introduces a lot of mess and chaos; everything has become un-
certain, which causes frustration in teachers who can’t achieve their
intended goals. But it also has many side effects on the children’s psy-
che, since children found themselves in a new reality and their sense
of security is often seriously disturbed” (urban teacher); “The number
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of children receiving psychological and pedagogical help is increas-
ing, because they can’t master the curriculum material necessary to
complete primary school (a lot of absences). Emotional problems 
in children – tearfulness, anxiety, over-agitation, and educational
problems” (rural teacher).

In terms of the teaching methods, the teachers generally ex-
pressed negative opinions about distance learning. Recurring themes
were a lack of adequate equipment and competences to conduct 
online classes and a lack of the expected results. Parents’ limited abil-
ities, both financial and didactic, were also exposed. Among the neg-
ative opinions, there were also some positive ones: For some teachers,
it was an advantage to go outdoors more often during classes.

The respondents were very critical of their contact with parents.
As they stated, these were mainly quick conversations when drop-
ping off or picking up children, since in most schools, parents were
not allowed to enter the building. In a few cases, despite the estab-
lished rules, parents did not follow the sanitary regime. The respon-
dents mentioned other methods of communicating with parents:
telephone calls, online register messages, online meetings, and so-
cial media. In individual cases, contact was very limited, as parents
did not answer the phone or respond to emails.

Relationships among the teachers were assessed as “fairly good.”
Most of the respondents noted the lack of face-to-face meetings and
events that created a special atmosphere and gave them a chance to
hold longer conversations and get to know each other. According 
to teachers, contact among children deteriorated, both in and out-
side of the classroom. The following statement was very telling: 
“The pandemic has changed us a lot and our relationships with other
people; it has broken our routine. It’s a difficult time for the children
and for us” (rural teacher).

The interviews show that although the pandemic disrupted tradi-
tional education and care, it also mobilized people to reflect more
deeply and take tangible actions. The need to switch to remote edu-
cation, according to the respondents, forced them to improve their
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qualifications in this area, which translated into the development of
professional competences. Apart from deep losses, the pandemic
made it possible to see the political, economic, and educational alter-
natives more clearly. It also showed many challenges and paved the
way for new experiences that – according to the respondents – proved
to be child-friendly and should be maintained after the pandemic. 

Discussion

Access to high-quality educational and health services is the basic
factor of children’s optimal development, functioning, and well-being,
parallel to the functioning of the family and society. According to experts,
depriving children of the use of these services significantly limits the de-
velopment of their potential. In March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic
sparked a worldwide wave of preschool and school closings. A Supreme
Audit Office report on Polish schools published at the end of 2021 (Naj-
wyższa Izba Kontroli, 2021) revealed a lower quality of education, deeper
educational inequalities, and deteriorating psychophysical condition of
students and teachers during the COVID-19 epidemic. According to the
Supreme Audit Office, the lack of systemic solutions that would provide
schools with optimal conditions for stable didactic work had a negative
impact on the educational process. The failure to define the standards
of distance or hybrid teaching left it to schools to decide how to imple-
ment didactic activities on their own. Their report encouraged us to con-
duct research in preschool institutions that were not involved in the
official audit.

In the case of the youngest children, ECEC has become a stage of ed-
ucation at high risk, as children in early and middle childhood have much
fewer opportunities to engage in distance learning, cope with stress, and
comply with health and safety measures than older children. Preschools
were faced with many questions: how to deal with the new situation, how
to continue providing high-quality education and care, how to cooper-
ate with families, how to protect the most vulnerable children, which
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health and safety regulations must be respected, and how to manage
their employees.

This project was aimed at diagnosing the quality of education and
childcare in preschools in rural and urban areas during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The quantitative data collected with the use of the ECERS showed
that the quality of early childhood education and care in selected Polish
preschool institutions during the pandemic was average. These results
are mainly related to the location of the preschool (city vs. countryside).
The differences revealed in the research provoke reflection and raise the
need to address the challenge of improving the development and well-
being of children in crisis situations. Overall, 50% of the surveyed insti-
tutions showed at least good quality of everyday life, while the other 
half achieved results indicating a much lower quality of everyday life 
(Me = 4.94). The highest scores among the surveyed preschools were
recorded for the mathematics subscale (M = 5.02), on which half of the in-
stitutions obtained scores equal to or higher than 5.67. The lowest scores
were for the diversity subscale (M = 3.82). Half of the preschools obtained
scores lower than or equal to 4 in this area. In the science and environ-
ment subscale, nearly a quarter of the surveyed preschools obtained 
a result lower than or equal to 2.20, which means that in 25% of them,
the quality of these classes was lower than the minimum. It seems that in
preschools, as in schools, the lack of a systematic approach to distance 
education, insufficient training for teachers in conducting online lessons,
a lack of relationships with peers, and cases of the digital exclusion of 
children call for developing an optimal model for school and preschool
functioning in the event of an epidemic (Jaskulska et al., 2020; Bielecka 
& Dudzik, 2021; Wyczółkowska, 2022).

The results of the qualitative research illustrate the assumption
known in the social sciences that when everyday routines fail, the world
of everyday life ceases to be accepted without reservations and be-
comes the subject of reflection (Berger & Luckmann, 1991). Since the
pandemic was described by the respondents as a “disturbance of bal-
ance” or “a disturbance of the daily order based on routine,” this time was
subjected to two types of reflection. On the one hand, the respondents
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saw it as an opportunity to creatively re-evaluate and rework patterns of
actions and the resulting strategies for coping with the new reality. On
the other hand, the fact that this reflectiveness was triggered from the
outside and was reactive in nature makes it appear as an obligatory task
that cannot be avoided. As a result, the process of reflecting on everyday
life in preschools, triggered by the pandemic, seems to be one of the
symptoms of the instability and loss of sense of security during the pan-
demic (Giddens, 1991). The need to be safe accompanies human beings
at every stage of life – from fetal life to death – and this need increases
in new, sudden, and life-threatening situations, like the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Koziński, 2011, p. 25).

Conclusions

The lack of a systemic approach to distance education, the insuffi-
cient support for teachers conducting online lessons, and the cases of
digital exclusion of students all show the need to create an optimal model
for the functioning of schools in an epidemic. In accordance with the rec-
ommendations of the scientific community (Najwyższa Izba Kontroli,
2022), it should ensure a balance between the requirements of the sani-
tary regime and activities protecting the mental health of students, teach-
ers, and parents.

The data collected in the research, in addition to indicating prob-
lematic areas, also uncovered those which constitute resources. Identify-
ing these areas can help in designing appropriate, evidence-based public
policy and interventions (Cartwright & Hardie, 2012; Davies et al., 2000).

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The purpose of the study was to learn about par-

ents’ experiences of participating in their children’s remote education during

the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. The question posed in this article 

is about the circumstances under which parents took over tasks previously

perceived as a teacher’s job. 

Research methods: The participatory, qualitative case study utilized data

from the open-ended questions of an electronic survey to which 104 par-

ents (from a public elementary school in a metropolitan area) responded, 

as well as data from the school’s electronic register. The qualitative analysis

employed strategies of constructivist grounded theory.

Brief description of the context of the problem: While national and interna-

tional studies have shown that parents played a critical role in the challenging

and stressful home-based education of their children during the COVID-19

pandemic, no research has explained how parents became this vital link of

education. The aim of this article is to fill this gap.
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Research findings: The study revealed two interrelated contextual factors

that led to parents’ activation in their children’s “schooling from home”: 

1) technical/administrative, related to having inadequate tools for distance

education and 2) pedagogical/didactic, related to the prevailing concepts 

of teaching and learning being anchored in the behavioral-transmission par-

adigm.

Conclusions and/or recommendations: The results apply primarily to the

school under study and represent an intrinsic case study. However, it is rea-

sonable to assume that the events, phenomena, and processes identified

in the study may serve to explain phenomena in other schools that have or-

ganized distance education similarly. The cautious recommendation, aim-

ing to safeguard family resources (thereby protecting equal opportunities

for all children to learn) in times of crisis, is to transform the pedagogical un-

derpinnings that shape today’s educational practices from behaviorist to

constructivist. However, this requires further research.

Keywords: distance education; parental experiences; COVID-19 pandemic;

correspondence learning; communication; pedagogical concepts of learning

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic forced many governments to take extraor-
dinary measures to limit the spread of the virus. In the spring of 2020, more
than 1.5 billion students in over 190 countries were unable to attend school
due to these measures (United Nations, 2020). In Poland, the Minister of
National Education (MNE) based his decision to suspend teaching and ed-
ucational activities on the Special Law of March 2, 2020 (Dz.U. of 2 March
2020, item 374).This suspension began on March 12; on March 20, the MNE
introduced regulations that formalized distance learning methods and
techniques (Dz.U. of 2020, item 493).

58 Marta Wiatr
Contexts of Extraordinary Parental Involvement in Children’s Education During 
the First Wave of COVID-19: A Case Study of a Public Elementary School in Poland
(pp. 57–78)

IS
SN

 2
54

3-
75

85
   

  e
- I

SS
N

 2
54

3-
84

09



The key role of parents in emergency distance education 
in national and international research

During the second and third quarters of 2020, multiple studies were
conducted, in both Poland and internationally. These studies focused on
the technologies, work methods, and tools used by teachers outside the
classroom (Wiatr, 2022). The aim was to determine how education was
being provided during the pandemic. The studies found that during the
first wave of the pandemic, schools adopted a “correspondence” model of
education. This involved teachers communicating educational content and
assignments via email or other integrated tools, such as e-registries or in-
stant messaging (Wiatr, 2022). These tools helped to overcome the geo-
graphical distance between teacher and student created by the school
closures. The selection of such tools was left to the discretion of school prin-
cipals and teachers in Poland.

During the pandemic, various reports highlighted the significant role
of parents in the continuation of their children’s education (e.g., Bubb 
& Jones, 2020; Di Pietro et al., 2020; Ho et al., 2021; Misirli & Ergulec, 2021;
Mußél & Kondratjuk, 2020; Trzcińska-Król, 2020). These studies not only
recognized parents as a vital factor in their children’s academic success or
failure, but also identified them as being particularly impacted by distance
learning techniques (e.g., Daniela et al., 2021; Girard & Prado, 2022; Krents
et al., 2020).1 The researchers noted that parents often compensated for
the shortcomings of educational institutions. This significant parental role
in the education of children and adolescents represents an individualiza-
tion of care and education that requires further analysis.

Many national and international publications have explored how par-
ents have taken on additional teaching responsibilities (e.g., Bhamani et
al., 2020; Parczewska, 2021). The publications investigate how parents
have responded to their new roles, the costs they have incurred, and the
factors that may influence these costs (Bhamani et al., 2020; Brom et al.,
2020; Bubb & Jones, 2020; Parczewska, 2021; Thorell et al., 2022). 

1 As the authors note, parents’ new responsibilities for their children’s learning at
home have far exceeded those previously associated with schooling and homework.
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Most of these studies have focused on the new, overwhelming tasks
of parents (as educators of their children), while at the same time tak-
ing these tasks for granted and as unchallenged in the face of the rapid,
extraordinary situation of lockdowns. What has been neglected is the
context in which this new role and new tasks are taken on. Understand-
ing how this happened is critical to designing interventions to better sup-
port those involved in children’s education. Using participatory research,
this article aims to address this knowledge gap by exploring the context
in which parents become “home educators.”

It was intentional to focus on the brief first wave of the COVID-19
pandemic. Its suddenness and force exposed the old logic that was or-
ganizing human behavior, including the rationale underlying educational
practices. The subsequent changes in the following, longer waves of the
pandemic were based on the experience of the first phase, which, inci-
dentally, remained understudied. 

2. Research method

The research was conducted in June and July 2020 at the request of
the Parents’ Council2 from a metropolitan public elementary school with
approximately 500 students. It employed a case study method, both in-
trinsic – with a focus on the needs, expectations, opinions, and experi-
ences of parents from the school in question – and instrumental, serving
as a catalyst or inspiration for explaining processes or phenomena ob-
served at other schools which used similar practices (Stake, 2003). 

The study consisted of both quantitative and qualitative components,
with the latter being analyzed and presented herein. It followed the con-
structivist paradigm (Berger & Luckmann, 1983). Data was collected from

2 The Parents’ Council is a compulsory body in publicly funded schools run by the
local authorities in Poland. It consists of parents of students from all classes. Mem-
bers of the Parents’ Council are elected by the parents for a one-year term. This body
has primarily consultative powers and enables parents to participate in the organi-
zation of school life, including its formal aspects.
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June 25 to July 5, 2020, using an electronic questionnaire developed in col-
laboration with the Parents’ Council. The questionnaire was distributed
anonymously and on a voluntary basis to all parents in the school via elec-
tronic register (Librus3) and email. 

From the target group, 104 parents4 responded to the survey, repre-
senting approximately 25% of the total invited participants. To address
the educational challenges at various stages of elementary education,
the participants were categorized into different levels, based on their
child’s year5 (Table 1). Each quote from the participants later in this paper
is labeled with the child’s level of schooling. 

Table 1

There was a high level of willingness among parents to include longer
descriptions about their experiences in their answers to the open-ended
questions. Ninety-eight participants answered the prompts beginning

3 Librus is a popular school management software program in Poland that fea-
tures an electronic register.

4 As some parents had multiple children attending the school under the study,
they were requested to respond regarding a single selected child.

5 Year 1 (Level I) was treated separately due to the low literacy skills of first-
graders. Years 2 and 3 comprised Level II–III, which included students from a more
advanced stage of early childhood education. Years 4–6 formed Level IV–VI, where
students are introduced to a subject-specific teaching style. Years 7 and 8 were com-
bined into Level VII–VIII, where the range of subjects is expanded to include
chemistry, physics, and social studies, and the work of teachers and students seems
to be geared toward preparing for the 8th-grade final examination (to complete Pol-
ish elementary school education).
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Student’s level Number of responses for each level Percentage of responses for each level

I 17 16%

II–III 31 30%

IV–VI 34 33%

VII–VIII 22 21%

Total 104 100%



with “What I liked most about remote teaching was…” and “It’s too bad
that…” Likewise, 97 parents completed the sentence “The greatest diffi-
culty for me was…,” 90 completed the sentence beginning with “My child’s
greatest difficulty was…,” and 98 answered the question “What and how
can remote learning be improved?” The question “Do you have knowledge,
skills, or other resources that could help improve the comfort and quality
of remote learning at our school?” received 74 responses, 34 of which in-
cluded specific suggestions. 

The analysis presented herein encompasses parents’ statements
from the survey’s open-ended questions and data from Librus.6

Strategies from Charmaz’s (2013) constructionist grounded theory
were used to identify broader categories in an inductive process. The analy-
sis began with open coding followed by selective coding. This process was
accomplished by using constant comparison and code transformation
techniques. The coding process involved writing memos to develop
emerging ideas or hypotheses. Categories were compared and/or refer-
enced to each other in search of relationships and connections. Only one
set of categories is presented here, representing the broader context in
which parents took over the tasks of educating a child at home. 

A distinct category in this set was comprised of statements from par-
ents expressing disagreement with the definition of the school’s distance
learning practices and suggesting that what the parents were dealing
with was “closer” to homeschooling. This clear statement created a start-
ing point for further inductive analysis to understand the context of the
parents’ definition of the situation, which differed from that of the school.
The category was named “negation of the school’s implementation of
distance learning.” Statements in this category related to claims about
the actions of teachers, students, or parents during the school closings
(What did the parents/teachers/students do?), leading to categories 
such as “what does it mean to teach?,” “student helplessness,” “teacher
disappearance,” and “emergence of the home educator.” The broader 

6 They served to reconstruct the process of remote teaching (emails with assign-
ments, calendars, and schedules).
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phenomenon of “communication” provided a more general context for
these actions. It provided the connection between (1) the “disappearance
of the teacher,” (2) the helplessness of the student, and (3) the “emerg-
ing of the parent as home educator.” It’s worth noting that references to
homeschooling or home education made by parents are intuitive and 
do not necessarily meet the criterion of the legal definition of home-
schooling in Poland.7

The analytical categories that emerged from the study were discussed
with the Parents’ Council, school management, and other researchers and
their comments and insights were incorporated into the study.

3 Results of the analysis

3.1 Implementation of distance education in the school
The elementary school under study introduced distance education

in March 2020 and subsequently adjusted it over the following 3 months.
Initially, it was a combination of asynchronous and interactive learning.
Teachers sent assignments via email to students (and their parents) for
individual work with textbooks, exercise books, or multimedia materials
on educational portals. Initially, students sent pictures of their work to
teachers, but within 2 weeks this practice was quickly replaced. Instead,
only selected assignments were sent by pupils identified by the teacher: 

During the first week, I took pictures of several of my child’s notebooks

every day, and then attached these pictures to emails addressed to

different teachers and sent messages from my own account. I tried 

7 The Act of September 7, 1991 on the education system guarantees the right of
a child to be educated outside of school under conditions organized and ensured 
by their parents. According to Polish law, a child may be educated at home only at
the request of their parents. Parents are obliged to create and ensure the conditions
for learning, having obtained the permission of a psychological and pedagogical
counseling center to allow this type of education. A child educated at home must
pass an annual placement exam.
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to describe them in a logical and intuitive way. After the first week,

teachers started writing to tell me not to send them pictures of chil-

dren’s notebooks and homework until they asked for it. Some asked

once, others twice, still others not at all during those 3 months. Thus,

the teachers’ ongoing monitoring of children’s work and providing

feedback ended. It’s a shame. I was left alone with the job of teaching.

[IV–VI] 

In March, certain teachers conducted online meetings via Zoom and
experimented with the application called Padlet. In April, the Teams plat-
form was introduced, and teachers began sporadically inviting students to
15-minute online meetings. While parents appreciated these attempts, not
all teachers conducted lessons in this manner, and the frequency of weekly
meetings varied based on the educational stage. During the 3 months, 
remote education evolved, but the asynchronous model remained the pri-
mary mode of education. The content was delivered via electronic register
(Librus) and email. MS Teams was mainly utilized for short online lessons
and for submitting completed assignments.

3.2. “It wasn’t distance education, but home education by parents” –
Negation of the school’s implementation of distance education
When asked about their experiences with distance education, few

parents acknowledged its benefits (specifically the non-intensive, asyn-
chronous model8), but many denied that the school had implemented 
it at all. Parents expressed their disbelief in two ways: some felt that dis-
tance education was non-existent (“Distance education was basically non-
existent, so it’s hard to say what I liked [VII–VIII]; “there was no distance

8 Diverse asynchronous education has its supporters. Thus, the scholarly litera-
ture points to such advantages as working at one’s own pace, according to learners’
schedules, with reduced need for infrastructure and fewer conflicts over sharing
equipment (Martin et al., 2020). Parents, on the other hand, appreciated the loosen-
ing of the time and space regime and the reduced pressure to “be on time,” among
other things. They also valued the greater harmony at home, better opportunities to
adapt their child’s learning efforts to their biorhythm, and the ability to maintain 
a healthy balance of work in front of the computer screen.
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education – only teaching by the parent” [I]), while others believed that
certain practices did not qualify as distance education (“Unfortunately,
this semester, it’s difficult to call it distance education – it was just as-
signing homework and assessing it” [II–III]; “Sending dry messages with 
instructions to read something from a textbook or do some assignments
is not distance education” [VII–VIII]). This indicates that many parents per-
ceived the teachers’ efforts as inadequate and did not consider them an
embodiment of actual instruction.

3.3. “I might just as well send assignments myself, in any subject” –
What does it mean to teach? 
Parents’ statements were analyzed to determine their perception of

the teacher’s work and what is involved in the teaching process. These
statements included: 

1) instances where parents had to take on the teacher’s responsibilities,
such as explaining topics to their children (“Actually, almost all the
teacher’s work was done by the parents, because they were the ones
who had to explain all the topics” [II–III]), 

2) situations where the teacher failed to perform certain duties (“the
teacher did not talk to the students online” [I]; “The teacher … didn’t
even bother to ask whether the child understood the material” [VII–VIII]), 

3) descriptions of what constitutes good teaching, such as inspiring cu-
riosity and supporting students (“A teacher should teach and impart
knowledge, stimulate curiosity, and show the student that even in
such conditions it’s worth learning. Be with the student. Support the
student” [VII–VIII]), and

4) challenges faced by parents as substitute teachers, including moti-
vating students when there are no grades (“Encouraging a child to
watch yet another video from the next subject, when it didn’t involve
getting a grade or completing a task” [IV–VI]), explaining new topics
and issues on which they were unfamiliar (“Understanding the ma-
terial in some areas [I’m not an educator and can’t transfer knowledge
like a teacher]” [II–III]), and organizing the process itself (“Doing my
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job in constant readiness to help the children with their schooling,
running links, printing attachments, logging in to different sites, etc.,
and constantly going on Librus” [IV–VI]). 

In the analysis of parents’ statements, certain activities that proved
fundamental in defining teaching itself were extracted. These pivotal 
teaching activities encompassed structuring the learning environment, 
explaining, clarifying, motivating, correcting, directing, and monitoring.
These activities, typically occurring in the direct physical presence in a class-
room, often took place without much reflection. In a distance learning 
context, however, they required deliberate action to design the learning ex-
perience, considering not only the delivery of the subject matter, but –
more importantly – to facilitate effective learning. According to Anderson
et al. (2001), this occurs through three alternatives: cognitive presence, 
social presence, and teaching presence, which replace physical, in-person
interactions. Nurturing these areas develops and supports the various
types of interaction that foster active learning. 

In the absence of supportive activities for student learning, teachers
appeared and disappeared at different stages of the educational process.
They were present at the beginning, assigning work through electronic
messages, and at the end, holding students accountable through tests
or grades recorded in the electronic register. However, their overall in-
volvement seemed more like delegation rather than genuine care for
their tasks. Thus, the actual work was being done by someone else. De-
spite this, teachers still appeared to be in charge and managed the pace
and content of the students’ work.

3.4 “The sound of Librus messages at virtually any time” – The con-
text of the teacher’s disappearance
One might ponder why teachers vanished from the view of children

and parents, despite their dedicated efforts in imparting lessons to stu-
dents. What factors contributed to this disappearance? The answer is to
be found in the feedback provided by parents regarding communication.
Limitations were imposed by the available communication tool, primarily
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barely interactive emails and the unfortunate didactic decision to divide
materials according to 45-minute lesson units, as structured by the typical
in-school learning lesson plan for the day. Thus, numerous email messages
with attachments were transferred between students and teacher every
day, resulting in a tremendous workload for both sides. This meant that
students in Years 4–8, due to the subject-divided timetable, received be-
tween 6 and 8 assignment messages per day. In the parents’ experience, it
seemed like “constant broadcasting from Librus, even on weekends, late
evenings, and early mornings” [IV–VI] and “school ‘nested’ at home 7 days
a week and almost 24 hours a day” [IV–VI]. 

Managing this volume of correspondence was difficult, not only for
the students but also for the parents rushing to help them (“navigating
the Librus message box in search of homework” [IV–IV]). To complete as-
signments, countless messages needed to be opened and the content
deciphered, sometimes printed out. Then, the work on current and future
assignments had to be organized and carried out. Lastly, the finished as-
signments had to be sent back, which was not so clear: 

Very large amounts of material were assigned every day. Was it some-

how checked by teachers? We tried to send photos of the child’s home-

work every day or every other day (there was so much of it that it was

impossible to do so less often – the teacher’s email could only accom-

modate up to nine photos, and that’s more or less what we did in two

days). And for those hundreds of emails sent, we got three replies during

the semester. So there was a feeling that maybe we were unnecessarily

spamming them with these assignments. [I]

Parents realized that the issue of handling this volume of messages
was not solely their own, but also the teachers’, who likely had faced an
overwhelming influx of attachments, photos, and messages from various
student and parent email addresses. To manage this, teachers imple-
mented rules for message descriptions, making each message a collection
of information about the assignment. This included instructions for com-
pleting the assignment, the due date, conditions for submitting it (such as
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whether it was mandatory for all students in specific groups, whether it
was graded or ungraded, and the material it covered), as well as guidance
on describing, addressing, and submitting it. These elements were chal-
lenging for both students and parents, especially as the assignments
blended in with numerous similar messages from other teachers and
days (“every teacher wanted homework to be sent elsewhere. One to
email, another to some other place” [II–III]). It was therefore a challenge
for everyone (“checking what the deadline was for different homework as-
signments” [IV–VI]; “keeping an eye on the rules for creating email sub-
ject lines [some teachers didn’t accept work with the wrong title format]”
[IV–VI]; “finding information on assignments to be done” [VII–VIII]). Effec-
tively managing this tool demanded significant time and effort spent
scrolling through the inbox, searching for messages to find specific cri-
teria or rules.

One mother shared her experience of requesting bundled assign-
ments for each subject in a single message, instead of five separate ones
per week. She also asked for the assignment to be sent by 9:30 a.m., 
allowing parents to plan learning activities with their children before start-
ing their own work. In response, she received an email stating that teach-
ers work during school hours and that assignment messages are sent
according to the timetable [L.4.1, IV–VI].

It’s not surprising that parents perceived such messages as merely 
a cynical attempt to simulate work:

remote teaching resembled more the logging of activities (whatever

kinds) by the teacher – often insignificant and boiling down to merely

assigning tasks – than doing real teacher’s work: figuring out how to

teach, explain, check whether the child understood, how to help stu-

dents acquire knowledge and consolidate it, and how to inform the

child about further work on a topic or problem. [IV–VI]

During distance education in the school under study, the teachers
did not engage in key teaching activities. The analysis shows that most 
activities were related to the organizational and technical aspects of 
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communication, such as ordering, sending, returning, attaching (photos of
notebook pages), sharing, receiving (messages), searching (for messages),
replying (to messages), completing (tasks and assignments), addressing
(emails), and grading. These activities were more focused on overcoming
geographical distance than building a psychological and communicative
connection, along with lowering the transactional distance for student
learning (Garrison, 2000; Moore, 2018). According to Moore (2018), build-
ing such a lowering distance connection requires a pedagogically in-
formed plan of action, considering the interactional potential of the tool,
the structure of the course, and the degree of learner autonomy. Unfor-
tunately, this was lacking in the school in question.

3.5 “Teaching has been shifted to the shoulders of parents, in
some cases 100%” – Parents overtaking the “school load” 
At the school under study, the teachers were struggling to keep up

with the high volume of emails they received from students. The process
of handling attachments was both technically and administratively de-
manding, making it difficult for the teachers to provide comprehensive
support to their students. As a result, the burden of the learning process
fell on the students themselves. This was a significant shift, as the school
system had previously socialized the students to be dependent on and
subordinate to their teachers. Becoming autonomous and self-directed
learners overnight was not an easy task for the students. For example,
this is how one parent recalled it:

the children were not prepared for distance learning. They did not un-

derstand that they had to log in, that they had to work through the

material systematically, and that they should be in the remote lessons

and take an active part in them. It was difficult for them to organize

their daily schedule on their own, allocating sufficient time for lessons.

[VII–VIII]

Many parents were motivated to help their children due to this visi-
ble sense of helplessness. However, the parents became actively engaged
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in their children’s learning in response to their children’s needs as well as
through the encouragement and, at times, requests from teachers. Teach-
ers employed subtle methods, such as sending copies of tasks meant for
the children, as well as more direct strategies, such as informing parents
of any missing elements (“I found it difficult to remember what work was
for what day, and I took ‘missing homework’ emails from teachers very
personally, as if I had failed and I should have done better” [IV–VI]).

It is evident that parents played a crucial role in the process and that
the quality of their involvement often determined their child’s success.
Parents felt that there was a gap, both physically and emotionally, left 
by the teacher, and they felt the need to fill it. As a result, many parents
assumed the role of non-professional “home educators,” functioning as
“prostheses” of the teacher’s physical presence in the student’s home, 
dependent on following instructions as prescribed.

Discussion

The study presented here illustrates (on a small scale) the circum-
stances under which parents took on new responsibilities of educational
tasks. The choice of a short period – the 3.5 months of the first wave of the
pandemic – was not accidental. This is because the first wave of COVID-19
represented the moment when schools made the extraordinary move to
hastily switch to remote teaching. This pace of change and the unprece-
dented nature of the situation made it possible to identify some implicit
patterns and assumptions that fed the hastily implemented solutions in
the first wave of the pandemic. How schools handled distance learning 
at that time, and how it was experienced by those involved, obviously 
influenced later decisions regarding necessary changes. In this study, at-
tention was paid to the phenomena and processes that turned parents
into “home educators” and made them the most critical link in education
using distance learning tools.

The parents made it clear that the school’s approach could not qualify
as distance learning. This clear thesis led to questions about what education
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and teaching in general are and how they should be pursued. According
to the parents, even though the school was responsible for assigning
tasks, setting the pace of work, and checking the student’s progress, it
was ultimately the family home that provided the means for teaching
and conducted the teaching.9 Those included the family’s resources and
the parents’ involvement. The parents explained, checked understanding,
organized the learning environment, and motivated their children in-
stead of the absent teachers.

In addition, the way teachers assigned work – daily, in each subject,
according to the daily schedule, and by email – made the management 
of the entire process very difficult for everyone involved and made the
parents’ administrative support critical to the entire process. This mode of
communication made it impossible for teachers and students to have the
intensive interaction necessary for the pedagogical model. The school’s
use of email was part of a technical/administrative dimension of the
broader context that activated parents both as administrators of the teach-
ers’ correspondence (helping children to use the tool) and as facilitators,
explaining the content, motivating the pupils, guiding and structuring
their work, etc.

The parents’ ubiquitous, intensive support or even filling in for an in-
visible teacher, is also well documented in the literature (e.g., Garbe et al.,
2020; Haller & Novita, 2021; Lase et al., 2021; Misirli & Ergulec, 2021). It
seemed to be a matter of course and, as such, raised the question of the
specific pedagogical vision behind it. This vision was related to the sec-
ond dimension of the practices implemented in the school under study:
the pedagogical/didactic dimension. The practices were born out of con-
cepts of learning and teaching that were familiar from the classroom and
were anchored in transmission-behavioral models (e.g., Czapliński et al.,
2020; Plebańska et al., 2020; Ptaszek et al., 2020). The teacher is the central
figure in the educational process, transmitting knowledge to passive, re-
sistant, and reluctant students and acting as the guardian of the learning

9 These results are supported by the international and national studies referred
to above.
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process. In the classroom, the teacher directly interacted with the students,
with a physical, supervisory presence which allowed them to control both
the pace of the students’ work and the content they were “absorbing.” In
distance education, the physical and interactive presence of the teacher
proved demanding to achieve. In turn, the educational process lost its for-
mer owner. Without a teacher, students lacked guidance on what, when,
how, and why to learn. The “vacancy” of the teacher was often filled by par-
ents who were physically present at home to fulfill the teaching duties.

It is worth noting that such attempts to organize distance education
took a very different course and were based on different assumptions
than those of proper distance education. That is, the distance education
approach is established on a constructivist and not behaviorist paradigm
and it emphasizes the central role of the student as the owner of the 
learning process (Garrison et al., 2000; Means et al., 2013; Picciano, 2017;
Vaughan et al., 2013).

The shortcomings of this particular asynchronous distance learning
program during the initial phase of COVID-19 led to it being discontinued
later. The overall frustrations of parents and teachers with the teaching
methods nested in the behavioral model and pursued in correspondence
form led to a shift towards synchronous online classes during the succes-
sive waves of the pandemic. Despite this shift, however, the behavioral
teaching paradigm continued. Online synchronous classes immobilized
students in front of screens during long school hours, despite numerous
recommendations to combine and skillfully interweave synchronous and
asynchronous lessons using appropriate technological tools and con-
structing a pedagogically informed curriculum (Chen et al., 2021; Martin
et al., 2020; Minister of National Education, 2020; Miller et al., 2020).

The results apply primarily to one particular school and are thus an
example of an intrinsic case study (Stake, 2003). However, it is reasonable
to assume that the events, phenomena, and processes identified in the
study may serve to illustrate or explain phenomena in other schools that
organized distance education similarly. Reports from both Polish (Wiatr,
2022) and international (e.g., Garbe et al., 2020; Huber & Helm, 2020) stud-
ies of this short period show that during the pandemic, the dominant
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way of organizing distance learning was for teachers to send via email in-
structions to students for independent work with a textbook, worksheets,
and digital materials. International studies also clearly acknowledge
parental dissatisfaction with the lack of interactivity of the selected tools,
resulting in parental involvement in school tasks at home (Dong et al.,
2020; Hamaidi et al., 2021; Lau et al., 2021; Misirli & Ergulec, 2021). These
findings, however, require further research.

Limitations

Certain limitations of this study should be acknowledged as war-
ranting consideration. Firstly, it was conducted on a small scale and in 
a specific location, which may affect the generalizability of the results. Al-
though similar studies conducted in Poland and abroad have found com-
parable results, further research and qualitative data analysis are necessary.
Secondly, the survey was distributed electronically, which is a common
weakness in studies because it may exclude people who have technical dif-
ficulties or lack the necessary skills to access the survey. This could have
prevented relevant parental perspectives from being represented. Thirdly,
the survey did not include sociodemographic questions that could have
provided insight into the study participants. The Parents’ Council made
the decision to exclude these questions so as to encourage a broader re-
sponse to the survey. This may have weakened the findings presented 
in this study. 

In conclusion, while this study provides valuable insights into par-
ents’ experiences, it is important to acknowledge its limitations and con-
sider the need for further research.

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The main aim of the research was to verify the

quality of the implementation of the “Good Behavior Game” (GBG) program

in Polish schools and to determine its effects on students and teachers 

during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Research methods: The methodology of the research was based on quali-

tative and quantitative data analysis. The data was retrieved from teachers’

and coaches’ assessments and the results of playing the GBG in 19 ele-

mentary schools in Krakow, Poland during four months of the COVID-19

pandemic.

A short description of the context of the issue: The Good Behavior Game

is an American universal prevention program that can limit the risky be-

havior of adolescents and young adults and can help children starting their

education to play the role of a student. For teachers, it is additionally an ef-

fective tool for classroom management. It is based on four basic pillars: class

rules, teamwork, positive reinforcement, and observing students’ behavior.
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Research findings: The results show the obstacles and difficulties involved

in implementing the GBG under COVID-19 restrictions. The findings show

how the actions of teachers and coaches translated into an observable re-

duction in pupils’ disruptive behavior.

Conclusions and/or recommendations: The analysis revealed a gradual in-

crease in the quality of program implementation in all areas of evaluation.

In terms of the program’s effect on the pupils, the findings showed that over

time they gradually successfully internalized the rules and were behaving in

line with expectations. Using the GBG in the context of online education

caused by the restrictions of the COVID-19 pandemic posed a challenge to

teachers: they had to change teaching methods, prepare new educational

resources, and modify GBG procedures. The context of the pandemic can

also be seen as an added value in the education process. Better digital com-

petences and an innovative attitude toward the education process were ob-

served among both teachers and students.

Keywords: Good Behavior Game, implementation, COVID-19, elementary

school, Poland

Introduction

Contemporary education in Poland needs solutions that support the
work of teachers. The Good Behavior Game (GBG) is a program that has
proven successful in many countries, including the USA, Brazil, Sweden, 
the UK, and Estonia. The GBG was first used in Poland in 2017 as a result of
cooperation between the American Institute for Research and a non-gov-
ernmental organization called Ukryte Skrzydła. The GBG is a prevention
program whose long-term effectiveness has been scientifically confirmed
(Donaldson et al., 2015). Its short-term value for teachers is that it provides
smooth classroom management thanks to positive shifts in the behavior of
elementary school pupils (Fishbein & Wasik 1981; Donaldson et al., 2017).

This article presents the findings of research on the GBG in Poland.
The process coincided with the COVID-19 outbreak. The pandemic re-
sulted in a shift to online education in all types and levels of Polish schools.
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The evaluation was focused on the quality of procedures, the performance
of teachers and pupils, and the general level of faithfulness to the program.
It also included external and internal structural factors that interfered with
the implementation process.

In the theoretical part of the article, we provide a broad picture of
the GBG’s effects, based on the scholarly literature on the GBG in various
cultural, social, and organizational contexts. The literature review revealed
lacunae in the previous research and enabled us to situate the findings 
on the implementation of the GBG in Poland within a global context. In
the empirical part of the article, we discuss the methodology of the re-
search and characterize the Polish education system, which provides sig-
nificant context for the GBG. The data is presented in the following
section of the article, followed by an analysis of COVID-19’s impact on the
implementation process. The article concludes with a discussion of the in-
ternal and external factors that interfere with the performance of pupils
and teachers. At the end of the article, we present our conclusions in re-
gard to the implications of the research for educational policy in Poland
and to future research. 

State of the art – what do we know about the effectiveness 
of the GBG in various contexts? 

Recent research has focused mainly on the following three areas 
of the GBG:

• the impact of the GBG on pupils’ behavior and social relations and the
impact of the GBG on teachers and teacher–student relations,

• modifications of the game in terms of technological enhancements
and pupils’ stimuli, and 

• implementation of the game in various contexts such as levels of edu-
cation (in preschool classes), outside the classroom, with special educa-
 tional needs (SEN) pupils, and among culturally diverse populations.
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Most of the studies were conducted from the perspective of be-
havioral psychology and used an experimental research design, includ-
ing different points in time and/or a control group to verify a hypothesis 
of behavioral change or to measure the impact of various variables on 
the overall effects of the intervention. Most recent studies were limited to
exploring the short-term effects and have thus raised questions regard-
ing the sustainability of the behavioral patterns pupils adopt as a result 
of their participation in the game. Recent studies have confirmed the 
effectiveness of the GBG, as reported since the late 1970s (Medland 
& Stachnik, 1972). 

The GBG is especially effective in classroom management: in reduc-
ing disruptive talking, out-of-seat movement, and other disruptive be-
haviors. The game develops teamwork (Ashworth, Humphrey, et al., 2020)
and pro-social behavior (Coombes et al., 2016; Groves & Austin, 2017). 
A study conducted by Troncoso and Humphrey (2021) proved that the
GBG’s positive impact on developing social relations and reducing diffi-
culties with concentration can be observed from childhood to early ado-
lescence. Teachers who use the GBG can expect improved on-task behavior
from their pupils (Pennington & McComas, 2017) and a long-term increase
in educational performance (Ashworth, Panayiotou, et al., 2020). Therefore,
it is not surprising that since the very beginning, the GBG was perceived 
as an effective way to work with at-risk children and children with emo-
tional dysfunctions and deviant behavior (Joslyn & Vollmer, 2019). 

However, although the effectiveness of the GBG for classroom man-
agement is easily verified, its effects outside the educational environment
are not as obvious. Some researchers have pointed to the constraints of
the GBG’s impact. Donaldson et al. (2015, 2017) believe that the GBG will
not be fully effective if it is not implemented in children’s social environ-
ment. Recent studies have revealed the widespread acceptance – if not
enthusiasm – of teachers to use the game and for its positive, lasting effect
on the efficiency of teachers (Streimann et al., 2020). This acceptance is ev-
ident even among teachers who report a lot of difficulties addressing the
lack of interaction with pupils during the game, especially with SEN stu-
dents (Ashworth, Humphrey, et al., 2020). A study conducted by Tingstrom
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(1994) among teachers shows that the GBG is accepted regardless of 
the age of the target group, the severity of the behavioral problem, or the
stated rationale for the procedure. Rubow et al. (2018) also demonstrated
that the GBG increased teachers’ use of praise relative to reprimands 
and therefore had a positive effect on teacher–student relations.

Recent studies on the GBG also include several experiments modi-
fying the traditional proceedings of the game with digital technology, 
especially ClassDojo and Class Badges (Dadakhodjaeva, 2017; Dillon,
2016; Ford 2017). Vargo and Brown (2020), in their experimental study 
examining three variants of the GBG (traditional, ClassDojo, and Class
Badges) in a classroom of students with autism, proved that all variants
resulted in similar decreases in disruptive behavior.

The third field of recent studies is implementation of the game in var-
ious contexts. The research on the GBG in preschool classes reveals the
GBG’s usefulness as a screening tool to identify pupils who need radical, 
individual intervention in group education and to reduce disruptive be-
havior at the individual and group level (Donaldson et al., 2011, 2017;
Foley et al., 2019). Even though teachers reported encountering difficulties
because of a lack of interactions with SEN pupils (Ashworth, Humphrey,
et al., 2020), after the necessary adjustments, the GBG was assessed as ef-
fective in working with this category of pupils (Vargo & Brown, 2020;
Groves et al., 2021). Except for Fishbein and Wasik’s (1981) study on the
GBG in a library context, there have not been many studies on pupils’ be-
havior outside the classroom. The transformation of pupils’ behavior in
their families and in peer groups has been insufficiently studied. As the
game has already been used in dozens of countries, some studies have
been published on the outcome of the intervention in different cultural
settings. Research by Saigh and Umar (1983) conducted in Sudan reveals
the universal characteristics of the GBG, based on behavioral mechanisms
which work the same regardless of the culture.

There have not been very many studies and reflections on the GBG
implementation process as such, especially in regard to introducing it for
the first time in a whole education system and with a large number of
pupils. Two recent exceptions stand out: a study by Silva and Wiskow (2020),
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who examined teachers’ performance and adherence to the rules, and
Streimann et al. (2020), who studied the implementation of the PAX GBG
in Estonian schools. What we mean by the implementation process is 
a structural intervention on a large social scale and with a potentially 
extensive impact on the education system in a given society. From this
perspective, the GBG is not just an intervention in a behavioral sense, but
should also be seen as a sociological experiment. 

Cultural context 

The first three grades of elementary school in Poland are said to in-
volve “integrated teaching” and children between six and ten years of age.
During this period of education, all school subjects are taught by the
same teacher. Parents of children who have reached six years of age and
have passed an aptitude test from a Psychological and Pedagogical Coun-
selling Center can send their child to elementary school; parents may al-
ternatively decide to send their child to school at age seven. In either case,
the child is first required to attend one year of preschool. 

A crucial characteristic of the Polish elementary school system – and
at the same time a significant challenge in implementing the GBG – is
the collective approach to teaching rather than the emphasis on team-
work. The second characteristic of the Polish elementary education sys-
tem is its centralization. Teachers are focused on the core curriculum and
are involved in fulfilling many formal and bureaucratic regulations
(Popławska, 2021). The bureaucratic and educational workload frequently
causes teachers to withdraw from any extra activities, especially from 
innovative ones. The motivation for such activities is also limited by un-
supportive attitudes from head teachers and teaching staff (Kwatera et al.,
2018). Therefore, the autonomy of teachers, understood as a choice of
teaching program or coursebook, is rather limited (Madalińska-Michalak,
2019, 2020). The same might be said of interference in the curriculum
from non-governmental organizations. The new educational initiatives
and programs that are implemented in Polish schools by NGOs are
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strongly controlled by head teachers and school superintendents. The
choice of which organization provides educational services in a public
school is also in the hands of teachers’ supervisors.

Theoretical framework

The Good Behavior Game is a teacher’s strategy of classroom manage-
ment based on teamwork. It is embedded in the educational process, which
means that there are no extra teaching hours or extra material. What is being
taught through the GBG is students’ attitudes. The desirable attitudes and
behavioral patterns are perpetuated by teachers making use of positive 
reinforcement. This approach is applied in the early stage of elementary ed-
ucation to promote positive (desirable) behavior and to eliminate misbe-
havior. Therefore, the goal of the GBG is to improve pupils’ in-class behavior
in both the short term and the long term (Kellam et al., 2008).

There are four key elements of the GBG: class rules, teamwork, posi-
tive reinforcement, and observing students’ behavior. The process includes
three stages. In the first stage, called pre-implementation, the teacher col-
lects data and becomes familiar with pupils’ characteristics. This knowl-
edge is then used to tailor an individual approach to every student and to
assign the student to an appropriate team. 

In the second stage, called implementation, pupils are taught four key
game and teamwork rules: (1) work quietly, (2) be polite to others, (3) get
out of our seats only with permission, and (4) follow directions. Students are
divided into teams of three to seven members. The teams are equinumer-
ous and include pupils of various genders, behavioral patterns, educational
performance, and relation to other pupils. The teacher designates a leader
for the team, who has extra responsibility and acts as a link between the
team and the teacher. Next, the students learn how to arrange the class
settings for teamwork. The teacher prepares tangible and intangible re-
wards, presents the main assumptions of the GBG to students’ parents, and
plans the performance of the game during particular classes in their sched-
ule a few weeks in advance. 
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In the third stage of the GBG implementation, games are played three
times per week. Each game lasts ten minutes. Students are rewarded di-
rectly after each game. In the following weeks, the game is gradually ex-
tended until the total time spent playing the game is three hours per week.
This happens at various times of day, during different activities and in dif-
ferent places (school hallways, cafeteria, or at the cinema). The aim of such
variety is to teach pupils that “good” behavior is desirable in every place
and time, not just during the game. The teacher regularly observes the
teams’ behavior and records on the blackboard any instances of rule-
breaking. Before each game, the students verbally confirm that they un-
derstand all the behavioral rules of the game. If any member of the team
breaks any rule, the team loses one credit. If the team loses no more than
four credits, the team and all its members are winners. They are rewarded
and they celebrate their success. At the end, all the pupils discuss their be-
havior during the game. 

The GBG was based on behavioral theory (more precisely, interde-
pendent group theory) and life course/social field theory. The former em-
phasizes cooperation between everyone within a group as a determinant
of the group’s success. According to this theory, a successful way to im-
prove behavior is positive reinforcement through tangible (stamps or
stickers) or intangible (favorite activities) rewards. The latter theory turns
researchers’ attention to the way an individual recognizes and learns be-
havioral norms in their life. This process occurs within an individual’s so-
cial group, so-called “significant others” in sociological terms. Such figures
help the individual to identify what behaviors are expected from them.
The significant others also transfer their knowledge on how to perform
these desired behaviors in order to be successful in various social fields:
school, university, the job market, or family. Whereas our first significant
others are usually parents, once the child begins their formal education,
“natural raters” are often teachers and the peer group (American Institutes
for Research, n.d.). 

Therefore, the effects of the game according to the above theories 
can be measured in reference to students’ real behavioral patterns, as ob-
served and evaluated by teachers. Students are not evaluated as individuals,
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but rather as members of a team. The Score Board Report, the form used
by teachers during the game, is nothing but a tool to check whether the
specific desirable social behavioral pattern (e.g., “work quietly”) is observed
or not. Once it has been observed, it simply means that this pattern has
been learned and internalized by the students. 

When it comes to teachers’ behavioral patterns, they are self-assessed
and compared with coaches’ observations. The patterns have been oper-
ationalized with variables that have dichotomous values (present/absent).
Teachers use the Implementation Fidelity Checklist as a tool for self-as-
sessment. The Checklist covers six areas of teachers’ performance:

(1) monitoring pupils’ behavior,
(2) introducing rules,
(3) establishing team membership,
(4) positive reinforcement, 
(5) positive behavior, and
(6) observing behavior through data use.

Each area has been operationalized with use of a few behavioral pat-
terns. If the desirable pattern is observed (present) the teacher can also
evaluate it with a 3-point rating scale: 1 = needs improvement/does not
meet the standard, 2 = effective/proficient, and 3 = highly effective/exem-
plary. The same tool is used by coaches. The comparison of self-assess-
ments and the coach’s observation during an in-depth discussion provides
the teacher with essential knowledge on their strong and weak points and
recommendations for future development. 

The behavioral psychology implemented in the GBG, the operational-
ization of desirable behavioral patterns, and precise tools to “measure” the
internalization of social norms constitutes a ready-made theoretical frame-
work. We add to this framework simply a set of hypothetical external fac-
tors that may or may not have an impact on teachers’ and students’
performance: the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and the context of
the Polish education system. 
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Methodology

This evaluation of the GBG in Poland covered the period between Sep-
tember and December 2020, when the game was implemented in 19 ele-
mentary schools in Krakow (the Małopolska region). In total, 74 teachers
were included in the program; 44 of them began working with the GBG 
in the 2019/2020 school year, while 30 teachers joined in the 2020/2021
school year in the pre-implementation phase. All the teachers were sup-
ported by 11 GBG coaches. The evaluation was conducted in reference 
to key parameters described in the GBG Coach Training Resources from
the American Institutes for Research. We posed the following research
questions:

1) To what extent was implementation of the GBG in Polish schools
properly conducted (in line with the key parameters set by the Amer-
ican Institutes for Research; the level of fidelity)?

2) What were the short-term results of implementing the GBG? Did
they conform to the objectives?

3) What was the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the effective-
ness and quality of the teachers’ and pupils’ performance?

The methodology of the research was based on qualitative and quan-
titative data analysis. The data comprised teachers’ self-assessments of
their GBG activities and coaches’ observations of the teachers’ perform-
ance. The database was built using the standard tools, namely the Imple-
mentation Fidelity Checklist and Scoreboard Reports, which were filled
out by teachers and coaches. We decided to include extra qualitative 
textual data, namely, the transcripts of email and phone conversations
between head coaches, coaches, and teachers, to help us understand the
mechanisms and the context of the GBG implementation process. The re-
search fields, methods, techniques, and tools are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Fields, methods, techniques, and research tools 

used in the project

a “Probe” – In this exercise, the teacher does not inform the pupils that they are taking part in the game; however, the
teacher tells the pupils what they are supposed to do and observes their behavior while marking any rules violations
(as in the Game version).

Data and results

Fidelity of GBG implementation
The data from teachers’ self-assessments, which were conducted

using the Implementation Fidelity Checklist (IFC), indicate a highly effec-
tive implementation of the GBG in relation to all six areas. The analysis of
IFC data from September to December 2020 indicates an improvement in
the teachers’ performance in four out of six areas. This trend also testifies
to a gradual increase in quality of the GBG implementation in Krakow’s
schools. The restrictions imposed by the state due to COVID-19 – namely,
the switch to online education – was a challenge for introducing the GBG.
According to the data analysis, one of the crucial shortcomings in fidelity
to the program turned out to be unsystematic and unreliable monitoring
by teachers and coaches with the IFC and Scoreboard Reports (SR). This
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Research field Method Technique Tool Observation unit Sample

Fidelity of GBG 
implementation 
(frequency of teachers’
self-assessment/coaches’
observations of teachers’
performance) Statistical analysis of 

quantitative data, content analy-
sis of qualitative data)

Implementation 
Fidelity Checklist

Teachers’ 
self-assessment N=119

Coaches’ observa-
tions of teachers’

performance
N=152

GBG results
(Game/“Probe”a/Rules);
the contextual settings of
the game; fidelity 
between objectives and
results

Scoreboard report Result of a single
game N=1,124

External determinants
and their impact on the
GBG implementation
process

Ethnography
Observation/
content 
analysis

—

Email/
ethnographic note
(phone call or ob-
servation)

N=46



trend was observed in the case of both the game and the assessment.
There was not enough emphasis on the coaches’ monitoring of the teach-
ers’ performance and not enough emphasis on the teachers’ self-assess-
ment. The problem was revealed, for instance, by the number of IFCs
submitted by teachers and coaches (Table 2).

Table 2. Number and percentage of teachers who submitted IFCs 

between September and December 2020

a This period was only two weeks long because classes were held until December 18.

Correspondence between outcomes and GBG assumptions
The analysis revealed that pupils strongly internalized three of the

rules of behavior (Polite, Seats, and Direction), with 85%–93% of team
games having no violations of the rules. The last rule (Quietly) was inter-
nalized at a relatively high level, with 68.5% of games having no rule vi-
olations. Teachers’ comments in the IFCs point to the fact that pupils
tended to treat the rules of behavior as permanent practice of everyday
school life. According to teachers’ observations, pupils also made an effort
to implement the rules at home and when playing with their peers. The
latter theory turns researchers’ attention to the way an individual recog-
nizes and learns behavioral norms in their life. This process occurs within
an individual’s social group, so-called “significant others” in sociological
terms. Such figures help the individual to identify what behaviors are 
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by teachers in a given month

September October November Decembera

N % N % N % N %

Teachers who joined the
program in 2019/2020 44 33 75 115 27 23.5 47 40.9 19 16.5 14 12.2

Teachers who joined the
program in 2020/2021 30 3 10 3 GBG pre-implementation 

period 0 0.0 3 100.0

Total 74 36 48.6 118 27 22.9 47 39.8 19 16.1 15 12.7



expected from them. The significant others also transfer their knowledge
on how to perform these desired behaviors in order to be successful in
various social fields: school, university, the job market, or family. Whereas
our first significant others are usually parents, once the child begins their
formal education, the “natural raters” are often teachers and the peer
group (American Institutes for Research, n.d.). 

First the coaches and then the teachers prepared and adopted new
procedures for the game in the new online environment. 

Figure 1 illustrates the percentage of GBG teams in given weeks with-
out checkmarks for any of the four rules. The changes over the four-month
observation period were not linear. The percentage of teams without
checkmarks for three of the rules (2, 3, and 4) was lower in the last weeks
(December) than at the beginning of the GBG implementation period
(September). We argue that this trend was the result of the shift to online
education. This shift put pressure on teachers and pupils to adapt to the
new reality. Rule 4 (Quietly) was the most problematic for children at the
beginning. The percentage of successful teams without checkmarks fluc-
tuated during the whole observation period. The percentage of successful
teams decreased in the first weeks of September – likely due to the im-
pact of readjusting to school and the low frequency of games at school.
The percentage of successful teams increased from the last week of Sep-
tember until the beginning of November. At this time, the government
announced the decision to close schools due to COVID-19. However, de-
spite the four-week-long decrease, the percentage of successful teams
grew, finally reaching a level 20% higher than at the beginning of the GBG
implementation. Therefore, it can be argued that the trend to develop
pupils’ ability to perform in line with this rule was only temporarily inter-
rupted by the new circumstances of online learning.
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Figure 1. Trend lines illustrating the percentage of GBG teams without
checkmarks in given weeks (polynomial function, N=2,787 games

In the case of the games, the amplitude of the mean number of check-
marks was more or less stable; for the probes, this value decreased during the
whole observation period (Figure 2). This is good news, because it means that
from the first week of implementing the GBG, the mean number of disruptive
misbehaviors decreased, except for a short period in the second part of Sep-
tember and November. This trend indicates that pupils gradually internalized
the rules and behaved in line with the expected behavioral patterns, regard-
less of whether they were aware of the teachers’ observation or not. 

Figure 2. Mean number of checkmarks per game during GBG probes 
in given weeks (N=370 probes)
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A more detailed comparative analysis of the data reveals that the
coaches and teachers themselves had different assessments of teachers’
performance in given areas (Figure 3). On the one hand, in the case of
areas such as monitoring pupils’ behavior (1), introducing rules (2), posi-
tive reinforcement (4), or positive behavior development (5), the teachers’
self-assessment was more severe than the coaches’ assessment. On the
other hand, in areas such as establishing team membership (3) and ob-
serving behavior through data use (6), the coaches seemed to be more
critical than the teachers. Interestingly enough, the assessment of the last
GBG area (6) was the lowest.

Figure 3. Assessment of teachers’ performance (index valuesa in a given
area with their standard deviations)

a For the purpose of analysis, we constructed indexes for all six areas of the IFC. Each

area was ranked by a teacher/coach on the basis of indicators (2–12). We constructed

indexes using indicators with a 3-point rating scale. The scale indicates the level of game

implementation: 1 = needs improvement/does not meet the standard, 2 = effective/pro-

ficient, and 3 = highly effective/exemplary. The value of each area index is the sum of

all indicators’ values divided by the number of indicators included (mean value for each

area), given as a percentage (multiplied by 100). In this way, the index allowed us to

identify the border lines of the implementation level. 
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Impact of COVID-19 restrictions on the quality and efficiency
of implementing the GBG

Teachers with no prior experience with the GBG received two days of
training (either October 10–11 or October 17–18, 2020). Schools in Poland
were closed on November 9, 2020. Children from the first three years of 
elementary school had to attend online classes. Therefore, the pre-imple-
mentation period was interrupted. Teachers had no opportunity to prac-
tice the basic procedures of the GBG prior to implementing it. The shift to
online teaching turned out to be a technological and organizational chal-
lenge for teachers. In some cases, the challenge was even more difficult
due to head teachers’ regulations on priorities in online teaching, such as:

• banning any extra projects or activities beyond what was necessary
to teach the school curriculum,

• limiting the time pupils were allowed to spend in front of their desk-
top screen (hours per day/week),

• banning asynchronous online classes, with the aim of providing syn-
chronous classes as the only “proper” form of teaching,

• dividing classes into two groups of pupils working simultaneously
with two teachers – one online and the other in the classroom –
though only one teacher was familiar with the GBG, and

• teaching SEN pupils in the classroom while simultaneously con-
ducting online classes with the rest of the pupils.

Taking these regulations into consideration, the limited number of
checklists delivered by new teachers was not surprising. This context
sheds light on the fact that a few checklists were delivered in December
instead of in November. One of the teachers explained her decision to
suspend the GBG during online education:

Unfortunately, I am not able to run the game online. Some of my pupils

are taught by a teacher who is not trained in the GBG. The pupils who

work with me online have old computers with poor internet connections.
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Some of them don’t have cameras, so I can’t observe their perform-

ance. Besides, I can’t see them all because their faces don’t fit into one

MS Teams screen. Moreover, these are SEN children and they do not

do well in virtual groups. Teaching new digital skills would require a

lot of time that we don’t have since the head teacher reduced the num-

ber of hours [that the children can spend] in front of the computer

screen. I’m unable to keep up with the syllabus. Besides, I don’t work at

the same time as the “in-class” group. We don’t work at the same pace

either, as the second group is less capable and works at a slower pace.

The IT equipment is not good enough to meet the challenge. We lack

the cameras and microphones – the operating system is often updated.

That’s why I had to suspend the game during online education.

The coaches were observed to be engaged in supporting the teach-
ers during this period. They produced and delivered online game scripts,
which had a positive impact in motivating teachers to prepare their own
scripts and conduct games. At the beginning, the games were overseen
by coaches, but after a time the teachers ran the games on their own.
The excessive number of teachers who were supervised by one coach
(in some cases even ten teachers) is a factor that could have negatively
impacted coach–teacher cooperation. Weak or no support from head
teachers turned out to be another destructive factor for the smooth im-
plementation of the GBG in Polish schools. During the day, teachers
quite often were not allowed to use a single classroom where they could
organize GBG activities. This meant that teachers had to move from one
classroom to another with their pupils and educational resources (charts
and boards) after every 45-minute class. In some cases, the teachers were
not allowed to arrange the classroom for teamwork. Teachers reported
that the head teachers sometimes justified such regulations by concern
for the children’s health. 
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Discussion

Implementing the GBG during online learning caused by COVID-19
restrictions posed a challenge to teachers, who not only had to change
teaching methods and prepare new educational resources, but also had
to modify GBG procedures, including reinterpreting class rules. In online
education, the accepted behavioral patterns – in reference to all the rules
– had to be changed, as did illustration of the desired behavior. In the case
of the rule imposing mutual politeness, the teachers introduced new ex-
amples such as “microphones can be muted only by teachers” or “during
our work we don’t make faces to distract others – we will have fun after
the work.” Such examples expanded the variety of desired behavior in the
digital environment. 

As the data analysis reveals, over the course of time and advance-
ment in the GBG, the average number of checkmarks during games and
probes (where children were unaware they were being observed by
teachers) decreased. This finding indicates that over time pupils gradu-
ally internalized the rules and behaved in line with the expectations,
whether they were being observed or not. Teachers also improved their
GBG skills, as illustrated by the increasing level of fidelity and decreasing
number of shortcomings. It is therefore possible to conclude that the gen-
eral decrease in destructive behavior among the student teams in all six
IFC areas indicates the successful implementation of the GBG. The results
of the implementation met the expectations regarding the perform-
ance of both students and teachers. 

The shift to online education revealed technical shortcomings,
namely, the quality of internet connections and the computer equip-
ment of teachers and students. Online education also revealed the weak
digital competences of many pupils, especially knowledge of online ed-
ucational platforms such as MS Teams. No less relevant were disrup-
tive factors in the organization of classes. In many cases, pupils in a class
were divided into two groups, one of which took part in online classes
while the other attended class in their schools. This system slowed down
the pace of teaching in the online group and the quality of teaching in
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school. The reduction in the duration of online lessons from 45 to 30 min-
utes (in some cases, even to 20–25 minutes) without adjusting the cur-
riculum was also found to be troublesome for teachers. This obliged
teachers to maintain a fast pace in their online teaching. Pupils were also
required to spend more time on their individual education at home –
often with extensive support from their parents. Online learning revealed
the cognitive dysfunction of some children, that is, an inability to con-
centrate on their teachers’ instructions and explanations. This was espe-
cially visible in the case of activities in the digital environment. Another
problem of online education which ought to be discussed was the de-
crease in teachers’ motivation, which was expressed through a declared
lack of faith in teamwork or an individual approach to teaching, and the
feeling of being overwhelmed with extra duties.

As the data reveals, the structural constraints caused by the COVID-19
pandemic did not stop, but impeded the implementation of the GBG 
in Polish schools. The pandemic can also be seen as an added value in
the education process. As the result of the pandemic, a better digital com-
petence and more innovative attitudes toward the education process
were observed among both teachers and students. 

The findings of our study can provide one more argument for the
short-term effectiveness of GBG, as signaled by many previous researchers
(Medland & Stachnik, 1972; Coombes et al., 2016; Groves & Austin, 2017).
It also is in line with previous studies on the implementation of the GBG
in various cultural contexts and countries as different as the USA, Estonia,
and Sudan (Silva & Wiskow, 2020; Saigh & Umar, 1983). Even in relation to
studies on modifying the GBG for new technologies like ClassDojo or Class
Badges (Dadakhodjaeva, 2017; Dillon, 2016; Ford, 2017; Vargo & Brown,
2020), the findings of our study prove that the sudden shift to online ed-
ucation under the COVID-19 pandemic did not mean the GBG was no
longer applicable. Of course, it posed serious challenges for teachers,
some of whom did not manage this shift. Others, however, addressed the
problem with unprecedented creativity and innovative solutions.

The above-mentioned similarity between our study and previous re-
search teaches us that there are at least two characteristics of the GBG:
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(1) universality – the game, thanks to its simplicity and the precise defi-
nition of desirable behaviors and basic social norms, can be imple-
mented successfully regardless of cultural background, technological
advancement, or students’ characteristics (e.g., SEN students or pre-
school children)

(2) flexibility – the way the GBG was designed can be compared to open-
source software, as it can be modified to fit any particular context of
school infrastructure, organizational patterns, various structural con-
straints, or technological innovations.

We can see our contribution to the discussion on GBG implementa-
tion from conducting this study during the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic and the structural “incompatibility” of the team-centered GBG
with the mass education system in Poland. The pandemic itself, from 
a sociological perspective, can be seen as a huge, unprecedented socio-
logical experiment. The sudden unexpected global pandemic made peo-
ple all around the world seek new solutions, behavioral patterns, and
norms. As our findings reveal, the COVID-19 pandemic was a specific test
for teachers. Some of them suspended from any GBG activities, but oth-
ers were determined enough to seek innovative solutions. This means
that there is a huge potential for teachers’ creativity and motivation in
the implementation of the GBG, even under unfavorable conditions. Pol-
ish teachers, who grew up and are now actors in a standardized, collective
education system, seem to recognize the need for teamwork as a crucial
soft skill in the contemporary job market. The shift toward teamwork in
the Polish educational system has been declared by authorities and teach-
ers themselves at least since the systemic transformation in 1989. The
problem is that declarations have not become a part of students’ every-
day life. In this sense, the context of the post-communist country and its
heritage (collective mass education) should be seen as a huge structural
constraint to the implementation of the GBG. The successful (even if im-
perfect) implementation of the GBG in Poland can be an interesting case
study for the development of extensive research on other Central and
East European countries which were prior satellites of the Soviet bloc. 
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The clash between standardized collective education and an education
system based on teamwork is also a clash between centralized socialist
and market economies. What is especially interesting here is the role of
GBG implementation as an obstacle impeding change in the whole edu-
cational system. 

Conclusions

The findings of the research revealed the relatively high fidelity 
of the GBG implementation in all six areas of evaluation. The analysis of
the Implementation Fidelity Checklists provided by teachers and coaches
revealed a gradual increase in the quality of the program in schools in
Krakow. The restrictions enacted in Polish schools due to COVID-19, and
especially the shift to online education, turned out to be a major hin-
drance to smooth implementation of the GBG. As an effect of these re-
strictions, a sharp decline in the number of games (about 50%) was
observed, due to technological barriers and difficulties organizing an on-
line version of the GBG. Furthermore, online teaching reduced the incen-
tives for teachers to implement the GBG in their work, and in some cases
caused them to withdraw from the program. This situation was worsened
by the insufficient support for teachers on the part of the coaches and ad-
ditional internal limitations that made implementation of the GBG almost
impossible. The fidelity of GBG implementation in Poland was also hin-
dered by unsystematic and unreliable use of the Implementation Fidelity
Checklists by some teachers and coaches, and the limited monitoring of
teachers’ performance. 

In reference to the program’s impact on the pupils, the findings show
that there was a very high level of internalization of three class rules
(85%–93% of games without a checkmark) and a high level of internal-
ization of the fourth rule (68.5% of games without checkmarks). The study
also revealed an improvement in pupils’ behavior in the case of probes.
Students began to treat the rules of behavior in class as fixed rules in both
the school environment and their peer groups.
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The study also revealed that the implementation of the GBG had 
an impact on teachers. They developed their teaching skills, were eager
to learn new solutions, and experimented with new tasks. The observa-
tions prove that the teachers recognized and valued teamwork – an ele-
ment that is not much displayed in the Polish education system. They
emphasized teamwork during the GBG and during other activities at
school. The teachers, supported by the coaches, also made an effort to 
improve the GBG and to adapt it to online education, mainly through im-
plementation of online GBG syllabuses.

Our study also had some limitations. First of all, as many previous 
research projects, it was focused on the short-term effects of the game.
We cannot determine the extent to which the desirable social behavioral
patterns will be prevalent later in the pupils’ lives. Secondly, very little is
known about these internalized desirable social norms also being per-
formed outside the school environment, in pupils’ families, and among
their peers and social groups. Thirdly, the study did not include the per-
ception of the GBG from all the participants, meaning parents, teachers,
and educational authorities at the local, regional, and national levels.

Crucially, the study enabled us to provide the Ministry of Education
and Science, schools, teachers, and coaches with recommendations for
further stages of implementing the GBG in Poland. Future research should
include such areas as the social and emotional functioning of pupils in
their relations with teachers and peers, especially in reference to long-
lasting relationships. Researchers should explore dimensions of reducing
disruptive behavior, reinforcing the GBG’s effects in school and, in paral-
lel, through the engagement of pupils’ family environment, and finally,
using the GBG program as a screening tool to diagnose behavioral dys-
function in pupils. 

Funding: This research was funded by the Ukryte Skrzydła Foundation.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: This article presents a diagnosis of the learned

helplessness experienced by secondary-school students learning English

remotely during the 2021 lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The

objectives are to (1) show the level of learned helplessness of secondary-

school students learning English, (2) investigate the relationship between

foreign language learning strategies and the learned helplessness of sec-

ondary-school students, and (3) determine the relationship between the

level of learned helplessness and the use of private tutoring by secondary-

school students.

Research methods: The study was conducted via a written diagnostic sur-

vey. It also employed the School Helplessness Scale by B. Ciżkowicz (2009)

and the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) by R. Oxford (1990).

A short description of the context of the issue: The aim of the text is to 

answer the following research questions: What is the level of learned help-

lessness of secondary-school students? Is there a relationship between 

foreign language learning strategies and the learned helplessness of 

secondary-school students? Does the use of private tutoring differentiate

the level of learned helplessness of secondary-school students?
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Research findings: The results demonstrate a significant negative corre-

lation between learned helplessness and the use of memory, cognitive,

metacognitive, affective, and social strategies. The average score of learned

helplessness was 2.54, which indicates that the respondents usually felt the

symptoms of it. An analysis of the results for the three deficits revealed that

the motivational deficit made the greatest contribution to learned helpless-

ness. The students who had hired a private tutor in English had a lower level

of learned helplessness and cognitive deficit.

Conclusions and/or recommendations: The research findings lead to 

several recommendations for educational practice in the context of foreign

language learning: using new, effective pedagogical approaches to keep

learners motivated—including elements of strategy training or social and

emotional learning (SEL)—arranging remedial teaching, and promoting

teachers’ professional development.

Keywords: distance education, COVID-19 pandemic, learned helplessness, 

foreign language strategies

Introduction

According to Britannica, distance learning is a “form of education in
which the main elements include physical separation of teachers and stu-
dents during instruction and the use of various technologies to facilitate
student–teacher and student–student communication” (Simonson & Berg,
2016). For Holmberg (1989, as cited in Gunawardena & McIsaac, 2004), 
this concept 

covers the learning-teaching activities in the cognitive and/or psycho-

motor and affective domains of an individual learner and a supporting

organization. It is characterized by non-contiguous communication and

can be carried out anywhere and at any time, which makes it attractive

to adults with professional and social commitments. (p. 358) 

Distance education encompasses various forms of learning, such as
distance learning, open learning, networked learning, flexible learning,
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distributed learning, and learning in a digitally connected space. This form
of learning is also defined as “a structured learning experience that can be
done away from an academic institution, at home or at a workplace” (Gu-
nawardena & McIsaac, 2004, p. 358). Definitions may differ depending on
the distance education culture of each country, but there is some agree-
ment on certain key elements: the separation of the teacher and the learner,
the use of new technologies to link the teacher and the learner and to en-
sure a two-way exchange of communication, and the influence of an edu-
cational organization.

Due to the swift advancement of technology, courses using a variety of
media have been delivered to learners in various locations, all in an attempt
to meet the educational needs of growing populations. Prior to the COVID-19
pandemic, this mode of education was an option that teachers could choose.
However, in 2020 the spread of the virus disrupted onsite education in most
countries all over the world. Thus, distance learning became the only viable
form of education. In response to the new circumstances, many countries,
including Poland, began to use various communication technologies that
facilitate interaction between students and teachers.

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in formidable challenges to stu-
dents’ psychological health. One example is the phenomenon of learned
helplessness. It “occurs when someone attributes failure to a lack of ability
and gives up easily or shows a steady regression in problem-solving strate-
gies when confronted with failure” (Mecce & Painter, 2014, p. 349). This
mental state is accompanied by behavioural changes called deficits. Cog-
nitive deficit is characterized by an expectation of ineffectiveness when
facing a new task or situation. Motivational deficit manifests itself in de-
creased motivation. Finally, emotional deficit relates to anxiety disorders,
depression, anxiety, or withdrawal (Overmier & Seligman, 1967; Maier 
& Seligman, 1976, as cited in Ciżkowicz, 2009; see Kolber, 2022). In addition,
students develop new strategies to learn effectively when faced with new
situations. Oxford and Lavine (2018) use the term language learning strate-
gies (LLSs) to refer to “purposeful mental actions (sometimes also mani-
fested as observable behaviours) that a learner creatively implements to
meet learning-related needs” (p. 5).
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This research contributes to the discussion on distance learning dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic in secondary education in Poland. It captures
a unique moment in which secondary-school students completed a half-
year of remote learning (see Kolber, 2022, p. 42). Framed by Martin Selig-
man’s (1975) Theory of Learned Helplessness (see Overmier & Seligman,
1967; Maier & Seligman, 1976, as cited in Ciżkowicz) and Rebecca Oxford’s
(1990) Foreign Language Strategies Taxonomy, the article aims to 1) show
the level of learned helplessness of secondary-school students learning
English, 2) investigate the relationship between foreign language learn-
ing strategies and the learned helplessness of secondary-school students,
and 3) determine the relationship between the level of learned helpless-
ness and the use of private tutoring by secondary-school students. Based
on these objectives, the following research questions were formulated:
What is the level of learned helplessness of secondary-school students?
Is there a relationship between foreign language learning strategies and
the learned helplessness of secondary-school students? Does the use of
private tutoring differentiate the level of learned helplessness of sec-
ondary-school students?

Problems faced in distance education during the COVID-19
pandemic – a literature review

Remote education started overnight because of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Schools, kindergartens, and universities did not manage to pre-
pare for this sudden change. In the literature review presented below,
numerous problems faced by students, parents, and teachers in distance
education during the COVID-19 period are discussed. The factors that
might have led to learned helplessness were expressed by students as
well as parents and teachers. An analysis of the narratives revealed re-
peated exposure to challenging working, living, and learning conditions.
Moreover, it was found that there is little room to develop learning strate-
gies in the virtual COVID-19 classroom.
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Teachers’ perspective
In research carried out in Poland, as many as 85% of surveyed teachers

declared having no experience with remote teaching prior to the pan-
demic. Only a few (15%) had had contact with this form of learning before.
Moreover, their experiences were poor and amounted to “individual con-
sultations with students via Zoom, Skype, Messenger, etc.; active and 
passive participation in webinars, workshops and e-learning courses, sup-
porting lessons and school clubs (sending students links to additional 
materials)” (Buchner et al., 2020, p. 5).

A lack of IT skills and adequate knowledge of how to deliver distance
learning using technology during the school closures was reflected in the
teachers’ didactic methods. In their virtual classrooms, teachers focused
mainly on teacher-centred transmission models of teaching, for instance, up-
loading videos and giving presentations. Unfortunately, such methods are
aimed at presenting and verifying knowledge rather than active involving
the students, problem-solving, or group work (Ptaszek et al., 2020, p. 66).

Parents’ perspective
A study conducted in the first months of remote education (April

2020) reports that parents mainly complained of general fatigue, their
child’s fatigue (72.1%), their child’s difficulties in getting down to studying
(58.6%), excessive burden to help their child learn (57.6%), difficulties mo-
tivating their child to study at home (52.9%), uneven study load (49.4%),
and general study overload (49%) (Całek, 2021, p. 22). The analysis of par-
ents’ responses to an open-ended survey demonstrated that during the
pandemic, schools shifted a large part of the responsibility onto students
and parents. The parents, in turn, were not always able to help the children,
due not only to their usual professional duties (often performed remotely),
but also to their lack of relevant subject knowledge (Całek, 2021).

The feeling of helplessness made some parents turn to professional
help for their children. Research conducted on 502 eighth-grade ele-
mentary-school students learning remotely suggests that private English
classes were the most popular: 185 of the respondents (36.85%) claimed
to have had a(11.75%) took on a tutor for Polish (Kolber, 2022).
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Students’ perspective
A study conducted by Marek et al. revealed the difficulties of uni-

versity students, as reported by their lecturers during the abrupt shift to
distance learning. Some comments expressed by faculty members pro-
vide evidence that the students adapted well, but others point to some
dysfunctional behaviour. According to the lecturers, students were un-
able to take control of and responsibility for their own learning. They
struggled to manage their learning process. Some lecturers also noted
that most students were not as tech-savvy as was commonly believed,
because they seemed unable to transfer and use their technological
knowledge in a distance learning environment (2021). private English
tutor. Students must have also experienced learning difficulties in other
subjects, as 141 eighth-grade students (28.09%) claimed to have used tu-
tors for mathematics and 59 students 

Another study confirmed a significant decline in adolescents’ sub-
jective well-being. Eighteen percent of young people felt much worse and
30% of teenagers felt a little worse three months after the school closures
than prior to the lockdowns (Ptaszek et al., 2020, p. 84). Students were not
motivated enough to learn and they were angry with teachers for giving
them too many assignments. Their anger translated into fear that they
would not meet deadlines or master the material. Moreover, adolescents
were reluctant to turn their cameras on because they were ashamed by
their appearance (Ptaszek et al., 2020, p. 29).

The emotional functioning of students learning remotely in the
COVID-19 pandemic is perfectly illustrated by the study conducted by
Kolber (2022). The most important finding was that the highest level of
learned helplessness among eighth-grade elementary-school students
learning remotely was recorded for mathematics, slightly lower for Pol-
ish and the lowest for English. In addition, the motivational deficit made
the greatest contribution to the sense of helplessness (Kolber, 2022). How-
ever, this study did not cover higher levels of education (secondary
school) or fully explain what should be done to reduce or prevent learned
helplessness. 
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Method

Procedure
Only those secondary schools that accepted the invitation partici-

pated in the study. Participation in the study was approved by the school
management, who could also consult the parents’ council and/or the ped-
agogical council. In some institutions, the management appointed a
school coordinator (e.g., a psychologist or school counsellor), who su-
pervised the course of the study. The anonymous online questionnaires
were disseminated and collected between March and April 2021.

Participants
The data were collected from 569 students learning English in sec-

ondary schools in the Kuyavian-Pomeranian Voivodeship, including 206
boys and 363 girls (Table 1). Of these students, 354 (62.21%) attended
general secondary schools, while the remaining 215 (37.79%) were stu-
dents at technical and art schools. Regarding the level of education, the
sample consisted of 165 (29%) first-year students (named according to
the new structure1), 181 (31.81%) second-year students (according to the
old structure), 81 (14.24%) second-year students (new naming conven-
tion), and 142 (24.96%) third-year students (old naming convention).

1 The old structure of the education system, which came into force in 1999,
divided the educational process into six years of primary school, three years of lower
secondary school (gimnazjum), and either four years of general secondary school, five
years of technical secondary school, or three years of vocational school. The educa-
tional reform of 2017 changed this structure to eight years of primary school and
either four years of secondary school, five years of technical (vocational) secondary
school, or three years of vocational school (stage I) and two years of vocational school
(stage II). Between the 2019/2020 and 2021/2022 school years, Polish secondary
schools saw a double cohort, consisting of students being taught according to both
structures. In the 2020/2021 school year, only first-, second-, and third-year students
were available for the study. Therefore, fourth- and fifth-year students were naturally
excluded. The description of the research sample and Table 1 include two naming
conventions according to the new and old structures.
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Instruments
The respondents were asked to fill in an anonymous questionnaire on-

line. In Part A, the following instruments were used: the School Helplessness
Scale (Ciżkowicz, 2009; see Kolber, 2019, 2022) and the Strategy Inventory for
Language Learning Version 7.0 (Oxford, 1990; see Kolber, 2015, 2019, 2021).
The former contains 20 items assessing the level of learned helplessness
along with its three dimensions: cognitive, emotional, and motivational
deficit. The latter instrument includes 50 items comprising six strategy
groups: memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, affective, and
social strategies. The respondents were asked to indicate the strength of
their agreement with the statements using a five-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (never or almost never) to 5 (always or almost always).2 In Part B,
the respondents were asked to fill in demographic information. This sec-
tion provided information on the research sample (Table 1).

Table 1. Respondents’ demographic information (N=569)

2 Detailed information on the two instruments is provided in Kolber (2019). 
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Type of school General secondary school
Technical and art schools

354 (62.21%)
215 (37.79%)

Gender Male
Female

363 (63.80%)
206 (36.20%)

Educational stage

1st year (after elementary school)
2nd year (after lower secondary school)
2nd year (after elementary school)
3rd year (after lower secondary school)

165 (29.00%)
181 (31.81%)

81 (14.24%)
142 (24.96%)

Are you planning to study 
English philology?

Yes
No
I don’t know
I am not planning to study at all

20 (3.51%)
339 (59.58%)
149 (26.19%)

61 (10.72%)

Does your mother have 
a working knowledge of English?

Yes
No

245 (43.06%)
324 (56.94%)

Does your father have 
a working knowledge of English?

Yes
No

258 (45.34%)
311 (54.66%)

Have you been taking private lessons 
in English during distance learning?

Yes
No

154 (27.07%)
415 (72.93%)



Results

Level of learned helplessness
The School Helplessness Scale assesses the level of learned helpless-

ness as well as its deficits. The average score of learned helplessness in the
study group was 2.54 (rounded up to 3), meaning that the respondents
usually felt learned helplessness. An analysis of the results for the three
deficits revealed that motivational deficit made the greatest contribution
to learned helplessness, with a value of 2.65. Emotional deficit was in sec-
ond place, with a value of 2.60. Cognitive deficit made the smallest con-
tribution to learned helplessness, with a mean value of 2.27 (Table 2).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the School Helplessness Scale (N=569)

Relationship between foreign language learning strategies and
learned helplessness
To examine the strength of the relationship between learned help-

lessness and foreign language strategies, Pearson’s linear correlation co-
efficient was used. The level of helplessness correlated significantly (p<0.05)
and negatively (r<0) with the use of memory, cognitive, metacognitive, af-
fective, and social strategies. The emotional deficit correlated significantly
(p<0.05) and positively (r>0) with the use of affective strategies. Thus, the
more frequent their use, the higher the emotional deficit. Emotional deficit
correlated significantly (p<0.05) and negatively (r<0) with the use of cog-
nitive, metacognitive, and social strategies. The more often these strategy
groups are used, the lower the emotional deficit. Cognitive deficit was
found to correlate significantly (p<0.05) and negatively (r<0) with the use
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School Helplessness Scale M SD Mdn Min Max Q1 Q3

General helplessness 2.54 0.65 2.50 1.05 4.8 2.05 3.00

Emotional deficit 2.60 1.02 2.43 1.00 5.0 1.86 3.29

Cognitive deficit 2.27 0.79 2.20 1.00 5.0 1.80 2.80

Motivational deficit 2.65 0.77 2.62 1.00 5.0 2.12 3.12



of memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, and social strategies.
This means that the more frequent their use, the lower the cognitive deficit.
The motivational deficit correlated significantly (p<0.05) and negatively
(r<0) with the use of memory, cognitive, metacognitive, affective, and social
strategies (Table 3).

Table 3. Correlation between language learning strategy groups 

and learned helplessness and its deficits 

* statistical significance (p < 0.05)

The research shows that the strongest relationships involve metacog-
nitive and cognitive strategies. One can assume that these strategy
groups determine the level of helplessness to the greatest extent. This
implies that helpless students may lack the skills to manipulate and trans-
form the target language as well as to coordinate their learning process.

Relationship between private tutoring and the level of learned help-
lessness
The values of the quantitative variables in the two groups were com-

pared using the Mann–Whitney U test. P values of <0.05 indicated statis-
tically significant correlations. The general level of helplessness was
significantly higher in those students who did not use private English tu-
toring compared to those who got such assistance. One can conclude that
private tutoring supports cognitive and emotional processes in students.
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General level 
of helplessness

Emotional 
deficit

Cognitive 
deficit

Motivational
deficit

Memory strategies r=-0.303, p<0.001 * r=-0.053, p=0.204 r=-0.201, p<0.001 * r=-0.443, p<0.001 *

Cognitive strategies r=-0.473, p<0.001 * r=-0.232, p<0.001 * r=-0.555, p<0.001 * r=-0.387, p<0.001 *

Compensation strategies r=-0.074, p=0.077 r=-0.043, p=0.305 r=-0.213, p<0.001 * r=0.016, p=0.711

Metacognitive strategies r=-0.475, p<0.001 * r=-0.195, p<0.001 * r=-0.52, p<0.001 * r=-0.46, p<0.001 *

Affective strategies r=-0.09, p=0.031 * r=0.131, p=0.002 * r=-0.056, p=0.183 r=-0.29, p<0.001 *

Social strategies r=-0.365, p<0.001 * r=-0.149, p<0.001 * r=-0.359, p<0.001 * r=-0.376, p<0.001 *



Similarly, in their wide-range investigation, Bray et al. (2013, as cited in
Türkan, 2022) showed that private tutoring positively affects students’ mo-
tivation. Private tutoring appears to be a phenomenon which maintains
and increases social inequalities. Research indicates that students from
more affluent backgrounds tend to participate more in private tutoring
than students with a lower socioeconomic status. The explanations pro-
vided by Zwier et al. (2021) are that rich parents “are not only better
equipped to pay for these supplementary learning activities, but also have
more knowledge on how educational institutions work and are more in-
tensively involved in their children’s educational career” (p. 412). 

Although no statistically significant differences were found, it is
worth adding that both motivational and emotional deficits were also
higher in students who did not hire tutors than in students who did.
These research findings suggest that students who had a private tutor
might have fewer symptoms of emotional and motivational deficits of
learned helplessness. Table 4 shows the distribution of perceived help-
lessness and its deficits according to the use of private tutoring.

Table 4. Distribution of learned helplessness among students learning 

English and its deficits, by the use of private tutoring 

* statistical significance (p < 0.05)
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School Helplessness Scale

Have you been using private tutoring 
in English during remote learning? p

Yes (N=154) No (N=415)

Learned helplessness
M±SD
Mdn

Q

2.39±0.54
2.35

1.95–2.84

2.59±0.68
2.55

2.05–3.05

p=0.004 *

Emotional deficit
M±SD
Mdn

Q

2.48±0.94
2.43

1.86–3.00

2.64±1.05
2.57

1.79–3.43

p=0.154

Cognitive deficit
M±SD
Mdn

Q

2.04±0.69
2

1.60–2.40

2.36±0.81
2.2

1.80–2.80

p<0.001 *

Motivational deficit
M±SD
Mdn

Q

2.54±0.74
2.5

2.00–3.00

2.69±0.78
2.62

2.12–3.12

p=0.077



Discussion and pedagogical implications

The research proves that there is a relationship between learned help-
lessness and the use of foreign language strategies. The more strategies
students use, the lower their level of helplessness. This research finding
drew attention to the importance of a paradigm shift away from teacher-
centred toward student-centred learning. A learner-centred approach re-
quires new roles from the teacher, who is expected to be, among other
things, a helper and a guide in raising students’ awareness of their learn-
ing strategies. Although language learning strategies have been of inter-
est to researchers for several decades, most research findings do not apply
to language learning. Gu (2018) calls for promoting and implementing
strategies into school curricula:

Researchers on LLS should do more teacher/learner-friendly research.

This involves making research results more readable to classroom

teachers and learners. More practice textbooks should be published

aiming at integrating LLS research findings into real teaching and learn-

ing situations. Teacher-friendly research also involves teachers being

encouraged to do their action research by trying out different ways of

LLS intervention. (p. 161)

Secondly, various tools such as questionnaires, observation sheets,
and task-specific diagnostic instruments should be made available to the
teacher. Another way of promoting LLS is to build them into teacher train-
ing programs, so that student teachers and full-time teachers begin to
trust research findings rather than their own folk knowledge or teaching
experiences (Gu, 2018).

In line with the research findings, the emphasis should be on memory,
cognitive, metacognitive, affective, and social strategies. According to Re-
becca Oxford’s Foreign Language Strategies Taxonomy (1990), these strat-
egy groups include certain strategy subgroups. Memory strategies include
creating mental links, applying images and sound, reviewing properly, and
employing action; cognitive strategies comprise practising, receiving 
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and sending messages, analysing and reasoning, and creating structure
for input and output; the metacognitive strategy group include centring
ones’ learning, arranging and planning learning, and evaluating learning;
affective strategies consist of lowering anxiety, self-encouragement, and
taking the emotional temperature; social strategies include asking ques-
tions, cooperating with others, and empathising with others (see Kolber
2015, 2019, 2021).

Another recommendation for post-COVID teaching methodology 
is to emphasize active learning. This can be done by enhancing teaching
and learning with technology. Digital education resources need to be
rethought as not merely methods of instruction, but a vehicle to change
the educational paradigm from assuming that all learning happens the
same way to focusing on lifelong learning and preparing students for an
ever-changing world (Alemán de la Garza et al., 2019). One promising
pedagogy that helps students “learn to learn” is flipped learning. Teach-
ers wishing to use this pedagogical approach must incorporate four 
pillars into their practice: a flexible environment, a learning culture, in-
tentional content, and a professional educator. The first element, flexible
environment, means adaptable classroom settings. Students do not sit 
in row after row of desks. On the contrary, their desks are rearranged so
that they can move around, work in groups, or learn independently. Ed-
ucators who use flipped learning are obliged to establish physical space
and time frames that allow students to discuss and reflect on their learn-
ing. Flipped learning is based on learner-centred education and thus of-
fers a different learning culture. The core of a learner-centred culture is to
assist and guide each student’s learning rather than provide a one-way
delivery of information. Intentional content, the third element of flipped
learning, means that students are given an opportunity to ask and an-
swer authentic questions and to work on authentic tasks. As a result, stu-
dents are actively engaged in knowledge construction because they
participate in the learning process in a meaningful way. Finally, a teacher
who uses the flipped learning model should assume the role of a profes-
sional educator. This role is definitely more challenging than teaching in
a traditional classroom. Professional educators continually observe their
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students, providing them with immediate feedback assessing their work.
They are also reflective practitioners willing to connect with each other
and to accept constructive criticism to improve their teaching (Sams 
et al., 2014).

The study shows that tutoring might be highly effective in prevent-
ing learned helplessness. The students who had private tutors were char-
acterized by less learned helplessness than those who did not have such
assistance. Brzezińska and Appelt claim that students need tutor-teachers
with clearly defined roles who are highly aware of the tasks to be accom-
plished in the educational relationship. The tutor-teacher is needed by the
student as a source of (1) boundaries, (2) cognitive and social requirements
and challenges that stimulate the student’s development, and (3) a sense
of competence and satisfaction with school achievements (2013).

Tutor-teachers should target their tutees’ real-life goals. Students
know precisely what kind of help they need. However, these needs can be
very short-term. Therefore, it is very important for the tutor to be able to
respond to new, immediate concerns. Secondly, tutors should constantly
explore students’ understanding of the material. To this end, they con-
stantly need to investigate students’ prior knowledge in detail. Last but
not least, support needs to be balanced. On the one hand, an excess of
control can lead to a deep dependence on the teacher. On the other hand,
insufficient control may mean leaving the student on their own in their
struggles. The purpose of tutoring is to help the student until they can use
new skills and strategies on their own. This means a gradual decrease in
assistance and a gradual increase in student autonomy (Topping, 2000,
pp. 9–10). Miller (2015) claims that certain types of questions may pro-
mote independent learning and develop metacognition. Using questions
such as “What else could you try? Have you experimented with another
idea? Why do you think that?” will probe students’ thinking and encour-
age them to think about their learning.
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Conclusions

The results show that secondary-school students usually felt learned
helplessness during English classes. Moreover, motivational deficit made
the greatest contribution to learned helplessness. The level of helpless-
ness correlated significantly and negatively with the use of memory, 
cognitive, metacognitive, affective, and social strategies. The strongest
relationships were between learned helplessness and metacognitive and
cognitive strategies. Those students whose parents took on a private
tutor had a lower level of learned helplessness. These research findings
lead to several recommendations for educational practice:

1. Include elements of strategy training in the school curriculum. Spe-
cial emphasis should be placed on memory, cognitive, metacogni-
tive, affective, and social strategies.

2. Promote teachers’ professional development by creating training
schools, where both student-teachers and in-service teachers could
broaden their knowledge on strategy training and tutoring in edu-
cation.

3. Use new, effective pedagogical approaches or methods to keep
learners motivated and engaged in the learning process (e.g., flipped
learning).

4. Teach digital competencies to educators. This is essential for the de-
velopment of necessary skills in the post-pandemic educational land-
scape, in which teachers need to design cognitively engaging
didactic materials for the virtual classroom. 

5. Bridge the gap between students by arranging remedial teaching at
school. Extra care or attention should be delivered to low-income
students who fall behind with their studies and whose parents can-
not afford a tutor.

6. Last but not least, embrace the concept of social and emotional
learning (SEL). Research conducted in low- and middle-income na-
tions focuses on declines in academic learning (e.g., literacy and nu-
meracy) due to the pandemic. It is crucial to note that schools play
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a pivotal role in fostering social and emotional development and that
school closures have impacted students’ emotional regulation, self-
efficacy, and social skills. By supporting students’ SEL, they can im-
prove their mental health and well-being and, in the long run, adapt
to new circumstances. Moreover, educators must become skilled at
adjusting to an unstable, rapidly changing educational environment.
Experts offer the following practical ways to introduce and broaden
the use of SEL practices in the classrooms: 

a) assess students and teacher’s social and emotional needs; b) establish

community and a sense of belonging; c) establish and maintain rela-

tionships between students, teachers, and staff to promote a positive

learning environment; d) create space for students to conduct self-

reflections and recognize/identify their thoughts and emotions; e) pro-

mote self-care and stress management. (Social-Emotional Learning, 2022)

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

The aim of the research: The goal of the research is to adapt the Career 

Decision-Making Difficulties Questionnaire (CDDQ; Gati et al., 1996) to 

a sample of Hungarian secondary-school students. 

Research method: The sample on which the questionnaire analysis was

based included 507 Hungarian secondary-school students. Factor analysis

was used in order to adapt the questionnaire and to determine the latent

variables, that is, factors based on these correlations. With the help of this

method, the number of original variables can be reduced and the original

data described with the least possible information loss. To this end, the 

English-language measuring instrument was validated in this study.

A short description of the context of the issue: The exploration of career de-

cision-making difficulties is crucial for personal fulfilment, optimal career fit,

improved decision-making skills, reduced uncertainty and anxiety, avoidance

of career dissatisfaction, and long-term career development. By addressing

these difficulties, individuals can make more informed and satisfying career

choices that align with their unique strengths, values, and aspirations. 
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Research findings: The study revealed that the factor structure of the CDDQ

varies across different cultural contexts, a finding which suggests that cul-

tural variations impact the underlying dimensions of the CDDQ. 

Conclusions and recommendations: The utilization of the CDDQ allows

counsellors and practitioners to obtain valuable insights into the career 

decision-making difficulties experienced by their clients. This enables 

them to customize their interventions and counselling approaches to bet-

ter meet the specific needs of individuals. The questionnaire provides a well-

organized and systematic framework for evaluating and tackling these

difficulties, thereby facilitating the development of effective strategies and

interventions in the counselling process. The diverse sets of factors across

different cultural settings highlight the need to consider cultural influences

when assessing and interpreting.

Keywords: career decision-making; career decision-making difficulties; 

pedagogy; career development; motivation

Introduction

The fundamental aim of career orientation counselling is to support
the person asking for advice in coping with difficulties that arise during the
career decision-making process. Accordingly, the essential feature of coun-
selling is identifying those specific difficulties which inhibit the person
from making a decision (Gati & Itay, 2005). Self-evaluation questionnaires
and psychological tests have an equally significant role in diagnostics 
designed for career decision-making counselling, because they can be ap-
plied as complementary tools. Self-evaluation questionnaires are accessi-
ble to a wider range of users and help identify those individuals for whom
the use of psychological tests is also justifiable. It should be noted that 
career orientation intervention has to be applied in view of the person’s 
individual needs, while considering that not everybody needs individual
counselling and psychological testing.

Career development is a life-long process and it entails continuous
decision-making. Throughout this process, one steadily executes a series
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of information selection. Cognitive functions that are triggered during this
procedure dispose the individual to make subjective and objective value
judgements. When deciding on a career path, adolescents cannot yet rely
on their life experience, which will be bestowed upon them over time, but
their conception of their own future is primarily shaped by their family,
school, and peers. When they are planning their future, they mostly take
their ideas and desires into consideration. The more consciously and
clearly they are able to imagine their future, the more informed decisions
they are capable of making (Walsh & Osipow, 1988).

Most of the research into career decision-making focuses on cul-
tural/ethnic and gender differences (Fouad, 1993; Meier, 1991; Tinsley,
1992). Researchers have used various theoretical approaches to examine
career decision-making difficulties, each of which emphasizes different
aspects. For example, the psycho-dynamic approach (e.g., Bordin & Kop-
plin, 1973) endeavored to classify difficulties according to the individual’s
problems and internal sources instead of observed symptoms.

At the same time, empirical research into career decision-making has
focused on developing an instrument that enables researchers to examine
individual differences in career decision-making difficulty. These measur-
ing methods include the Career Decision Scale, the My Vocational Situa-
tion Scale, the Vocational Decision Scale, the Career Decision Profile, which
is based on a revision of the Vocational Decision Scale, the Behavioral 
Inhibition Scale, the Career Decision-Making Self-Efficacy Scale, the Career
Decision Diagnostic Assessment, the Career Factors Inventory, its Hun-
garian adaptation, the Career Barriers Inventory, and the Career Belief In-
ventory. Most studies which used these measuring instruments were
carried out independently of theoretical conceptualizations (Tinsley, 1992).

There are two reasons to apply the CDDQ. Firstly, despite the fact
that the original English version of the questionnaire was published in
1996, it is still regularly used and cited (e.g., Akpochafo, 2021; Boerchi,
2020; Rochat, 2019; Abdullah, 2018; Shagini, 2018; Gati, 2014; Slaten,
2013; Williams, 2013; Di Fabio, 2009, 2011, 2012; Arulmani, 2006; Creed,
2006). A second reason to opt for this questionnaire is that it measures di-
mensions connected with career decision-making difficulties that other
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questionnaires do not (dysfunctional beliefs and difficulties arising from
inconsistent information). The investigation of these dimensions may
open up new paths of exploring more subtle and age-specific decision-
making difficulties.

This study summarizes the research experience related to the use
and Hungarian adaptation of the Career Decision-Making Difficulties
Questionnaire (Gati et al., 1996), which was designed to measure diffi-
culties that arise during career decision-making.

Investigation

The validity of the Hungarian version of the Career Decision-Making
Difficulties Questionnaire (Gati et al., 1996) has been examined with ex-
ploratory and confirmatory factor analysis. During the exploratory factor
analysis (EFA), principal axis factoring was applied with promax and
oblimin rotation. In order to determine factors, a screen plot test was per-
formed (Cattell, 1966). The suitability of the factor structure gained by the
Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure (KMO) for factor analysis was also studied.
A KMO value above 0.9 is excellent, above 0.8 is very good, and above 0.7
is satisfactory; however, no factor analysis can be carried out if the KMO is
below 0.5 (Sajtos & Mitev, 2007). Missing data were deleted (list-wise). In
the case of EFA, the value of items appearing on each factor was appro-
priate (above 0.32). Cross-loading is when an item appears on multiple
factors, and has a value over 0.32 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). It is advis-
able to remove these variables from the factor structure because it im-
proves the reliability and conformation of the model in question. The
results of the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and the model’s goodness
of fit were determined in accordance with the indicators used in the in-
ternational literature:

• distribution of chi-square and the degree of freedom (χ2/df ),
• root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA),
• 90% confidence interval of RMSEA,
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• comparative fit index (CFI), and
• Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI).

In analyzing the indicators, Brown’s (2006) criteria for acceptable
goodness of fit were used: RMSEA ≤ 0.06, 90%CI ≤ 0.06), CFI ≥ 0.95, and
TLI ≥ 0.95. For examining the internal consistency of measuring instru-
ments, Cronbach’s α was used, as several Hungarian and other studies
have done. A value of Cronbach’s α between 0.5 and 0.7 is acceptable and
one above 0.7 indicates good internal consistency (Hinton, 2004).

Sample
The questionnaire-based investigation included 507 participants who

are 9th- to 12th-grade students learning in Hungarian secondary schools.
To access the target group, I contacted the heads of the institutions for
permission and help in the process of filling out the questionnaires. Par-
ents consented to their children’s participation in the examination, and
the adult students took part in the research as volunteers. Questionnaires
were sent to the schools online or in print.

The data collection was hindered by the fact that the online inquiries
were very rarely answered. This can be primarily explained by the high
number of questionnaires of various topics addressed to the schools. Be-
fore distributing the questionnaires, I asked for the head teacher’s per-
mission for filling in the questionnaires, and I provided an opportunity
to share the questionnaire online so that anybody could join the research
from any part of the country. The participants were assured that both the
school and the respondents would remain anonymous. Before com-
mencing the examination in the educational institution, the students,
teachers, and parents were informed about the conditions and features
of the investigation as well as the aims of the questionnaire.

Participation in the research was voluntary and anonymous; the stu-
dents were able to withdraw even after beginning the questionnaire. The
forms were filled out in the classrooms, with an online part and a smaller,
pen-and-paper part. Anybody who wanted to know the results was al-
lowed to do so. 
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The characteristics of the participants are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Features of the research sample 

The study group who completed the questionnaire included 507 
secondary-school students between 15 and 19 years of age (M = 16.29;
SD = 1.3), with a proportion of 56.8% females (n = 292) and 42.4% males
(n = 215). The secondary-school sample contained grammar school 
students (n = 414 [81.7%]) and vocational secondary-school students 
(n = 93 [18.3%]).

Figure 1. Number of respondents, by type of institution

In sum, the members of the secondary-school sample came from
two types of institutions (grammar school and vocational secondary
school), mostly from provincial schools. The grade point average (GPA) 
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Age (years)
Total

15.0 16.0 17.0 18.0 19.0

Gender
male 84 45 48 32 8 215 42.4%

female 114 63 43 44 26 292 56.8%

Total 198 108 91 76 34 507 100%



of students featuring in the sample was good. Their GPA from the previ-
ous semester was 4.06 (SD = 0.71) on a scale of 1 to 5.

Methods and instruments
The analysis of the data was carried out in IMB SPSS Statistics for Win-

dows v.23 and SPSS AMOS v.22 statistical packages. Factor analysis was
used in order to adapt the questionnaires and to determine latent vari-
ables, that is, the factors based on these correlations. With the help of this
method, the number of original variables was reduced in order to de-
scribe original data with the least possible information loss. After the nor-
mality analysis, the results were evaluated with appropriate instruments.

Career Decision-Making Difficulties Questionnaire (CDDQ)
Based on the decision theory by Gati & Itay (2005), a model was

worked out that would identify the “ideal career decision-maker.” This idea
represents a person who is conscious about the necessity of career deci-
sion-making, ready for it, and able to make the “right decision” (one that
is the most compatible with their goals and the outcome of an appropri-
ate decision-making process). The complexity of the career decision-mak-
ing process makes it difficult for most people to become an ideal career
decision-maker. Any deviations from the ideal career decision-maker
were interpreted as potential problems which might impact an individ-
ual’s decision-making process by (a) inhibiting the person from arriving
at a decision or (b) leading to a less optimal decision.

The first version of the questionnaire contained 44 statements corre-
sponding to the 44 career decision-making difficulties featuring in the the-
oretical model. Later, this number was reduced to 34 in order to improve
the internal consistency of the test. Two of the 34 questions were meant
to check validity. Besides the three main categories, 10 subscales were de-
veloped, corresponding to the 10 categories used in the test (see Table 2).

The proposed taxonomy can be divided into three main categories:

1. lack of readiness for career decision-making (the individual is not ready
for a given decision in relation to career decision-making), which 
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includes three categories of difficulty that precede engagement in 
a given career decision,

2. lack of information, which involves four categories of difficulty, and
3. inconsistent information, which includes three categories of difficulty

arising during the actual process of career decision-making.

The ten categories of difficulty
The main category within “lack of readiness for career decision-mak-

ing” contains three additional categories. They are related to the lack of
motivation to start the career decision-making process, general indeci-
siveness in terms of all kinds of decision-making. The remaining categories
include difficulties stemming from dysfunctional beliefs (e.g., irrational 
expectations) and about the career decision-making process.

Within the main category of “lack of information,” four categories
were differentiated: lack of knowledge about the steps required during
the process, lack of information about oneself, lack of information about
occupations, and lack of information about ways of obtaining additional
information. I think that the last two categories are nearer to each other
than to the first one, because they refer to external, objective informa-
tion, while the first one points to subjective information.

Within the main category of “inconsistent information,” three cate-
gories were pinpointed:

– unreliable information categories refers to unreliable or obscure in-
formation,

– internal conflicts within the individual, and 
– external conflicts involving others. 

Here, it needs to be pointed out that the last two conflict categories
are nearer to each other than to the first one.
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Figure 2. The original factor structure of the CDDQ 

(source: Gati et al., 1996)

Gati & Saka (2001) examined the internal consistency of the short-
ened questionnaire and arrived at results identical to those of the original
questionnaire with 44 items. The value of Cronbach’s α for the whole ques-
tionnaire was 0.91; for the main category of “lack of readiness” it was 0.62,
for the main category of “lack of information” 0.88, and for the main cat-
egory of “inconsistent information” 0.87.

Results

Exploratory Factor Analysis
The originally proposed CDDQ (Gati & Saka, 2001) contained ten well-

formulated factors (RM, RI, RD, LS, LP, LO, LA, II, IU, and IE), but they were
not backed up by confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Therefore, exploratory
factor analysis was used in this study to examine whether the latent fac-
tors underpinning the questionnaire items correspond to those found 
in the English version of the CDDQ. During the EFA, principal axis factoring 
was carried out, so as to better estimate correlations in the background

133Lucián Líviusz Olteanu
The Adaptation of the Career Decision-Making Difficulties Questionnaire (CDDQ)  

to a Sample of Hungarian Secondary-School Students
(pp. 125–144)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409

CAREER DECISION-MAKING DIFFICULTIES

Lack of 
motivation

Indecisive-
ness

Dysfunc-
tional 
beliefs

The career
decision-
making
process

Self
Occupations
(i.e. alterna-

tives)

Ways of 
obtaining 

information

Unreliable
information

Internal 
conflicts

External
conflicts

Lack of 
Readiness

due to

Lack of 
Readiness

due to

Lack of 
Readiness

due to

Prior to the Process During the Process



(Mulaik, 1972). Then, oblimin rotation was used in the original, 32-item
version. This method presupposes that factors do correlate with one an-
other, which is more characteristic of the social and behavioral sciences.

During the analysis, five factors in the sample could be differentiated,
which explains 60.89% of the variance of the factor structure. Based on
the scree plot test, the five-factor solution seems appropriate. The value
of the KMO was 0.957, so it can be claimed that the variables are suitable
for factor analysis (Sajtos-Mitev, 2007). Moreover, using varimax rotation
also yields a five-factor structure.

The first factor is difficulties arising from inconsistent information, which
includes ten items (25–34). The factor explains 41.695% of the variance.
The reliability of the scale is high (Cronbach’s α = 0.920).

The second factor is general indecisiveness, which involves three items
(4., 5., –6). The factor explains 5.981% of the variance, and its Cronbach’s α
is appropriate (α = 0.721).

The third factor is dysfunctional beliefs, which contains four items 
(8., 9., 10., 11). The factor accounts for 5.412% of the total variance. The re-
liability of the scale is unacceptable (α = 0.460).

The fourth factor is lack of motivation, which includes four items 
(1., 2., 3 and 9). The factor explains 4.255% of the total variance. Its Cron-
bach’s α is acceptable (α = 0.595).

The fifth factor is difficulties arising from insufficient information and
knowledge, which involves twelve items (13–24). The factor stands for 3.547%
of the total variance. Its Cronbach’s α is barely acceptable (α = 0.944).

The previous analysis demonstrated that one item could be found
in two factor structures; the value of cross-loadings was higher than 0.32.
Therefore, this was removed from the second analysis. The variable in
question is item 9. After re-running the analysis, five factors could be dif-
ferentiated in the sample again. This factor structure accounts for 60.89%
of the variance. The KMO value is 0.957, so it can be argued that the vari-
ables are suitable for factor analysis (Sajtos-Mitev, 2007). Furthermore,
using varimax rotation also yielded a 5-factor structure.

The factor structure now shows goodness of fit. The variables have
high factor values (0.359–0.828) and no cross-loading was found in any 
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of the variables. The value of the KMO is 0.958, so the variables continue
to be suitable for factor analysis (Sajtos-Mitev, 2007).

• The first factor is difficulties arising from inconsistent information,
which includes 10 items (25–34). The factor explains 42.994% of the
variance. The reliability of the scale is high (Cronbach’s α = 0.920).

• The second factor is general indecisiveness, which contains three
items (4–6). The factor accounts for 5.972% of the variance and its
Cronbach’s α is also high (α = 0.721).

• The third factor is dysfunctional beliefs, involving three items (8, 10,
and 11). The factor explains 5.152% of the total variance. The relia-
bility of the scale is acceptable (α = 0.561) (Hinton, 2004).

• The fourth factor is lack of motivation, which includes three items (1–3).
The factor accounts for 4.228% of the total variance and its Cron-
bach’s α is appropriate (α = 0.677).

• The fifth factor is difficulties arising from insufficient knowledge and
information, containing 12 items (13–24). The factor explains 3.608%
of the total variance. Its Cronbach’s α is quite good (α = 0.944).

In total, five factors were differentiated in the background of the
questionnaire; one item was removed. This factor structure accounts for
61.954% of the total variance.

Confirmatory factor analysis
Confirmatory factor analysis is a method that is used to test an ex-

isting factor structure. The fit of the model related to the CDDQ was ex-
amined with CFA.

For the first model, 32 variables and five factors that were filtered
through EFA were used. Considering the model’s fit, the results only par-
tially meet the expected value (n = 507, χ2/df = 2.929, RMSEA = 0.062, CI
= 0.058–0,066, CFI = 0.900, and TLI = 0.890). In regard to internal consis-
tency, the results are adequate (Cronbach’s α for difficulties arising from in-
consistent information = 0.920, Cronbach’s α for general indecisiveness =
0.721, Cronbach’s α for dysfunctional beliefs = 0.561, Cronbach’s α for lack
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of motivation = 0.677, and Cronbach’s α for difficulties arising from insuffi-
cient information and knowledge = 0.944).

For the second model, 31 variables and five factors that were filtered
through EFA were used. Considering the fit of the model, the RMSEA, the TLI,
and the CI did not reach the desired value. The values of other indicators
were as expected (N = 507, χ2/df = 2.978, RMSEA = 0.063, CI = 0.059–0.067,
CFI = 0.903, and TLI = 0.894). In regard to internal consistency, the results
were appropriate (Cronbach’s α for difficulties arising from inconsistent in-
formation = 0.920, Cronbach’s α for general indecisiveness =0.721, Cronbach’s
α for dysfunctional beliefs = 0.561, Cronbach’s α for lack of motivation = 0.677,
and Cronbach’s α for difficulties arising from insufficient knowledge and in-
formation = 0.944).

The third model was established by running EFA and correcting the
original EFA model in order to find a solution that best fits the criteria set
by Hinton (2004) and that reaches the highest possible internal consis-
tency of each factor. When re-running the EFA, it appeared that based on
the modification index, five co-variance errors need to be added to the
structure. Items CDDQ13–CDDQ14, CDDQ14–CDDQ15, CDDQ33–CDDQ34,
CDDQ29–CDDQ30, and CDDQ27–CDDQ30 varied with one another, thus
improving the goodness of fit. In this form, the model has proper fit 
(n = 507, χ2/df = 2.522, RMSEA = 0.055, CI = 0.051–0.059, CFI = 0.926, and 
TLI = 0.918).

The final five-factor model contains 31 items (see Figure 3). The first
factor is difficulties arising from inconsistent information, which includes
ten items (25–34). The second factor is general indecisiveness, involv-
ing three items (4–6). The third factor is dysfunctional beliefs, which con-
tains three items (8, 10, and 11). The fourth factor is lack of motivation, 
including three items (1–3). The fifth factor is difficulties arising from in-
sufficient knowledge and information, which involves 12 items (13–24). The
Cronbach’s α values for the model are thus correct and the model in this
form has better indicators of fit.
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Table 2. Summary of the results of the three models of the CDDQ 

using EFA and CFA 

Note: KMO = Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin indicator; χ2/df = quotient of chi-squared and the degree of freedom; RMSEA = root
mean square error of approximation; 90% CI= 90% confidence interval of the RMSEA; CFI = comparative fit index; 
TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; EI = inconsistent information; ÁH = general indecisiveness; KT = dysfunctional beliefs; 
MH = lack of motivation; HI = difficulties arising from insufficient knowledge and information

Among the three models – considering the criteria of EFA and CFA as
well as the internal consistency of the factors – the third factor structure
(containing 31 items) proves to be the most adequate in the case of the
secondary-school sample.

Characteristics of the final structure, with 31 items, of the Hungarian
version of the CDDQ in the secondary-school sample
After establishing the CFA model with 31 items and proper good-

ness of fit, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was again carried out with
principal axis factoring and oblimin rotation, as with the previous cases.

Again, the scree plot test indicated the appearance of five factors in
the sample that account for 61.954% of the total variance of the whole
structure. The EFA that was run based on CFA showed appropriate values:
the structure does not contain either low loading (below 0.35) or low
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Total 
explained
variance

KMO
Number 
of items 

in factors

Cronbach’s 
α χ2/df RMSEA

90% CI
of 

RMSEA
CFI TLI

Original
model

(32 items)
n=507

60.819% 0.857

EI=10
ÁH=3
KT=4
MH=4
HI=12

EI=0.920
ÁH=0.721
KT=0.460

MH=0.595H
I=0.944

2.929 0.062 0.058–0.066 0.900 0.890

Second
model

(31 items)
n=507

59.060% 0.838

EI=10
ÁH=3
KT=3
MH=3
HI=12

EI=0.920
ÁH=0.721
KT=0.561

MH=0.677H
I=0.944

2.978 0.063 0.059–0.067 0.903 0.897

Third 
model

(17 items)
n=507

60.149% 0.822

EI=10
ÁH=3
KT=3
MH=3
HI=12

EI=0.920
ÁH=0.721
KT=0.561

MH=0.677H
I=0.944

2.522 0.055 0.051–0.059 0.926 0.918



cross-loadings (above 0.35). The first factor, difficulties arising from incon-
sistent information, explains 42.994% of the variance. The second factor,
general indecisiveness, explains 5.972% of the variance. The third factor,
dysfunctional beliefs, accounts for 5.152% of the total variance. The fourth
factor, lack of motivation, stands for 4.228% of the total variance. The fifth
factor, difficulties arising from insufficient knowledge and information, ex-
plains 3.608% of the total variance.

The descriptive statistics of the Hungarian version of the CDDQ in
the secondary-school sample are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Consistency of the subscales and the descriptive statistics 

of the Hungarian version of the CDDQ found in a sample of

secondary-school students (total explained variance: 61.954%)

Investigation of convergent validity
The five-factor questionnaire (obtained through CFA) was used to 

examine the convergent validity of the 31-item CDDQ developed above.
The internal consistencies of the scales’ factors seemed appropriate. They
were tested with Pearson’s correlation test. It was investigated whether
variables of different scales showed any relevant correlations. The results
are presented in Table 4. Lack of motivation correlates positively with the
factors of general indecisiveness (r(507) = 0.232, p < 0.01), dysfunctional be-
liefs (r(507) = 0.521, p < 0.01), and insufficient knowledge (r(507) = 0.523, 
p < 0.01). The factor general indecisiveness has a positive correlation with
the factors dysfunctional beliefs (r(507) = 0.109, p < 0.01), inconsistent infor-
mation (r(507) = 0.530, p < 0.01), and insufficient knowledge (r(507) = 0.424,
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Difficulties arising
from inconsistent

information

General
indecisiveness

Dysfunctional 
beliefs

Lack of 
motivation

Difficulties arising
from insufficient

knowledge

Mean 37.84 14.97 16.45 9.35 49.66

Scatter 17.49 6.12 4.91 5.36 22.04

Internal consistency (α) 0.920 0.721 0.561 0.677 0.944

Explained variance % 42.994 5.972 5.152 4.228 3.608



p < 0.01). Furthermore, the factor inconsistent information shows a positive
parallel connection with insufficient knowledge (r(507) = 0.809, p < 0.01).
There are correlations between most of the factors, but their strength is
not significant.

Table 4. Correlations among the variables of the CDDQ 

in the secondary-school sample

Note.** The correlation is significant (p<0.01).

Figure 3. Final 31-item structure of the Hungarian version of the CDDQ

139Lucián Líviusz Olteanu
The Adaptation of the Career Decision-Making Difficulties Questionnaire (CDDQ)  

to a Sample of Hungarian Secondary-School Students
(pp. 125–144)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409

1 2 3 4 5

Lack of motivation (1) 1 0.232** -0.028** 0.521** 0.523**

General indecisiveness (2) 1 0.109** 0.530** 0.424**

Dysfunctional beliefs (3) 1 0.054 0.43

Inconsistent information (4) 1 0.809**

Insufficient knowledge (5) 1

Lack of 
motivation

General
idecisiveness

Dysfunctional
misbeliefs

Inconsistent
information

Insufficient
knowledge

CDDQ-structure

During the ProcessPrior to the Process



Summary

The international literature on the subject (Amir et al., 2008; Arnold,
2003; Creed & Wong, 2006; Fabio & Kenny, 2011; Gati & Tal, 2008; Vahedi
et al., 2012) paint a somewhat different picture considering the structure
of the scale than the results seen in the Hungarian sample. However, this
conforms to those research outcomes, according to which the factor
structure of the CDDQ is influenced by cultural differences (Albion & Fog-
arty, 2005; Creed & Wong, 2006; Mau, 2001; Zhou & Santos, 2007).

When adapting a measuring instrument, it is important whether var-
ious fields are to be studied within a single dimension or to be handled
as separate variables. During CFA, in contrast to the investigations in the
literature, this study found a five-factor model acceptable in the second-
ary-school sample (N = 507). As opposed to the 32 items of the original
questionnaire, the Hungarian scale contains 31 items. It is possible that
variable 9 of the CDDQ – the item which was removed – may have been
too generally formulated, and thus the cross-loadings were high.

According to research, the factor structure of the CDDQ is significantly
influenced by cultural differences. Because their factor structures differed,
only two factors were distinguished in the Chinese version, for example
(Creed & Wong, 2006). In an Iranian investigation, three factors were dis-
cerned (Vahedi et al., 2012), while a Greek study featured seven factors
(Vaiopoulou et al., 2019). Furthermore, it is worth noting that some inves-
tigations have not thoroughly examined the functioning of the factors
within the questionnaire. This indicates the importance of conducting
comprehensive research to validate and understand the factor structure
of the CDDQ in various cultural contexts. The exploration of career deci-
sion-making difficulties is crucial because cultural differences significantly
influence the factor structure of the CDDQ. Recognizing and understand-
ing these cultural variations is essential for accurately assessing and ad-
dressing career decision-making difficulties across diverse populations.

The Career Decision Difficulties Questionnaire (CDDQ), developed by
Gati, Krausz, and Osipow (1996), holds significant value due to its method-
ological, theoretical, and practical uses in various contexts. It serves as 
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a valuable tool for designing counselling processes, assessing their effec-
tiveness, and comparing pre- and post-test data.

The CDDQ is particularly suitable for examining samples from sec-
ondary schools, making it useful in assessing career decision-making dif-
ficulties among students. Additionally, it can be effectively utilized in
organizational settings, such as workplaces, or before embarking on re-
training programs. One key advantage is its comprehensive approach
to addressing career decision-making difficulties. It enables measure-
ment of both cognitive and emotional factors associated with these diffi-
culties. This holistic perspective allows for a better understanding of the
multifaceted nature of career decision-making challenges and facilitates
targeted interventions.

By using the CDDQ, counsellors and practitioners can gain insights
into clients’ career decision-making difficulties and can tailor their inter-
ventions accordingly. The questionnaire provides a structured framework
for assessing and addressing these difficulties, aiding in the formulation 
of effective counselling strategies (Olteanu, 2023). Furthermore, it allows
changes in career decision-making difficulties to be measured over time.
By comparing pre- and post-test data, practitioners can evaluate the 
effectiveness of counselling interventions and can track their clients’
progress. The scales of the questionnaire are neatly related to the topic of
career decision-making and career orientation in the Hungarian literature.
The importance of career consciousness and the need to refine self-defi-
nition and self-knowledge are specifically discussed in the counselling
model of Szilágyi (2005).

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Research objectives: This study examines the role of digital skills in the 

personal and social development of young people. It aims to measure and

understand these skills among the younger generation, while identifying

ways to improve their development. 

Research method: The data comes from the ySkills project under Horizon

2020, a longitudinal study conducted in six countries, including Estonia, Fin-

land, Germany, Italy, Poland and Portugal. Specifically, we have analyzed

data on Polish youth from 2021 and 2022. The sample includes 609 indi-

viduals aged 11 to 18, i.e. in the entire age range. Self-report scales assess
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digital skills, including technical abilities, information handling, interaction,

communication and content creation. Results from the entire first wave in

Poland (N=1161) are also included.

Context: In today’s digital world, digital skills are essential for personal de-

velopment and social engagement. This study focuses on Poland, where dig-

ital literacy is crucial for young people. It aims to shed light on the digital

competences of Polish youth.

Findings: The study found that teenagers use the Internet mainly for social

interaction and are comfortable using digital communication tools, such as

email, instant messaging and social media. However, it stresses the need for

further education in evaluating information available on the Internet and

identifying reliable sources. Gender differences were observed, with boys

demonstrating greater skills in navigating and processing information,

which highlights the need for additional research to address gender dis-

parities in digital skills.

Conclusions and recommendations: This study highlights the importance

of digital skills for young people’s development and integration into soci-

ety. To bridge the digital literacy gap, we recommend targeted educational

interventions that improve critical thinking and source evaluation skills. 

Further research and objective assessments are key to comprehensively

eliminating the gender gap in digital skills. It is important to be aware of

the limitations of the study, including the reliance on self-reporting and the

potential impact of COVID-19 on the sample. Future efforts should aim for

more robust and objective means of assessing digital skills among young

people in Poland.

Keywords: digital communication skills, digital information skills, age-related

changes, Polish adolescents, longitudinal study

Introduction

This article is based on an analysis of data from the Horizon 2020 ySkills
project, with two phases of longitudinal research in Poland in 2021 and
2022. The study focused on adolescents aged 12/13 to 18, thus covering
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both early (12–14/15) and late (15–18) adolescence. During early adoles-
cence, significant changes occur in the parent-child relationship, resulting
in a shift towards a more egalitarian and partnership-based relationship
between the teenager and their parent/s. Adolescents spend less time
with their parents and an increasing amount of time with their peers. 
The peer group plays a crucial role in the development of interpersonal
competencies, by providing opportunities for interaction with individuals
of similar status, fulfilling the need to belong and enhancing self-esteem
(Piotrowski et al., 2014).

Throughout adolescence, social relationships become increasingly
important, and positive relationships with family, peers and teachers 
are crucial for healthy development (Somerville, 2013; Crone & Dahl,
2012). Communication skills, both online and offline, become particu-
larly sinificant at this stage. Adolescence also brings cognitive changes,
including the development of formal thinking, specifically hypotheti-
cal and deductive reasoning (Piotrowski et al., 2014b). Adolescents ac-
tively develop their information skills and display eagerness to search
and verify information. Information and communication technologies
(ICTs) play a key role in adolescents’ lives, as they support everyday com-
munication and provide access to information and entertainment (Pyżal-
ski et al., 2019).

With the development of technology, relationships have changed 
in contemporary society. Online platforms and mobile applications are
widely used for initiating, maintaining, and transforming relationships,
which makes communication one of the most prevalent online activities
among youth (Smahel et al., 2020). Therefore, this article focuses prima-
rily on the digital information and communication skills that teenagers 
acquire and improve at this stage of development.

The central notion of the ySkills project and this article revolves
around digital competences, with a particular focus on digital skills. Com-
petences encompass knowledge, skills and attitudes, while skills are
measurable and necessary for applying knowledge to tasks and prob-
lem-solving situations (Walter & Pyżalski, 2021). Digital skills are defined
based on objectives, audiences, and context, with the International
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Telecommunication Union (ITU) defining them as the ability to use in-
formation and communication technologies (ICT) effectively to achieve
beneficial outcomes while minimizing potential harm (ITU, 2018).

Digital competence, as recognized by the European Commission, 
involves the confident, critical, and responsible use of digital technolo-
gies to learn, work and participate in society (Council Recommendation
on Key Competences for Life-long Learning, 2018). It includes skills and 
issues such as information and data literacy, communication and col-
laboration, media literacy, digital content creation, security, intellectual
property, problem solving and critical thinking. The European Commis-
sion’s Digital Competence Framework (DigComp 2.2) identifies five areas
of digital competence: information and data literacy, communication and
collaboration, digital content creation, security, and problem solving
(Vourikari, Kluzer, Plunie, 2022). In addition, these areas overlap with the
concept of 21st century skills, which places considerable emphasis on soft
digital skills, which are considered crucial for the future labor market (van
Laar et al., 2017).

The concept of digital competences is understood in a similar way 
in Polish studies. For example, Batorski et al. (2012) believe that the con-
cept of digital competence covers a broad set of skills that determine the
efficient and informed use of new technologies and active participation
in the life of the information society. These include digital and information
competences. Plebańska (2021) additionally notes that a digitally com-
petent person is now expected to think independently, take initiative,
solve problems creatively and use technology in a way that fits in with
the current labor market situation or, more broadly, the current industrial
revolution. She also pays attention to digital emotional intelligence.

According to Ester van Laar and co-authors (2018), digital skills in-
clude technical skills, information management, communication, collab-
oration, creativity, critical thinking and problem solving. In the ySkills
project, we define them as the ability to use information and communi-
cation technologies in ways that help individuals achieve beneficial, high-
quality outcomes in everyday life for themselves and others, and reduce
potential harms associated with the more negative aspects of digital 
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engagement (Donoso et al., 2020, p. 9). Based on previous research and 
literature analysis by van Deursen and Helsper (2018) and van Deursen,
Helsper and Eynon (2016), a conceptual model has been created with in-
dicators corresponding to four dimensions of digital literacy. These di-
mensions include functional and critical aspects and are as follows
(Helsper et al., 2021):

1. Technical and operational skills, or proficiency in managing and op-
erating ICT, including the technical skills of using devices, platforms
and applications. It entails knowledge of using buttons, adjusting
settings and programming.

2. Information navigation and processing skills, or the ability to criti-
cally search and select digital sources of information. It also includes
the ability to critically evaluate information.

3. Communication and interaction skills, or the ability to use various
digital media and technological features to interact with others,
build networks and critically evaluate the impact of communication
and interpersonal interactions.

4. Content creation and production skills, or the ability to create high-
quality digital content, comprehend how it is produced and pub-
lished, and how it impacts others.

As mentioned earlier, in view of the developmental characteristics
of adolescents, communication skills, as well as information navigation
and processing skills are the key themes in our analysis.

The Importance of Information and Communication Skills in
Youth Development – Selected Results of a Study of European
and Polish Adolescents

Young people use information and communication technologies ex-
tensively, and digital media can facilitate the development and mainte-
nance of their social relationships. However, while these technologies can
be a valuable source of information, they can also cause anxiety, provide
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misinformation and disrupt one’s well-being. Additionally, the internet can
be beneficial, as it provides young people with a vast source of information
and tools to assess their credibility and biases, by using search engines and
critical thinking methods. These skills can help them learn effectively, make
informed decisions and succeed in various aspects of life.

Developing digital skills also enables young users to be independ-
ent and proactive in identifying and avoiding risks associated with their
online activities. According to the EU Kids Online research concept, young
people play both the role of recipients and actors in online interpersonal
relationships and digital tasks (Pyżalski, 2019). Moreover, using technol-
ogy requires a combination of various skills, such as translation, innova-
tion, learning, communication and collaboration (Elphick, 2018).

Despite commonly held beliefs, research shows that young people’s
digital skills are not always as strong as they are given credit for. (European
Commission, 2012).

ITU’s 2018 Measuring the Information Society report presents infor-
mation from the European Commission’s 2016 data on the distribution
of digital skills among children aged 4–14 in eight European countries,
namely the UK, Poland, Spain, Germany, Sweden, France, Italy and the
Netherlands. The data was collected by asking parents to assess their chil-
dren’s social, operational, information navigation, mobile and content cre-
ation digital skills. The findings reveal a diverse landscape, with Polish
children scoring highest on information navigation skills, but lower on
mobile skills and content creation skills. Moreover, parents from all coun-
tries surveyed reported lower levels of digital skills related to content cre-
ation compared to other digital skills investigated.

According to the Polish part of the EU Kids Online survey conducted
by Pyżalski et al. (2019), only 37% of young people aged 11–17 rate their
online information search skills as strong. However, 66% of young peo-
ple know what information should and should not be shared on the in-
ternet. The survey also found that less than 16% of young people feel that
they can be themselves online, while slightly less than 17% communicate
differently online than in face-to-face meetings. Additionally, only 7% dis-
cuss personal matters online that they do not discuss offline.
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Common findings from all countries participating in the study are as
follows: 1) a high percentage of children and adolescents use social media
for a variety of communication activities, 2) children rate their online com-
munication skills highly but lack critical evaluation of online interactions,
3) children rarely meet offline with people they meet online, and 4) fam-
ilies play an essential role in supporting children’s digital information and
communication skills (Smahel et al., 2020).

The Teenagers 3.0 report by Lange (2021) confirms that the inter-
net is a popular tool for accessing information and doing homework,
with 64% of students using it for studying. Furthermore, 27.3% of stu-
dents collaborate with their peers online when doing homework several
times a week.

Developing information and communication competencies in chil-
dren and young people is an important educational goal today. Com-
munication skills are fundamental to learning, emotional development
and establishing and maintaining social relationships, both at school and
later in the workplace. Strong communication skills enable individuals 
to adapt to an increasingly diverse social environment while ensur-
ing a good quality of life. Poor communication skills, on the other hand,
can exacerbate personality problems, distrust of others, social isolation
(which can affect mental health), and even risky behavior, especially at 
a young age (Martinek & Hellison, 2016; Teryushkova, 2016). The internet
provides children and adolescents with an online space to interact with
others, exchange views and ideas, and meet people who think like them.
Research shows that individuals who are comfortable with online com-
munication can also form deep offline relationships (Bargh et al., 2002).
The psychological well-being of children and adolescents increasingly
depends on their existence in digital spaces and on having a circle of
friends and acquaintances online. The influence of online and offline
peers is critical to the development of children’s and adolescents’ com-
munication and information skills.

The literature uses the term “cyber-socialization” to describe learning
how to function in the digital world, including communicating with oth-
ers through new technologies. Cyber-socialization is gaining prominence
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as more and more people, especially young people, spend time online
and use digital media to communicate, study, work or entertain them-
selves. Researchers suggest that, on the one hand, ICT can have a positive
impact on communication, the development of information competen-
cies, and the well-being of individuals (Verduyn et al., 2017; Timnea et al.,
2018). On the other hand, this communication can effectively disrupt, dis-
tort and violate the mental well-being of internet users (Hudimova, 2020;
Valtonen et al., 2021). One factor in such disruption may be the lack of
non-verbal communication that is characteristic of text-based digital
media (e.g., instant messaging), which can have a disruptive effect on the
understanding of emotional signals conveyed in face-to-face communi-
cation, thereby limiting the mastery of critical social skills (Giedd, 2012;
Knapp & Hall, 2010).

Methods 

These results are partial outcomes of the larger ySkills project
(ySkills.eu – European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Pro-
gramme under grant agreement no. 870612), which focuses on the digi-
tal skills of young people across the European Union. 

A standardized online questionnaire prepared by the ySkills research
consortium was distributed in 6 countries (Estonia, Finland, Germany,
Italy, Poland and Portugal) between April and November 2021, and then
repeated with the same sample after roughly a year (in 2022). Data was
collected in cooperation with high schools. Convenience sampling was
used. However, participating schools were selected based on their so-
cioeconomic status to ensure a diverse sample. Students completed the
questionnaires individually during school hours (either traditionally or
online depending on the circumstances of the pandemic at the time and
in the country). Informed consent was obtained from all respondents 
and their legal guardians in all participating countries, and the ethics com-
mittee issued a positive decision. The questionnaire was standardized
across all countries and was presented in the language of each country.
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The questionnaire in each country was subjected to cognitive testing 
and piloting. 

The article is limited to results on a sample of Polish adolescents. There
were 609 participants in both waves of the survey. The sample consisted
of 292 boys (47.9%), 301 girls (49.4%) and 16 participants who did not 
indicate their gender (2.6%).

In the first stage, the age of participants ranged from 11 to 16 years old.
4.1% of participants were 11 years old, 12.6% were 12 years old, 21% were
13 years old, 15.8% were 14 years old, 23.5% were 15 years old, and 23%
were 16 years old). We report both results from the first wave (N=1161)
(sample statistics are shown in the corresponding tables) and comparative
results from the two waves. In the article, we present both the outcomes 
of the entire skill subscales (as described below in the methodology sec-
tion) and the results for individual items. The t-test for independent vari-
ables was used to describe comparisons between subgroups in one wave,
and the t-test for dependent variables when comparing results between
two waves.

Digital Skills Scales 

In the project, we measured four dimensions of digital skills, as de-
scribed in the introduction (technical and operational skills, information
navigation and processing, interaction and communication, content cre-
ation and production).

Data for the four dimensions of the digital skills scales were trans-
formed as follows:

Those who answered “I don’t understand what you mean by that”
were assigned a score of 0. Thus, answers about individual skill received
scores ranging from 0 to 6, with “I don’t want to answer” options (DWTA)
marked as missing (-99).

To calculate the high skill level, the number of items for which re-
spondents reported the strongest skill (i.e., 5 “Very true for me”) was
counted for each dimension. This procedure was repeated for the overall
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skill scale, including a separate programming skill score. High skill scores
were divided by the number of a person’s answers in a given category, ex-
cluding items with DWTA answers. This meant a score of 0 if the person
had no strong skills, 0.5 if they had half of the strong skills, and 1 if they had
all of the strong skills. 

Cases were excluded if they had a missing score (including DWTA) in
three or more items in separate skill categories. For the overall skill scale,
anyone excluded on a separate category was also excluded from the over-
all skill scale.

Because some individuals gave fewer than six answers on separate
skill scales, the proportional scores were irregular, resulting in multi-modal
distributions with several peaks. To prepare the scales for analysis, 
a smoothing procedure was applied. Scores of .20 were divided into scores
of .1666 (1/6), scores of .25 into .333 (2/6), .40 into .50 (3/6), .60 into .666,
.75 into .666 and .80 into .8333.

All items were qualitatively validated through cognitive interviews,
and the composite scales showed good statistical properties (acceptable
levels of skewness and kurtosis), as well as high levels of reliability (alpha
above 0.70 for all scales).

Additionally, the frequency of digital communication with peers and
parents was measured using a scale with the following cafeteria: Never,
Several times, At least once a week, Daily or almost daily, Several times each
day, Almost all the time.

Results

In 2021, the first phase of the survey was carried out among teenagers
from six European countries, including Poland. The Polish sample con-
sisted of 1,161 (N=1161) participants between the ages of 11/12 (sixth
grade of primary school) and 16/17 (second grade of secondary school).
During the survey, young people were asked about two main ICT areas.
Our analysis started from frequency of digital communication with peo-
ple who are important in teenagers’ lives. Firstly, we asked about their 
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communication practices via the Internet with different audiences. Sec-
ondly, we sought to identify key aspects of communication skills and 
information search and processing skills. As shown in Table 1, the adoles-
cents surveyed in this study mainly engage in online communication with
their peers. Specifically, 75.9% of the respondents communicate online
with their acquaintances/friends at least once a day. In contrast, 52.2% of
the teens surveyed communicate online with their parents/guardians on
a daily basis.

Table 1. Frequency of digital communication of Polish teenagers with

peers and parents (guardians) (N=1161).

The digital communication skills of the surveyed youth are summa-
rized in Table 2. 
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I communicate with my friends 
(e.g., via Messenger)

I communicate with my parents 
or guardians (e.g., via Messenger)

n % n %

Never 19 1.6 70 6.0

Several times 58 5.0 167 14.4

At least once a week 65 5.6 179 15.4

Every day or almost every day 252 21.7 268 23.1

Several times each day 286 24.6 189 16.3

Almost all the time 344 29.6 149 12.8

Missing

Missing value 84 7.2 82 7.1

I do not know 26 2.2 35 3.0

I prefer not to say 27 2.3 22 1.9



Table 2. Self-assessment of communication skills among 

Polish teenagers (N=1161).

Regarding digital skills in the area of information navigation and pro-
cessing, in the first wave of the survey, participants answered questions
about their individual skills, as shown in Table 3. 
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Depending on
the situation, 
I know what
medium or tool
to use to com-
municate with
someone 
(e.g., make
a call, send 
a WhatsApp
message, send
an email).

I know when 
I should mute
or turn off
video in online
interactions.

I know which
photos of me
and informa-
tion about me 
it is OK to
share online.

I know when it
is appropriate
and when it is
not appropri-
ate to use
emoticons
(e.g. smileys,
emojis), ini-
tialisms (e.g.,
LOL, OMG) and
capital letters.

I know how to
report nega-
tive content
about me or
the group I be-
long to.

I know how to
recognize that
someone is 
being bullied
online.

n % n % n % n % n % n %

I don’t under-
stand what you
mean by this

24 2.1 24 2.1 32 2.8 14 1.2 43 3.7 29 2.5

Not at all true
in my case 42 3.6 27 2.3 30 2.6 37 3.2 39 3.4 50 4.3

Not very true
in my case 12 1.0 15 1.3 13 1.1 21 1.8 56 4.8 102 8.8

Neither true
nor untrue 
in my case

23 2.0 52 4.5 59 5.1 63 5.4 146 12.6 363 31.3

Mostly true  
in my case 200 17.2 220 18.9 245 21.1 264 22.7 313 27 301 25.9

Very true 
in my case 817 70.4 778 67.0 728 62.7 713 61.4 503 43.3 254 21.9

Total 1118 96.3 1116 96.1 1107 95.3 1112 95.8 1100 94.7 1099 94.7

M
iss

in
g

Missing
value 18 1.6 21 1.8 24 2.1 20 1.7 20 1.7 19 1,6

I don’t
know 25 2.2 24 2.1 30 2.6 29 2.5 41 3.5 43 3.7

Total 43 3.7 45 3.9 54 4.7 49 4.2 61 5.3 62 5.3

Total N 1161 100 1161 100 1161 100 1161 100 1161 100 1161 100



Table 3. Self-assessment of information navigation and processing skills

among Polish teenagers (N=1161).

After conducting the second wave of the survey in 2022, we compiled
the findings from the adolescents who took part in both phases. This is the
percentage of strong skills in a specific category, calculated on the basis of
at least 3 items. The process of calculating this indicator is described in the
Methods section of the article. A statistically significant increase in the mean
was observed in almost all categories, with the exception of programming

157Jacek Pyżalski, Natalia Walter, Agnieszka Iwanicka
Understanding Age-Related Differences in the Development of Digital Communication  

and Information Skills in Polish Adolescents
(pp. 145–164)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409

I know how to
choose the
best keywords
for online
searches

I know how to
find the site 
I visited before

I know how to
find informa-
tion on a web-
site, no matter
how it is 
designed

I know how 
to use the 
advanced
search func-
tions of search
engines

I know how to
check if the 
information 
I find online is
true

I know how to
figure out if 
a website can
be trusted

n % n % n % n % n % n %

I don’t under-
stand what you
mean by this

51 4.4 17 1.5 43 3.7 87 7.5 25 2.2 28 2.4

Not at all true
in my case 33 2.8 37 3.2 42 3.6 58 5.0 48 4.1 47 4.0

Not very true
in my case 43 3.7 20 1.7 83 7.1 178 15.3 111 9.6 91 7.8

Neither true
nor untrue 
in my case

138 11.9 48 4.1 244 21.0 280 24.1 273 23.5 191 16.5

Mostly true  
in my case 431 37.1 325 28.0 396 34.1 289 24.9 400 34.5 376 32.4

Very true 
in my case 431 37.1 677 58.3 310 26.7 229 19.7 255 22 387 33.3

Total 1127 97 1124 96.8 1118 96.3 1121 96.6 1112 95.8 1120 96.5

M
iss

in
g

Missing
value 16 1.4 20 1.7 18 1.6 19 1.6 21 1.8 17 1.5

I don’t
know 18 1.6 17 1.5 25 2.2 21 1.8 28 2.4 24 2,1

Total 34 2 37 3.2 43 3.7 40 3.4 49 4.2 41 3.5

Total N 1161 100 1161 100 1161 100 1161 100 1161 100 1161 100



skills. Of particular note is the improvement in communication and inter-
action skills, as well as information skills.

Table 4. Longitudinal comparisons of self-assessment of digital skills 

measured in two waves (t-test results)

During the first wave of the survey (all teenagers), a statistically sig-
nificant difference in mean scores was found between boys and girls. In
particular, boys outperformed girls in the category of information navi-
gation and processing skills (M=0.42 in boys, M=0.26 in girls; p<0.001), as
well as in the category of communication and interaction skills (M=0.57
in boys, M=0.56 in girls, p<0.01). In the second wave, boys outperformed
girls in the category of information navigation and processing skills
(M=0.42 in boys, M=0.26 in girls; p<0.001). In the second wave of the sur-
vey, boys continued to score higher in information literacy (M=0.45 in
boys, M=0.31 in girls; p<0.001), but there were no statistically significant
differences in communication skills.

Discussion

The study revealed that Polish teenagers use the internet mainly to
communicate with their peers, with 75.9% of them interacting with their
friends on a daily basis, and only 52.2% communicating with their parents
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I wave Wave II p (t-test for 
dependent

groups)

Cohen d

M n M n

Technical and operational skills 0.51 579 0.56 579 p<0.001 0.302

Programming skills 0.14 573 0.14 573 n.s.

Information navigation and processing 0.34 583 0.37 583 p<0.001 0.308

Communication and interaction skills 0.57 577 0.61 577 p<0.01 0.312

Content creation and production skills 0.34 568 0.37 568 p<0.01 0.311

Digital skills (percentage of strong skills
in all categories) 0.35 557 0.38 557 p<0.001 0.171



on a daily basis. This is in line with the developmental needs of adolescents,
as positive peer relationships strengthen their social bonds, safety, self-es-
teem and social skills (Piotrowski et al., 2014). Technology has transformed
relationships, with online platforms and mobile apps being common tools
for initiating, maintaining and transforming relationships, particularly
among young people (Smahel et al., 2020).

Polish adolescents exhibit strong digital communication skills, with
over 87% of them declaring proficiency in using various digital tools. They
are able to use emoticons, internet slang and acronyms appropriately,
recognize online bullying, and report negative content. This is consistent
with previous studies showing increased use of technology and better
handling of digital media among young people (Batorski, 2015; Pyżalski,
2019). However, critical evaluation of online information and distin-
guishing between credible sources is an area where confidence is lower.
Young people may lack critical thinking skills and resources to verify the
accuracy of information (Swanson et al., 2017). OECD’s PISA findings in-
dicate that less than 10% of students can differentiate between fact and
opinion (Schleicher, 2019).

Higher indicators of individual digital competences are associated
with the age of the respondents. This suggests that children and teenagers
are gradually becoming more proficient in using technology. This phe-
nomenon can be attributed to their exposure to more advanced media
technologies and more frequent ICT use, as well as the influence of their
school education. It is worth highlighting that the overall results on the
level of digital skills (percentage of strong skills across all categories) did
not show significant improvement during the second wave of the survey.
However, this does not mean that individual competencies were not rated
higher by the respondents compared to previous assessments; rather, they
did not consistently reach the highest level to a greater extent. Further
analysis will be necessary after the next wave of surveys to delve deeper
into this issue.

In terms of gender differences, boys outperformed girls in informa-
tion navigation, processing and communication skills in the first wave
of the study. In the second wave, boys maintained higher information
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literacy scores, while communication skills showed no significant differ-
ences. These findings underscore the need for further research on gen-
der differences in digital skill development. Self-report questionnaires
suggest greater confidence in digital skills among boys, but objective per-
formance tests yield inconsistent results. Differing cultural norms and in-
dividual preferences may contribute to different strengths in digital skills
between genders (Haddon et al., 2020).

Overall, Polish teenagers value their digital communication skills, par-
ticularly with their peers. While they navigate and search the internet ef-
fectively, additional education on how to critically evaluate information
and identify credible sources would be beneficial.

Conclusion

The results presented here have important limitations. First of all, as
discussed above, digital skills were measured using a self-assessment
methodology that may be subject to some bias due to subjectivity and
different benchmarks used by respondents. Such results should be tri-
angulated with other methods, preferably a performance test, which was
partially done in this project, although not reported. Additionally, the first
wave of surveys was carried out during the educational crisis caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic that resulted in high rates of absenteeism, as
well as the inability to include some students in the sample due to prob-
lems reaching their parents/guardians. This may have caused sampling bi-
ases on some sociodemographic variables that were difficult to estimate.
Nonetheless, the results obtained are valuable since they were collected
within a large sample with high variance, as well as a longitudinal model
that allowed the same respondents to be reached and identified in two
stages (waves).

Funding: This project was supported by ySKIILS project funded by Horizon

2020 Research & Innovation programme under Grant Agreement no. 870612.
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Abstract

Research objectives: Adolescence is one of the most difficult develop-

mental periods. Studies have documented ill-being among adolescents

(Chen & Lucock, 2022; Alimoradi et al., 2022; Lakkunarajah et al., 2022; Li et

al., 2022). Furthermore, compared to adults, adolescents are vulnerable to

smartphone addiction (Kwon et al., 2013). The aim of the present study was

to investigate the extent to which mobile phone use bears the hallmarks of

excessive smartphone addiction or so-called phonoholism (Barabsa, 2018).

Research methods: The Polish version of the Mobile Phone Problem Use

Scale for Adolescents (MPPUSA) was used (Krzyżak-Szymańska; 2018). 
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A total of 684 adolescents aged between 12 and 18 years took part in the

study. They were students from three schools – one primary and two sec-

ondary schools (a high school + technical school and a technical school +

vocational school). The surveys are representative of these institutions.

A short description of the context: As the scale has more than nine 

different cultural adaptations, the Polish data can be related to current

global trends.

Research findings: The results show that 14% of Polish adolescents are at

risk and 3% use mobile phones problematically. Statistically significant re-

lationships were found between the variable describing phone use among

adolescents and both gender and type of school.

Conclusions and/or recommendations: The MPPUSA only partially meets

the needs of pedagogical diagnosis. There is little evidence from adoles-

cents or data relating to students’ perspectives on phonoholism. The school

pedagogue or class teacher should ask specific, multidimensional questions

when diagnosing the problem. They should also use the clues from this pre-

liminary diagnosis of the phenomenon in everyday school life concerning

internet use.

Keywords: smartphone, addiction, problematic mobile phone use, adoles-

cents, pedagogical diagnosis

Introduction

Adolescence is not homogeneous (Nazari et al., 2022), and a common
developmental feature of young people is the need for self-identification
and comparison with their peers. Young people go through a process of
maturing, expanding social strategies and circles of social functioning, 
escaping the control of parents and educators, constructing identities,
recognising and identifying with psychosocial commitments and engag-
ing in risky behaviour, thus testing themselves and their social environ-
ment. This developmental period, described by Erikson (2002) as identity
crisis, is the most difficult stage of life, and the choices made during it can
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impact an individual’s entire life. It is also worth recalling that the proxi-
mal and distal context in which an individual is embedded is important for
the quality of choices and decisions they make (Erikson, 2002; Cierz-
niewska, 2017; Cierzniewska & Błachnio, 2021).

The post-pandemic period has revealed many consequences of the
long-term closure of educational institutions (Lisiecka et al., 2023), includ-
ing personal costs (Gogoi et al., 2022). Lifestyle changes (tendency towards
isolation, sedentary lifestyle, eating and body image disorders (e.g., Zachary
et al., 2020; Jia, 2021), preferences and greater “immersion” in digital tech-
nology are now observed. In parallel, studies have reported an increase 
in rates of depression, anxiety and stress among adolescents (Chen & Lu-
cock, 2022; Alimoradi et al., 2022; Lakkunarajah et al., 2022; Li et al., 2022).
As adolescents tend to use new media proactively and are more vulnerable
to smartphone addiction than adults (Kwon et al., 2013), it is necessary to
diagnose the extent of mobile phone use among adolescents.

The mobile phone is an indispensable attribute of young people,
which, through its excessive use, has ushered in new challenges and ini-
tiated new challenges in terms of redundancy (see Zeichner et al., 2014).
The mobile phone (often a smartphone) has the undeniable advantage
of being convenient to use in many everyday situations. We are doing
more and more while staying online almost everywhere. The attractive-
ness of the apps, the ease of use and the multitude of functions optimise
our lives, though leading to negative consequences (Kaviani et al., 2020).
Researchers have identified many risks, including phonoholism and
nomophobia. Phonoholism, or mobile phone addiction syndrome, de-
scribes an addiction that leads to a disruption of habits and instincts, 
including a constant compulsion to call and/or send and receive text mes-
sages. It can also mean an addiction to new phone models (Hoffmann,
2017). The second term is an abbreviation of the phrase “no mobile phone
phobia”. It describes the anxiety, tension and irritability that a person feels
when deprived of physical contact with a phone (Bragazzi & Puente,
2014). Further developments in technology and the availability of the 
internet on smartphones have increased the risk and led to a loss of 
criteria clearly distinguishing internet addiction from phone addiction. 
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As early as 2012, researchers observed that the rate of smartphone 
addiction was 8.4%, which turned out to be higher than the internet ad-
diction rate of 7.7% (Kwon et al., 2013). When discussing mobile phone
users’ addictions, researchers document the negative effects these de-
vices have on the wellbeing of the individual and those around them.
These include a loss of control over the course of one’s life, cognitive 
relevance, mood regulation and physical and mental health (Billieux,
Maurage, et al., 2015; Billieux, Philippot, et al., 2015; Domoff et al., 2020;
Pattnaik, 2018; Sunday et al., 2021). 

There is still no consensus on a definition for problematic phone use.
The current question is therefore whether this is addiction, which is a clin-
ical qualification (behavioural disorder), or whether it takes the form of in-
appropriate use/abuse of these devices (Billieux, Maurage et al. 2015;
Sunday, 2021). This phenomenon calls for research in the face expanding
functionality of more mobile phone products. Addiction has very serious
consequences, and overuse of these devices is always problematic and
can lead to them. A second recommendation from researchers is to set
the research in a broader context (Domoff et al., 2020; Fischer-Grote, 2021;
Pajor, 2021; Rathod, 2022). Screen addiction can be socially modelled (by
adults or even parents who are addicted to smartphones). It can reveal
deficits in adolescents’ social environment, where there are no close in-
terpersonal relationships or opportunities to be together and spend time
together. More broadly, it exposes a defeatism toward the “digital prob-
lem” and the lack of “digital education” of parents and schools (Dębski,
2017) and the unlimited internet access on mobile devices (without rules
on the use of digital media), which was partially legitimized by the expe-
rience of the COVID-19 pandemic (Hasan & Bao, 2020).

Systematic reviews have shown the effects of overload in terms 
of digital stress/stimulation, distraction, depression, suicidal thoughts,
anxiety, loss of sleep, cyberbullying, false prestige, fear of being left out,
obesity, vision problems, migraines and cognitive behaviour (cognitive
laziness, impaired memory, shortened attention span and multitasking
and expectation of immediate gratification for intellectual effort) (Rathod
et al., 2022). In a subsequent systematic review, studies from 16 countries
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were analysed, yielding a sample of 47,943 students. The aim was to in-
vestigate the impact of smartphone addiction on learning and educational
outcomes. The impact on the quality of learning and level of academic per-
formance was clearly confirmed. An important finding for our study was
the identification of moderators that differentiated the effect size: region,
study group, purpose of use and test tool (Sunday et al., 2021). Differences
were identified according to the age of the adolescents and the educa-
tional context (primary and secondary school or university), as well as peer
contexts, making young people vulnerable to the impact of mobile/smart-
phone use to varying extents. There is evidence to suggest that young peo-
ple under the age of 15 are more vulnerable to the consequences of
smartphone misuse (Pattnaik, 2018) and that secondary school girls are
more susceptible to addiction (Lange, 2021), using smartphones in a way
that is more orientated towards peer networks.

Objectives

The aim of this study was to investigate the extent to which mobile
phone use bears the hallmarks of excessive smartphone addiction or so-
called phonoholism (Barabsa, 2018). This is particularly timely considering
the number of published studies on long-term post-pandemic costs. We
formulated three research questions:

• How do adolescents use mobile phones and smartphones?
• What differences exist among adolescents in the use of these 

devices? 
• What is the diagnostic potential of the Mobile Phone Problem

Use Scale for Adolescents (MPPUSA) for the educator?

Method

The study was run in one primary school and two secondary schools
(a high school, and a technical school + vocational school) at the end of
the 2023 school year (April–June). Adolescents aged 12–18 years were 
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recruited to complete the questionnaires. The procedure received the ap-
proval of the management, teachers and parents and the informed con-
sent of the young people who voluntarily took part in the survey. The
sociodemographic characteristics of the participants are summarised in
Tables 1 and 2.

The Polish version of the MPPUSA was used (Krzyżak-Szymańska,
2018). It consists of 26 items rated on a 10-point scale (1 meaning “com-
pletely false” and 10 meaning “completely true”). It is possible to obtain
from 26 to 260 points. The score is used to classify the respondent into
one of four possible categories:

– people who occasionally use a mobile phone (26–29 points),
– people who use a mobile phone appropriately (30–130 points),
– those at risk of problematic mobile phone use and at risk of addic-

tion (131–166 points) and
– problematic mobile phone users (167–260 points).

The MPPUSA is a reliable tool, whose Polish version has a Cronbach’s
α of 0.96; in the current study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.874. Although the
authors of the scale (Lopez-Fernandez et al., 2013) assumed a single-
factor structure, this result was not replicated in the Polish version. The
study resulted in a three-factor model (see Table 5). According to Krzyżak-
-Szymanska (2018) the first factor, “Dominance”, includes behaviours such
as hiding the amount of time spent on a mobile phone, being late be-
cause of a mobile phone, being ineffective in studies and experiencing 
a fear of turning off one’s phone. The reliability of the subscale was good
(Cronbach’s α = 0.921). The second factor, “Involvement”, means, among
other things, spending too much time using a phone and losing control
over its use. For the Polish adaptation, its Cronbach’s α was 0.918. The
third factor, “Entrapment,” describes dependency or a feeling of being lost
without a phone (Cronbach’s α = 0.864). A more detailed description is
available in the methodology manual (Krzyżak-Szymanska, 2018). In our
study, the scatterplot test also indicated a 3-factor solution. There was 
little variation (see Table 5), and the subscales’ reliability was calculated 
as α = 0.860, 0.808 and 0.777, respectively.
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There were also questions about the amount of time spent with 
a mobile phone during the week and on weekends. Recognising the 
limitations of the MPPUSA, additional questions on Internet and gaming 
use were introduced.

The results are part of a larger survey covering self-compassion 
(an adaptation of the youth version of the tool) in addition to inappro-
priate phone use. The analysis was performed in the software program
Statistica 13.3.

Results

The survey included 684 students, whose sociodemographic data
are shown in Table 1. The respondents lived in both rural and urban areas
(including small towns as well as large cities with up to 500,000 inhabi-
tants). Only metropolitan areas with more than 500,000 residents were
poorly represented. High school students predominated in the survey,
but a sample of teenagers studying in primary school was also surveyed
(Table 2).

Table 1. Distribution of age, by gender (N=684)
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N M Mo N Mo Min Max Sd N/A

Total 661 16.00 16.00 161 12 20 1.76 23

Male 384 16.29 16.00 86 12 20 1.86 4

Female 247 15.53 17.00 70 12 20 1.53 –

Other 21 16.14 16.00 8 14 18 1.11 18

N/A 9 16.33 17.00 4 13 19 1.66 1



Table 2. Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample (N=684)

The values of descriptive statistics are summarized in Table 3. Of par-
ticular note is the significantly higher MPPUSA score for girls compared
to boys. Student’s t-test resulted in a value of t(627)=-497 (p<0.000).

Table 3. MPPUSA – descriptive statistics

Based on the data, 14% of adolescents are at risk, and 3% use smart-
phones in a problematic way. These values are lower than those of the Pol-
ish version. At that time, 38.5% of respondents were in the at-risk category
and 5.9% used the phone in a problematic way (Krzyzak-Szymanska, 2018).
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Total 
N(%)

Male 
N(%)

Female 
N(%)

Other
N(%)

N/A
N(%)

Place of 
residence

Village

238(35%) 126(32%) 102(41%) 8(36%) 2(7.5%) Town with

up to 20,000 people 113(17%) 49(13%) 56(23%) 5(23%) 3(11%)

Town with between 20,000 
and 100,000

147(22%) 64(16%) 75(30%) 5(23%) 3(11%)

City with between 100,000 
and 500,000

153(22%) 139(36%) 11(4.5%) 1(4%) 2(7.5%)

City with more than 500,000 17(2%) 10(3%) 2(1%) 3(14%) 2(7.5%)

N/A 16(2%) – 1(0.5%) – 15(55.5%)

Education

Primary school 106(15%) 53(14%) 50(20%) 1(5%) 2(7%)

High school 197(29%) 56(14.5%) 128(52%) 8(36%) 5(19%)

Technical school 326(47%) 242(62%) 68(27.5%) 9(41%) 7(26%)

Vocational school 41(6%) 36(9.25%) 1(0.5%) 4(18%) –

N/A 14(2%) 1(0.25%) – – 13(48%)

MPPUSA

M Mdn Mo N Mo Min Max SD Skewness Kurtosis

Adolescents (N=671) 96.383 94 Multiple 12 25 250 37.337 0.469 0.078

Male (N=384) 90.224 86 Multiple 9 25 220 34.711 0.578 0.185

Female (N=245) 104.959 105 Multiple 5 25 250 38.538 0.336 0.233



Table 4. Categorization of respondents, by phone use and gender

The analysis of the 3-factor model solution showed that school type
is a criterion that significantly differentiates young people (see Table 6
and Figure 1).

Table 5. Replication of MPPUSA factors
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MPPUSA
Total 

N=678(100%)

Sex

Values Male 
N=389(100%)

Female 
N=245(100%)

People who occasionally use a mobile phone 26–29 7(1%) 5(1%) 2(1%)

People who use a mobile phone appropriately 30–130 545(82%) 333(87%) 184(75%)

People at risk of problematic mobile phone use 
and at risk of addiction

131–166 101(14%) 41(10%) 47(19%)

Problematic mobile phone users 167–260 25(3%) 10(2%) 14(5%)

MPPUSA

Factor loadings Factor loadings

1 2 3 1 2 3

(Krzyżak-Szymańska, 2018) (current study)

Item 14 0.819 0.098 0.163 0.720 -0.102 0.125

Item 22 0.781 0.195 0.320 0.772 -0.003 0.229

Item 21 0.773 0.259 0.237 0.622 0.155 0.137

Item 18 0.751 0.316 0.160 0.556 0.361 -0.024

Item 24 0.697 0.128 0.275 0.619 -0.057 0.161

Item 12 0.644 0.255 0.403 0.547 0.166 0.350

Item 17 0.639 0.461 0.186 0.496 0.388 -0.005

Item 4 0.583 0.443 0.115 0.465 0.391 -0.034

Item 6 0.260 0.761 0.251 0.124 0.710 0.046

Item 3 0.266 0.700 0.266 -0.011 0.737 0.145

Item 19 0.450 0.647 0.158 0.193 0.681 0.066

Item 20 0.305 0.600 0.292 0.053 0.475 0.400

Item 2 0.071 0.589 0.399 -0.147 0.542 0.270



Rotation method - Varimax with Kaiser rotation

Table 6. Analysis of variance for the three MPPUSA factors, by school type 

(primary, high, technical and trade school)
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MPPUSA

Factor loadings Factor loadings

1 2 3 1 2 3

(Krzyżak-Szymańska, 2018) (current study)

Item 5 0.408 0.583 0.227 0.262 0.567 -0.119

Item 23 0.481 0.582 0.218 0.459 0.319 0.064

Item 1 -0.014 0.577 0.403 0.058 0.478 0.169

Item 15 0.538 0.558 0.207 0.519 0.386 0.097

Item 9 0.215 0.545 0.436 0.391 0.321 0.162

Item 11 0.515 0.541 0.214 0.405 0.440 0.093

Item 7 0.303 0.247 0.676 0.219 0.062 0.661

Item 16 0.024 0.322 0.655 -0.076 0.245 0.628

Item 13 0.403 0.293 0.633 0.344 0.155 0.574

Item 25 0.299 0.115 0.619 0.323 -0.068 0.283

Item 26 0.422 0.270 0.611 0.460 0.094 0.540

Item 10 0.213 0.299 0.597 0.069 -0.015 0.632

Item 8 0.466 0.359 0.498 0.186 0.253 0.342

Variance explained 6.313 5.357 4.087 4.428 3.794 2.637

Eigenvalues 0.243 0.207 0.157 0.170 0.146 0.101

SS
Effect

df
Effect

MS
Effect

SS
Error

df 
Error

MS
Error F p

Factor 2 79,498 3 26,499 1889,856 660 2,863 9,254 0,000

Factor 1 35,362 3 11,787 1811,116 660 2,744 4,296 0,005

Factor 3 174,694 3 58,231 2242,133 660 3,397 17,141 0,000



Figure 1. Differences in mean values of MPPUSA factors 1, 2 and 3 

in primary schools (1), high schools (2), technical schools (3) 

and trade schools (4)

To determine the nature of the differences, post hoc analysis was con-
ducted using the HSD test for unequal samples. For factor 1, technical
school students scored significantly higher than high school students. For
factor 2, students from trade schools scored significantly lower than stu-
dents from the other schools. High and primary school students scored
significantly higher than their technical school counterparts. For factor 3,
high school students had the highest score, which differed significantly
from the other groups. On the other hand, technical school students had
higher scores than primary and vocational school students.
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Table 7. Average values of MPPUSA factors 1, 2 and 3 in primary schools

(1), high schools (2), technical schools (3) and vocational schools (4)

The information presented in Tables 8 and 9 shows that a large per-
centage of young people spend many hours with a mobile phone. More than
half of the respondents (53%) indicated the two longest time frames – “4 to
6 hours” and “more than 6 hours” – as estimates of their time on a mobile
phone. Nearly one in three people use the internet via mobile phone for up
to 4 hours a day. As many as 25% of the teenagers surveyed spend more than
6 hours daily in this way. It should be noted that this activity excludes games.

Table 8. Time spent using a mobile phone during the week
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FACTOR School n M SD HSD (unequal N)

(1) (2) (3)

1 primary (1) 101 2.744 1.571

secondary (2) 197 2.985 1.852 0.729

technical (3) 325 2.535 1.571 0.807 0.035

vocational (4) 41 2.192 1.521 0.432 0.132 0.784

2 primary (1) 101 4.441 1.643

secondary (2) 197 4.747 1.880 0.572

technical (3) 325 4.273 1.609 0.896 0.028

vocational (4) 41 3.288 1.489 0.011 0.001 0.042

3 primary (1) 101 3.877 1.789

secondary (2) 197 4.890 1.913 0.001

technical (3) 325 4.047 1.838 0.914 0.000

vocational (4) 41 2.963 1.660 0.111 0.000 0.039

None at all Up to 1 hour 1 to 2 hours 2 to 4 hours 4 to 6 hours Over 6 hours No data

N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%)

Using the internet with
a mobile phone 10(2%) 35(5%) 107(16%) 199(30%) 145(21%) 169(25%) 6(1%)

Total mobile phone use 12(2%) 27(4%) 79(12%) 186(28%) 170(25%) 189(28%) 8(1%)

Playing games on a phone 234(35%) 217(32%) 108(16%) 59(9%) 20(3%) 26(4%) 7(1%)



The results proved consistency, albeit incomplete, in terms of dysfunc-
tional phone use and reported long durations of time spent on the phone.

Table 9. Time spent using a mobile phone during the week by those at risk

of problematic phone use and problematic phone users (N=119)

Discussion

Our study is part of the growing literature on the utility of the MPPUSA
(Mach et al. 2020). The purpose of the article goes beyond a narrow analy-
sis of the utility of the tool, and uses the results to discuss how post-pan-
demic immersion in digitality can modify attitudes towards the problem of
phonoholism.

Research conducted in Poland in 2016 and 2019 (a total of more than
50,000 respondents) by the Dbam o Mój Z@sięg Foundation and the Uni-
versity of Gdansk, as part of the project “Young Digital” on the problematic
use of smartphones by schoolchildren aged 12–18, indicated that smart-
phones and phones are a regular part of children’s lives from the age of 10,
and in large metropolitan areas from the age of 7 or 8. Mobile phones or
smartphones are used regularly by 86.6% of respondents, and 92% of these
mobile devices have internet access. More than half use their devices the
same amount of time on weekdays and at weekends, so school obligations
do not limit the period of use. Among respondents, 35% reach for the phone
dozens of times a day. The vast majority of survey participants (77%) are
aware of possible mobile/smartphone addiction. When asked whether they
self-identify as a mobile phone addict, 20.8% of respondents answered 
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None at all Up to 1 hour 1 to 2 hours 2 to 4 hours 4 to 6 hours Over 6 hours No data

N N N N N N N

Using the internet with
a mobile phone 4 6 13 22 22 52 –

Total mobile phone use 5 4 8 23 18 60 1

Playing games on a phone 44 31 13 13 3 14 –



in the affirmative, and almost one in ten chose the answer “it’s hard to say”.
The researchers’ diagnosis was much more optimistic, as in their interpre-
tation only 1%–2% can be classified as mobile phone addicts (Debski 
& Bigaj, 2019, 2022). 

The researchers also reported intriguing information about the ways
of using mobile phones: Respondents ranked social networking and com-
munication with other people first on the list, followed by searching for
information, developing their own passions and interests and down-
loading files with important information (74%–80% of respondents).
Other activities of young people include watching films (78%) and lis-
tening to musicians of their choice (75%). Two thirds of the respondents
keep in touch with their peers this way, and thanks to the internet their
circle of friends has expanded by more than 50%.

NASK’s report, “Teens 3.0”, which determines the extent to which
teens are addicted to the internet, computers and smartphones, is based
on research using the E-SAPS Test18. This instrument consists of sub-
scales measuring stimulus tolerance, withdrawal syndrome, somatic
symptoms and expected gratification. The survey shows that 33.6% of 
respondents have a high level of problematic internet use, and 3.2%
have a very high level, clearly indicating a problem. It also found that
girls of high school age are at the highest risk. The researchers recognise
the possibility that parents are unable to properly assess the degree of
their children’s addiction or that teens may hide their addiction. It turns
out that one in six teens surf the internet after 10 pm, when parental
control is greatly reduced (Lange, 2021, pp. 67–71). Activities identi-
fied by teens in the survey included accessing gambling sites (47.2%),
publishing private photos (45%), publishing private videos (43.9%) and
using social networks (40.3%). Less frequent activities included using
Google search (4.3%), browsing news sites (4.8%), using email (5.5%),
video chatting (5.9%), using cloud technology (5.9%), reading weblogs
(6.7%) and using psychology tests and/or social network games (6.7%)
(Lange, 2021, p. 75). The discrepancy in the cited studies is likely due to
the methodology used, though the key results regarding the degree of
addiction are significantly different, which is hard to explain. Perhaps
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the pandemic led to a significant increase in excessive mobile internet
and smartphone use.

Nevertheless, of the 671 participants in our survey, 14% of teens are
in the at-risk group and 3% are problematic phone users. This result may
seem optimistic compared to previously published estimates of the num-
ber of problematic phone users. For example, in the Polish version of the
MPPUSA, the group of problematic phone users was almost twice as large
(5.9%) (Krzyzak-Szymanska, 2018). In another study that used an abbre-
viated version of the MPPUSA on a Polish sample, researchers identified
problematic users at 9%, but their sample did not consist of teenagers.

The results of our study provoke the hypothesis of changing social at-
titudes towards frequent smartphone use as a post-pandemic effect. The
need for remote learning legitimised long hours spent online. Although
students returned to school, parents’ and students’ vigilance and sensi-
tivity to the time spent on a mobile phone did not return to their pre-pan-
demic state. Testing this hypothesis requires further research on a larger
scale. However, there are indications that support this line of research.

The current study of 450 high school students from across Poland
(Łuczynski & Pietruszka, 2022) found that adolescents (aged 15–20) de-
clared that they could live without a phone (64%), but did not actually try.
They were more likely to see the consequences of phone abuse in their
peers than in themselves. The vast majority (61%) do not take any pre-
ventive measures to protect themselves from addiction. Clearly, vigilance
against phonoholism is organic. What’s more, most of them spend a lot 
of time (more than 4 hours) on the phone every day.

The aspect of time seems to be crucial in the new, post-pandemic con-
text of managing phone addiction. In the results of our study, we looked
for a pattern that would differentiate the use of smart phones according to
school or gender. We discuss the results of this below. It should be noted,
though, that the analysis showed a change in one of the factors in the tool,
namely “Involvement”. The three items that no longer loaded on this factor
were interpreted quite differently by the respondents in the time domain.
It seems that allocating time for being online requires significant adjust-
ment, in the field of research as well as in upbringing and education.
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Referring to these differences, the data prove that the type of school
(primary school, high school, technical school or vocational school) sig-
nificantly differentiated the factors of problematic phone use among
young people. For “Dominance” (factor 1), technical school students
scored significantly higher than high school students. On the other hand,
for “Involvement” (factor 2), vocational school students scored signifi-
cantly lower than students from other schools. High school and primary
school students scored significantly higher than their technical school
counterparts. In “Entanglement” (factor 3), high school students received
the highest score, which differed significantly from the other groups. Al-
though the factors offer a wide range of interpretive possibilities, they
should be used with caution, as the make-up of the MPPUSA’s factors
varies depending on the language version (Mach et al., 2020).

An analysis of the significance of differences in phone use among ado-
lescents confirmed the differences between girls and boys described in
the literature (Billieux et al., 2007; Takao et al., 2009; Kwon et al., 2013). In
our study, girls had a significantly higher MPPUSA score (M=104.959) com-
pared to boys (M=90.224). Problematic phone users (n=119) accounted
for only one in ten boys surveyed, but as many as one in five girls. The pre-
dominance of the problem among girls still requires in-depth research. 
In the literature, the reasons are attributed to different motives for mobile
phone use in women/girls than in men/boys. In particular, phone addic-
tion in women is explained by a higher propensity for social interaction
than in men (Billieux et al., 2007). Moreover, some have argued that the
higher self-reported scores must be linked to the fact that women tend
to be aware of and express their problems more openly than men (Kwon
et al., 2013).

A review of both Polish and foreign studies reveals a certain research
gap regarding motives for being in contact with others and widespread
internet surfing. Researchers indirectly touch on this aspect by consider-
ing factors related to the psychological condition of young people. Com-
pensating for certain negative states, such as feelings of loneliness or fear
of social exposure, has been identified in research and has positive, neg-
ative and indifferent consequences for the individual (Long et al., 2016).
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“Cognitive relevance” has also been identified, defined as a focus on in-
terests and passions that can be moderated by social interactions and on-
line resources, uses hours of a young person’s activity (Petry, 2014) and
can be identified as smartphone addiction during screening. We would
not interpret such engagement with printed text as negative, although
the physical health consequences may be similar. From the detailed Pol-
ish studies cited above, we can indirectly identify the presence of this
type of youth engagement, which can be an important positive dimen-
sion of pedagogical work in the school classroom or school as a whole.

Limitations

The research, based entirely on self-reporting tools, followed a mixed
model: a paper-and-pencil group survey at school and an online group
survey at school. The complexity of the survey procedure in schools pro-
longed the data collection process (getting the consent of the manage-
ment, parents, educators and the students themselves). Both the
voluntary nature of the survey and the participants’ willingness to coop-
erate significantly affected the researchers’ access to young people; the
sample is certainly not representative. It would be worthwhile, in the con-
text of the unresolved relationship between gender and phone addiction
in the literature, to repeat the data collection on a sample with more girls.
The cross-sectional measurement would have to be replaced by a longi-
tudinal measurement.

Conclusions and recommendations

The chosen research tool, the MPPUSA, is commonly used worldwide
in many language and cultural versions, as emphasised by the authors of
its Polish version, and can be used for screening (i.e. for preliminary iden-
tification of adolescents’ problematic mobile phone use) (Krzyzaniak-Szu-
manska, 2018). The following conclusions were drawn:
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1. The school pedagogue or class teacher should ask specific, multidi-
mensional questions when diagnosing phonoholism in accordance
with the preliminary diagnosis of the phenomenon in everyday
school life. In our opinion, the motives and types of activity related
to using the internet are important.

2. Thus, we do not have a standardised tool for the Polish context that
would take into account changes in the functionality of smartphones
and mobile phones. At the same time, it should be relatively simple
to use with children and adolescents, given the differences in the
level of thinking and language of such important self-reporting
scales. Another tip should be the fact that not every school has a psy-
chologist at its disposal, so the tool should be available to school ed-
ucators and classroom teachers.

3. An issue generally not raised by researchers outside the NASK “Teens
3.0” report is the assumption that young people will answer the
questionnaire honestly, which can be quite doubtful. Even the fol-
low-up questions in the tool are not a problem for savvy teens who
adopt a conscious attitude of falsifying their behaviour. Adolescents
are well aware of the symptoms of addiction (see Dębski, 2017) and
the consequences of reporting them to the adult world. Camou-
flaging excessive mobile phone and smartphone addiction may be
a learnt attitude practiced in everyday life. In addition, studies have
been published showing discrepancies between self-reported and
actual mobile phone use recorded by tracking applications (so-
called psychoinformatics methods; see Montag et al., 2015). The 
context of the study may also have been modified by the ongoing
discussion in the public space about the use of instant messaging in
schools and the resulting ban on mobile phones and smartphones
in many schools. Resistance among adolescents may stem from 
a sense of being cut off from the opportunity to satisfy a natural
need for contact with others, where the phone is a substitute for real
interactions.

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: Social and emotional competencies are crucial

predictors of effective human psychosocial functioning. Although research

on social and emotional competencies has been carried out for many years

almost worldwide, in the current era of rapid social changes, further re-

search is necessary. Thus, it is still essential to validate international ques-

tionnaires to measure social and emotional competencies in different

geographic areas, including Poland. This would make it possible to study

the dynamics of the development of these competencies and to conduct

comparative studies between different countries. Therefore, the aim of the

study was to validate the Social and Emotional Competencies Question-

naire (SEC–Q) in Poland.

Research methods: This study was conducted with the Social and Emotional

Competencies Questionnaire (SEC-Q). 

187
ISSN

 2543-7585     e- ISSN
 2543-8409



A short description of the context of the issue: The Social and Emotional

Competencies Questionnaire (SEC-Q) was completed by 1,052 students

aged 9 to 16. The psychometric properties of the SEC-Q were tested through

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). 

Research findings: The results showed that the SEC-Q has good psycho-

metric properties and, as in its original version, it includes four components:

self-awareness, self-management and motivation, social-awareness and 

relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.

Conclusions and recommendations: Validation of the SEC-Q will allow for

more research on social and emotional competencies in Poland, including

an evaluation of programs for increasing social and emotional competen-

cies and international comparative studies.

Keywords: social competencies, emotional competencies, validation study,

SEC-Q, Poland 

From the point of view of interpersonal and social relationships, so-
cial and emotional competencies are among the most essential human
competencies. Although studies on social and emotional competencies
have been carried out for many years almost worldwide, in this era of
rapid social changes, further research is necessary. Social and emotional
competencies need to be further studied in different geographic areas,
and it is still necessary to measure and describe these competencies
among children and adolescents in Poland. 

Emotional competence has been widely studied since the ground-
breaking research on emotional intelligence initiated by Salovey and
Mayer (1990). They defined emotional intelligence as a set of abilities that
includes perceiving and expressing emotions, utilizing emotions in the
course of cognitive processes, understanding and analyzing emotions,
and directing emotions to control and regulate them (Salovey & Mayer,
1990; Mayer & Salovey, 1997). 

Many authors use the term emotional competence, taking into ac-
count not only emotional intelligence, but also the ability to use it in 
a wide range of social situations. This approach is somewhat broader than
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Salovey and Mayer’s emotional intelligence, as it emphasizes the fact that
the social context plays a key role in emotional functioning (Saarni, 1999). 

Thus, emotional competence is closely related to social competence,
especially because the ability to deal with one’s own and other people’s
emotions is the basis of social interaction (Halberstad et al., 2001). This is
particularly evident in peer interactions, where the dynamics of emotional
transmission are important. Calkins et al. (1999) confirmed that children
who can manage their own emotions have more peer relationships; chil-
dren who can show their own emotions are more liked by their peers; 
children who can accurately interpret emotional messages are more so-
cially accepted; and children who can deal with anger in a constructive
way are also more liked. Thus, social and emotional competencies play an
important role in interpersonal relationships, and consequently in school
adjustment (Denham et al., 2003; DiPrete & Jennings, 2011).

Social and emotional competencies are predictors of school success
and wellbeing (Corcoran et al., 2018; Llamas-Diaz et al., 2022). As the re-
search shows, social and emotional competencies are the basis of school
readiness (Carlton & Winsler, 1999). In addition, social and emotional com-
petencies in early childhood relate to performance at school age (Trenta-
cost & Izard, 2007). There is a correlation between cognitive skills, social
and emotional competencies, and success at school and later in life
(Jones et al., 2015). 

Research has shown that social and emotional competencies are im-
portant predictors of effective human functioning in different areas. High
levels of social and emotional competencies correlated positively with
good physical and mental health (Extremera et al., 2011; Schutte & Malouff,
2011), greater resilience to stress and more adaptive ways of coping with
stressful situations (Hunt & Evans, 2004), higher levels of life satisfaction
(Extremera & Fernandez-Berrocal, 2005), and less aggression (Vega et al.,
2022). Other studies have indicated a positive correlation between social
and emotional competencies and feelings of satisfaction, willingness to
help others, and openness to accept help from others. In contrast, there is
a negative correlation between social and emotional competencies and
mental disorders, addictions, and somatic symptoms (Knopp, 2013).
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Although different models are used to describe social and emo-
tional competencies, the model created by the Collaborative for Aca-
demic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL; 2021) is probably the
most accepted one among researchers and practitioners (Durlak et al.,
2022). This model includes the competencies of self-awareness, self-man-
agement, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-
making. Self-awareness is defined as the identification and recognition
of one’s own emotional states and the ability to recognize the connec-
tion between one’s thoughts, emotions, and behavior. Self-management
is defined as the ability to control and deal with one’s emotions, as well
as setting goals and being motivated to achieve them. Social awareness
is defined as empathy and understanding of other people’s emotions in
different social contexts. Relationship skills are defined as the ability to
initiate and maintain interpersonal relationships and the ability to com-
municate and cooperate. Responsible decision-making is understood as
the ability to make constructive choices while respecting social norms
(Durlak et al., 2011). 

Although CASEL’s model of social and emotional competencies is
probably the most popular one worldwide, the number of instruments
that measure these social and emotional competencies in a relatively
short questionnaire is low (see Martinez�Yarza et al., 2023). The Polish
Psychological Testing Laboratory (n.d.) lists a total of 7 standardized tests
designed to measure constructs of social and emotional learning (SEL).
There are five tools to measure emotional intelligence: the INTE Emo-
tional Intelligence Questionnaire by Schutte, Malouff, Hall, Haggerty,
Cooper, Golden, and Dornheim; the DINEMO Two-Dimensional Inventory
of Emotional Intelligence by Jaworowska, Matczak, Ciechanowicz, Stań-
czak, and Zalewska; the Popular Questionnaire of Emotional Intelligence
(PKIE) by Jaworowska, Matczak, Ciechanowicz, Stańczak, and Zalewska;
the Test of Understanding Emotions (TRE) by Matczak and Piekarska; 
and the Scale of Emotional Intelligence - Faces SIE-T by Matczak, Pie-
karska, and Studniarek. There are two questionnaires that measure so-
cial competence: the KKS Social Competence Questionnaire by Matczak
and the PROKOS Social Competence Profile by Matczak and Martowska. 
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All of the aforementioned tools examine either emotional competency 
or social competency separately. Thus, it is still necessary to validate the
questionnaires in order to measure social and emotional competencies 
in different geographic areas, including Poland. This would make it pos-
sible to study the dynamics of the development of these competencies,
as well as to conduct comparative studies between different countries. 

The Social and Emotional Competencies Questionnaire (SEC-Q; Zych
et al., 2018) is a tool with excellent psychometric properties that is useful
for measuring different competencies that are usually promoted through
SEL. It has also been used in dozens of publications to study the rela-
tionship between social and emotional competencies and other variables,
such as antisocial behavior (Nasaescu et al., 2021), school violence (Zych
et al., 2018), or cyberbullying (Marin-López et al., 2020). 

There is a need to measure social and emotional competencies
among children and adolescents in Poland and to compare them with
those of their peers in other countries. Unfortunately, there is no inter-
national tool validated in Poland that would measure all the constructs in
CASEL programs in one measurement instrument. Thus, the aim of this
study was to validate the SEC-Q among children and adolescents in
Poland.

Method 

Participants
The survey included 1,052 participants, 55% of whom were students

at four elementary schools (n = 580) and 45% of whom were students at
two secondary schools (n = 472). All the schools were located in Lesser
Poland: four of them in a large city and the other two in a small town. The
age of the participants ranged from 9 to 16 years (M = 12.53; SD = 1.98).
Among the participants 54.4% were girls (n = 572), 44.9% were boys 
(n = 472), and 0.7% did not disclose their gender (n = 8).

191Estera Twardowska-Staszek, Izabela Zych
Social and Emotional Competencies of Polish Pupils: Psychometric Properties of 

the Polish Version of the Social and Emotional Competencies Questionnaire (SEC–Q)  
(pp. 187–202)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409



Design and Procedure
This was a cross-sectional ex post facto study conducted using 

a paper-and-pencil version of the questionnaire. First, the SEC-Q was
translated from English into Polish and back-translated (by a Polish na-
tive speaker fluent in Spanish), and then the translation was checked by
a certified translator. The schools were then contacted and the required
authorization and consent for the survey were obtained. The students
completed the questionnaire during school hours under the supervision
of a representative of the research project. The participants were told the
purpose of the research and were asked to answer sincerely. They were
informed that the research was anonymous and voluntary and that they
had the right to refuse or withdraw their participation at any time. All
participants agreed to complete the questionnaires and none chose to
withdraw from the study. However, 26 students did not mark any re-
sponses, so their data were not qualified for further analysis. The study
was conducted in accordance with international and national ethical
standards, including the Declaration of Helsinki and data protection 
regulations.

Instruments 
The Social and Emotional Competencies Questionnaire (Zych et al.,

2018) was used to measure the social and emotional competencies of
children and adolescents. The SEC-Q is a self-report instrument consist-
ing of 16 items, each of which is formulated as a statement. The respon-
dents are asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the degree to
which they agree with each statement (ranging from 1 [strongly disagree]
to 5 [strongly agree]). The answers are used to calculate the score on four
scales: Self-Awareness (e.g., “I know how my emotions influence what 
I do”), Self-Management and Motivation (e.g., “I pursue my goals despite
the difficulties”), Social Awareness and Relationship Skills (e.g., “I offer
help to those who need me”), and Responsible Decision-Making (e.g., 
“I do not make decisions carelessly”). The SEC-Q has good psychometric
properties (Zych et al., 2018). The psychometric properties of this tool in
a Polish study group are described in this article.
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Data Analysis 
The psychometric properties of the SEC-Q were tested through 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis, performed with competencies maximum
likelihood robust method and polychoric correlation (Satorra–Bentler
chi-square) using the software program EQS 6.2. Model fit was tested
through different indices such as the Normed Fit Index (NFI; ≥.90), the
Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI; ≥.90), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI; ≥.90),
and the Root Mean Square Error Approximation (RMSEA; ≤.08) (Bentler,
1990). Descriptive statistics were calculated in PASW Statistics 20. Stu-
dent’s t-test was used to compare boys and girls and elementary- and
secondary-school students. Polychoric alphas and omegas were calcu-
lated in FACTOR 10 (Lorenzo-Seva & Ferrando, 2015). 

Results 

The Confirmatory Factor Analysis showed a very good fit of the 
original factor structure to the current data (see Figure 1). All factor load-
ings were above .40. The total alpha .91 and the omega = .91 (Factor 1:
alpha = .83, omega =.83; Factor 2: alpha =.82, omega =.82; Factor 3:
omega = .83, alpha = .82; Factor 4: alpha = .81, omega =81). 
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Figure 1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the Social and Emotional 

Competencies Questionnaire

Satorra–Bentler chi-square = 285.48, df = 98, p > .05, CFI = .98, NFI = .98, NNFI = .97, RMSEA = .44, 90% CI = .038 - .050

The comparison between boys and girls in the entire sample showed
no evidence of differences in self-awareness and self-management. On
the other hand, the girls showed higher levels of social-awareness and
relationship skills and decision-making than the boys (see Table 1).

Table 1. Comparison between boys and girls on the Social and Emotional

Competencies Questionnaire, by subscale

* p < .05; ** p < .01
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Boys
M (SD)

Girls
M (SD)

t Total
M (SD)

Self-Awareness 16.28 (3.61) 16.53 (2.79) -1.20 16.41 (3.19)

Self-Management 12.19 (2.85) 12.07 (2.73) .71 12.13 (2.78)

Social Awareness and Relationship Skills 23.48 (4.64) 24.21 (3.90) -2.65** 23.88 (4.26)

Responsible Decision-Making 10.78 (3.11) 11.20 (2.82) -2.26* 11.01 (2.96)

Total 62.96 (11.37) 64.11 (9.53) -1.68 63.59 (10.41)



The comparison between elementary-school and secondary-school
students revealed differences in all competencies in favor of the younger
students.  

Table 2. Comparison between elementary- and secondary-school students

on the Social and Emotional Competencies Questionnaire, by subscale

* p < .05; ** p < .01

Percentiles for each scale and the total score are shown in Tables 3 and 4.

Table 3. Percentiles for boys and girls in each subscale and the total score

of the Social and Emotional Competencies Questionnaire
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Elementary
school
M (SD)

Secondary 
school
M (SD)

t Total
M (SD)

Self-Awareness 17.00 (2.97) 15.96 (3.28) 5.28** 16.41 (3.19)

Self-Management 13.03 (2.50) 11.45 (2.79) 9.58** 12.13 (2.78)

Social Awareness and Relationship Skills 25.71 (3.47) 22.44 (4.27) 13.48** 23.88 (4.26)

Responsible Decision-Making 11.91 (2.80) 10.34 (2.90) 8.82** 11.01 (2.96)

Total 67.65 (8.56) 60.23 (10.61) 12.17** 63.59 (10.41)

Self-Awareness Self-Management
and Motivation 

Social Awareness and 
Relationship Skills

Responsible 
Decision-Making Total score

Boys/Girls Boys/Girls Boys/Girls Boys/Girls Boys/Girls

10 12/13 9/8 18/19 7/8 48/52

20 13/14 10/10 21/21 8/9 55/56

30 15/15 11/11 22/23 9/10 59/60

40 16/16 12/12 23/24 10/11 62/63

50 17/17 13/13 24/24 11/12 65/65

60 18/18 13/13 25/25 12/12 67/68

70 19/18 14/14 26/26 12/13 70/70

80 19/19 14/15 27/28 13/14 72/72

90 20/20 15/15 29/29 14/14 75/76



Table 4. Percentiles for elementary and secondary education in each 

subscale and the total score of the Social and Emotional 

Competencies Questionnaire

Discussion 

Social and emotional competencies are studied around the world,
as a high level is the basis of good mental and social functioning. Since
the 1990s, programs have been conducted in many countries to promote
these competencies in children and adolescents at various stages of ed-
ucation. A recent review of meta-analyses on social and emotional learn-
ing (Durlak et al., 2022) has located over 500 school-based interventions
conducted with over one million students around the world and con-
cluded that they effectively reduced behavioral problems. Unfortunately,
the number of validated instruments that measure social and emotional
competencies is still low, especially in some areas such as Poland. Those
that do measure social and emotional competencies usually focus on one
of their components instead of measuring a set of competencies in one
tool. Thus, the aim of this study was to validate the SEC-Q in Polish chil-
dren and adolescents. 
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Self-Awareness Self-Management
and Motivation 

Social Awareness and 
Relationship Skills

Responsible 
Decision-Making Total score

Elementary/Secondary Elementary/Secondary Elementary/Secondary Elementary/Secondary Elementary/Secondary

10 13/12 10/7 21/17 8/6 55/48

20 15/14 11/9 23/20 10/8 61/52

30 16/15 12/10 24/21 11/9 64/56

40 17/16 13/11 25/22 12/10 66/59

50 18/17 13/12 26/23 12/11 69/62

60 18/17 14/13 27/24 13/11 71/64

70 19/18 15/13 28/25 13/12 73/67

80 20/19 15/14 29/26 14/13 75/69

90 20/20 15/15 30/27 15/14 78/72



The SEC-Q includes four scales: Self-Awareness, Self-Management
and Motivation, Social Awareness and Relationship Skills, and Responsi-
ble Decision-Making. The questionnaire’s structure coincides with the
competencies promoted in many programs (Durlak et al., 2015). The orig-
inal version of the questionnaire has excellent psychometric properties
(Zych et al., 2018), which is also true for the Polish version of the SEC-Q.
These properties have been confirmed through confirmatory factor analy-
sis. The data showed an excellent fit to the model and all the subscales
had very good reliability.

As expected, the results showed differences in social and emotional
competencies by sex and age. Girls obtained higher scores in social aware-
ness and relationship skills and decision-making, which may be caused
by differences in the socialization of emotions between daughters and
sons. Indeed, mothers’ conversations with young girls are characterized
by more frequent references to emotions than those with boys. In addi-
tion, girls are more likely to talk about emotions and mothers of daughters
are more likely to refer to emotions than mothers of sons (Dunn et al.,
1987). Higher social awareness and relationship skills may also result from
girls’ earlier acquisition of verbal skills, which translates into better articu-
lation of their own emotions. Brody and Hall (1993) found that an earlier
acquisition of verbal skills results in better communication with peers and
better conflict resolution skills through dialogue. Girls emphasize coop-
eration as much as possible in their early social behavior, while boys rely
on competition. Boys pride themselves on independence and autonomy,
while for girls it is more important to take pride in satisfying interpersonal
relationships. 

Our findings also showed differences by age, with younger students
demonstrating higher social and emotional competencies. Perhaps ado-
lescence, which is undoubtedly associated with emotional lability, makes
adolescents less able to understand and control their own emotions,
which may also affect social relationships. 

These results are in line with other studies on social and emotional
competencies, which showed that boys use more emotional suppression
than girls (Gómez-Ortiz et al., 2016). Previous studies also found that adult
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women scored higher than men in emotional intelligence, but this dif-
ference almost disappeared when age was controlled for (Fernández-
Berrocal et al., 2012). The current study showed gender differences in
some variables, mostly related to social competencies, but future studies
could be useful to clarify these differences.

The current study provided a validated questionnaire that can be
used to measure social and emotional competencies in Poland. At the
same time, the authors are aware of some limitations of this study, which
are related to the selection of participants (convenience sampling) and
the method of measurement (self-reported survey). It would be neces-
sary to conduct a more extensive study, selecting schools at random and
including a larger number of students in different age ranges. The survey
also has some very important strengths, such as the strong theoretical
background and large study group. 

The study has important implications for research and practice. The
SEC-Q is a very good tool for examining social and emotional competen-
cies in clinical and educational settings. This instrument can also be very
useful when evaluating prevention programs that promote social and
emotional competencies in children and adolescents. Regarding research,
the SEC-Q can now be used in Poland to study the relationships between
social and emotional competencies and other important constructs. Com-
parative studies on social and emotional competencies, in Poland and
other countries, can now also be conducted.

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Objectives of the study: The purpose of the study is to reconstruct the 

experiences of art students during the Covid-19 pandemic. The research

question is as follows: What image of the everyday life of remote educa-

tion emerges from the reconstruction of the experiences of students who

were previously assigned to extreme groups in terms of their perceived 

proficiency?

Research methods: Due to the different objectives’ for specific questions –

involving nomothetic explanation in some areas (basic descriptive statistics,

comparison of selected subfields, logistic regression) and idiographic 

explanation in others (qualitative content analysis) – the research used 

a quantitative and qualitative strategy.

Brief description of the context of the issue: Art schools provide unique

educational opportunities as teachers-artists have a personal influence on

students through face-to-face interaction. The pandemic has presented

these schools with an unprecedented challenge, on a scale that had not

been seen before. In the research presented here, voice was given to the

students, who were considered experts in their own cause. Their experi-

ences, as a multidimensional construct, were located theoretically in the
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context of the threefold framework of temporal order, space and relation-

ship, and Bruner’s concept of the role of support in child development.

Research findings: The results show a link between perceived levels of on-

tological security and the way students functioned at school during the pan-

demic. Psychological well-being was affected more strongly in those with 

a low sense of agency, who often balanced on the verge of ontological se-

curity and experienced reality in a traumatic way, while students with a high

sense of agency tended to focus on the benefits rather than losses.

Conclusions and/or recommendations: Locating students on the contin-

uum of a sense of agency brought a fresh perspective on the different ways

in which young artists with and without a disturbed sense of ontological

security experienced school during the pandemic. Important recommen-

dations include continuing multidirectional support measures of a peda-

gogical and psychological nature undertaken by many institutions, which

should be aimed at art students, their parents and teachers.

Keywords: ontological security, sense of agency, art school, Covid-19 

pandemic

Introduction

The experience of the global COVID-19 pandemic resulting in the in-
troduction of obligatory remote education continues to be an interest-
ing source of research and reflection. This is particularly true of art schools,
where education involves direct contact between a teacher and a young
student of music, visual arts or ballet. Were it not for the emergency sit-
uation necessitated by public health concerns, no one would probably
not have come up with the idea of teaching art remotely. However, more
than 700 schools with more than 85,000 students started such an exper-
iment in March 2020. 

The global and unprecedented event that was and is the SARS-CoV-
2 epidemic puts us all on a trajectory of suffering (Nowak-Dziemianowicz,
2021, p. 132) and even creates a new perspective: “it is not the pandemic
that is unreal – the time before the pandemic was fiction” (Yu, 2020). 
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My reconstruction of the pandemic (non-)everyday life as experienced
by art school principals revealed a picture that is not entirely clear. It high-
lights the process of adaptation and maturation to better and better so-
lutions and shows the difficulties and failures, the mistakes made, as well
as the sense of impact and success (Weiner, 2021). In this article, I give
the floor to art school students, whom I treat as experts in their own
cause. I am interested in their experience at the remote education stage
in the context of their perceived agency and ontological security. 

Experiencing agency in everyday school life from 
the perspective of ontological security

Daily life, including daily life at school, is based on experience or knowl-
edge in action, born out of direct contact and time spent together. Some
researchers believe that there is no need to construct a definition of it
(Sulima, 2003), while others (Sztompka & Bogunia-Borawska, 2008, p. 25)
consider reality to be “the most obvious, most real form of existence pres-
ent in direct experience, emphatically imposing itself on our perception.” 

The reality of the pandemic, especially its initial phase, can be inter-
preted in the context of a crisis in which previous ways of achieving goals
became ineffective (Pergel & Psychogios, 2013, pp. 179–205) and caused
an unprecedented increase in problems in education (Tempczyk-Nagórka
et al., pp. 100–119). The nature of the crisis and its potentially destructive
power in particular (Zybertowicz & Zybertowicz 2017, p. 521–538) focus
our attention on the human condition in crisis. As Anthony Giddens
(1990; 1991) and Zygmunt Bauman (2006) stress, every person must con-
stantly reconstruct his/her social position because he/she is no longer
surrounded by anything certain. This issue is the subject of the contem-
porary concept of ontological security, which, according to Giddens, is
primarily concerned with uncertainty about one’s own identity, and ac-
cording to Brent Steele (2008, pp. 2–3) with the subject’s sense of the
meaning of existence in a particular space and time. The above theses
correspond with the position of Dominique Moisi (2012, pp. 19–25), who
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distinguishes three basic social emotions in the process of identity for-
mation: hope, humiliation and fear. In a nutshell, ontological security can
be described as an individual’s sense that they retain an area of respon-
sibility for the course of events which they perceive as significant for
them. If the scope or pace of change exceeds the individual’s adaptive
capacity, their ontological security becomes compromised (Zybertowicz
& Zybertowicz, 2017). 

The discursive approach to ontological security (Pawłuszko, 2018)
that considers the tenets of the constructivist approach and points to the
key role of ideational factors in explaining social phenomena, fits into 
the theoretical foundations of this article. I consider school everyday life,
following Thiersch (2000; Schugurensky, 2014) in the triple framework of
temporal order, space and relationships and situate it in Bruner’s concept
of education supporting the development of students. Along these lines,
I assume that the way students experience school determines the types
of meanings they construct and that school is a space for experiencing
oneself and the social world (Bruner, 2006, pp. 48–61). 

Students can act with a sense of agency and autonomy when they
experience everyday life as a challenge, a problem and a task that they are
willing and able to solve. However, “the loss of a sense of agency, the pas-
sive submission to fate, the helpless surrender to foreign forces” can also
appear as a specific form of exclusion from actively experiencing every-
day life, especially in extraordinary situations that arouse strong and over-
whelming emotions (Krzychała & Zamorska, 2008, pp. 17–19). The loss of
a sense of agency corresponds to the loss of ontological security, which
occurs only when the individual wants and is able to act, and the sur-
rounding reality allows it, which links the category of agency to the sense
of freedom (Nowicka-Kozioł, 2000; Zybertowicz & Zybertowicz, 2017). 
In this article, the sense of agency is closest to the intersubjective per-
spective that takes account of social relations in a contextual manner
(Nowakowski & Komedziński, 2014, pp. 251–261).
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Research issues

The main purpose of the research project was to reconstruct the 
experiences of art students (of music and visual arts) during the Covid-19
pandemic by outlining a picture of their everyday life in remote school-
ing. Due to the different objectives for specific questions, involving
nomothetic explanation in some aspects and idiographic explanation
in others, the research relied on quantitative and qualitative strategies
(Rubacha, 2012, p. 22). 

The survey (anonymous online questionnaire) was conducted from
March to June 2020 and covered students of all types of art schools at the
second and third educational stages in the Lublin Voivodeship (exhaus-
tive study, target sampling). Out of the 464 respondents who completed
the survey, 59% (n = 275) attended schools combining art education with 
general education (schools with a general education curriculum, e.g., a gen-
eral music school, a secondary school of visual arts) while the remainder 
(41%, n = 189) were receiving art education in evening schools (music
schools which do not cover obligatory general curricula). The link to the
questionnaire was sent by the principals of the art schools after the stu-
dents’ parents consented to the survey. The results were sent directly to
the researcher (without the intermediation of educational institutions). 

The first stage consisted of describing the students’ self-image (sense
of agency) and the image of education in an art school during the pan-
demic. The relationship between these images was analyzed with the use
of basic descriptive statistics, by comparing selected subpopulations
using the Mann-Whitney test (Wiktorowicz, Grzelak, Grzeszkiewicz-Radul-
ska, 2020). Logistic regression (Hosmer et al., 2013) was used to find de-
terminants of the sense of agency (Weiner, in press). The above analysis
referred only to the quantitative part of the study (diagnostic-relational
study based on the material including questions with a scale).

In the second stage of the research, which is the focus of this text,
the agency criterion was expanded by the framework of ontological se-
curity. Using statistical analysis, students with the highest and lowest
sense of agency/ontological security were identified. The narratives of
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students from the emerging extreme groups were subjected to qualita-
tive content analysis (Szczepaniak, 2012) in order for the researcher to 
reconstruct their authors’ experiences with remote education. I take the
position that describing experience as a multidimensional construct re-
quiring detailed insight is not possible with the use of quantitative cate-
gories only (Silverman 2012, pp. 149–150). In line with the demands of
quantitative researchers and the essence of the method (Fiske 2009, p. 182;
Goban-Klas 2009, pp. 131–132), I draw conclusions not only from what is
recorded in the questionnaires, but also from what is left unrecorded
(Lisowska-Magdziarz 2004, pp. 14–15; Rapley 2010, pp. 194–196). In this
way, not only individual words determine the results, but also the overall
meaning of the statements and their context (Szczepaniak, 2012).

The collected material allowed me to construct a categorization key,
which was used to show the thematic distribution of the set of narratives
and to arrange them according to an opposing relationship: a student
with a sense of agency vs. a student whose ontological security is threat-
ened – according to their membership in one of the strongly polarized
group. When constructing the key, I took into account the frequency of
the subject and the conditions of the key construction (Nowicka, 2021,
pp. 105–121; Szczepaniak 2012). In accordance with the method, the key
emerged at the analysis stage by grouping specific categories into more
general ones, with a single respondent’s statement considered the unit 
of analysis.

Sense of agency vs. risk of ontological insecurity –
extreme groups

As ontological security exists when an individual is willing and able
to act (Zybertowicz & Zybertowicz, 2017) and the pace and scope of
change do not exceed the adaptive capacity of individuals (including
human minds), a student with a high sense of agency and ontological 
security was assumed to be one who selected the “appropriate” highest
option indicated on the scale in each of the three questions referring 
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to independent learning, activity during remote lessons and well-being
in mediated education. This condition was met for only 26 respondents
(5.6% of respondents). 

Table 1. Students with high sense of agency (HSA) – condition met for 

all 3 questions n = 26

In the same way, by selecting answers that are extremely different
from those described above (I never learn independently, I am hardly active
/or not at all/ during remote lessons, my well-being in mediated education
is always worse than during in-school learning), a group of students most
at risk of losing ontological security emerged: only 27 people (5.8% of 
respondents) gave this answer. Thus, the polarized extreme groups are
consistent with theoretical assumptions and numerically equivalent.

Table 2. Students at risk of ontological insecurity – condition met for 

all 3 questions n = 27

I subjected the narratives of the two extreme groups to textual analy-
sis and searched the material for recurring and relatively constant sets
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Frequency Percentage Valid percentage Cumulative percentage

Important .00 77 16.6 16.6 16.6

1.00 208 44.8 44.8 61.4

2.00 153 33.0 33.0 94.4

3.00 26 5.6 5.6 100.0

Total 464 100.0 100.0

Frequency Percentage Valid percentage Cumulative percentage

Important .00 124 26.7 26.7 26.7

1.00 228 49.1 49.1 75.9

2.00 85 18.3 18.3 94.2

3.00 27 5.8 5.8 100.0

Total 464 100.0 100.0



and configurations of elements, ideological structures describing various
aspects of the students’ functioning in the reality of the pandemic. In my
analysis, I considered the tenets of the constructivist perspective, which
points to the key role of ideational factors in explaining social phenom-
ena (Bevir & Rhodes, 2006, pp. 131–152; Hopf 1998, pp. 171–200).

The image of school daily life of young art students

The narratives of art school students referred to various areas of pan-
demic reality. They were both descriptive and evaluative. The selection
of extreme groups made it possible to reconstruct the experiences of
young artists in an attractive perspective and create a picture of their
functioning during the period of social isolation. According to the re-
spondents’ statements, I reconstructed the following areas: school dur-
ing the pandemic, vision of future art education, and family life. In order
to overview the source material, I decided to include tables containing
thematically grouped quotes (the most representative ones) on the basis
of which key categories were created.

Table 3. School during the pandemic – students with a high 

sense of agency (SP-HSA)
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School during the pandemic

Difficulty level of remote classes (DL) “Generally speaking, learning online was the same as at school.”
“Choir lessons are the worst, the microphone distorts the voice.”

Homework/art assignments (HW) “I believe that homework is necessary, because otherwise there would be no grades.”
“Sometimes it is difficult, but usually I am able to understand everything.”
“It is necessary to gain skills.”
“It is the same as in the normal course of teaching.” 
“It is okay, manageable.”
“It is nice and interesting, sometimes even very funny.”

Negatives of remote education (NE) “I can’t see the blackboard, the teacher or my friends like in real life.”
“The teacher did not explain everything to me, there is interference on the phone.”
“I miss live examples.”
“I don’t miss anything.”



Table 4. School during the pandemic – students with a low 

sense of agency (SP-LSA)
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Positives of remote education (PE) “I don’t have to leave the house, I’m in touch online.”
“I don’t waste my time commuting.”
“I have more time for myself.”

Emotions during remote classes (EU) “I was surprised that the choir is no longer just about singing, but rather about get-
ting sheet music for independent work.”

“I am worried that we may not return to school this year.”
“I am annoyed by Internet issues.”
“I am annoyed that I have to learn on my own and record the tracks.”
“I am concerned about the lack of IT training among teachers.”

School during the pandemic

Difficulty level of remote classes (DL) “awful”
“It would be best not to have these classes at all.”
“I don’t understand most of the classes due to remote education.”
“I can’t cope because everything is so cut off from reality that I can’t focus and 

I find myself in this situation all the time.”

Homework/art assignments (HW) “We get too little information on assignments and low grades because it’s not what
the teacher was expecting.” 

“There is no point in doing homework because it is not even graded.”
“difficult and a lot of it”
“I don’t have the energy to do it sitting at home all the time.”

Negatives of remote education (NE) “I need a lot of explanation and motivation.”
“I miss meeting with people.”
“I have no room at home, I can’t draw.”
“I miss doing the work under the supervision of a teacher, who comments and 

corrects me on an ongoing basis.”
“nothing here is true”
“I no longer enjoy anything.”
“I have problems with the simplest information.”
“I’m fed up, I can’t sleep at night.” 
“I have more free time for doing nothing.”
“remote classes limit me”

Positives of remote education (PE) ----------------------------------------------

Emotions during remote classes (EU) “I was surprised to find out that learning was so hard.”
“I was astonished that teachers often do not come to classes.”
“Difficulties only, it’s not possible to learn to play an instrument on your own.” 
“Being at the mercy of the internet connection is frustrating.”
“I’m worried by too much work and lack of appropriate equipment.”
“I’m worried about worse grades and high expectations of teachers.”
“Learning to play an instrument when the Internet connection keeps crashing 

is a nightmare.”
“I’m getting more and more stupid.”



To students with a high sense of agency (HSA), obligatory remote
education in art schools seems difficult but acceptable. Even though they
miss their peers, the classrooms and their teachers’ competencies, they
are able to accept the changes and treat them as to-do tasks. They are
able to find aspects of the new situation that are beneficial to them, and
they remain vigilant and critical of the current daily school life.

The second group (LSA) focused almost entirely on the negative as-
pects: lack of possibilities and abilities to adapt to the new situation, ob-
stacles to doing remote tasks, and lack of influence on the learning process.
The element of suffering, exhaustion, sense of insecurity, dissatisfaction
and low self-esteem was very prominent in the narratives. Even the defi-
ciencies of the school were formulated as critical remarks about themselves.
For this group of respondents, remote education remains unacceptable. 

Table 5. Vision of future education – students with a high 
sense of agency (VE-HSA)

Table 6. Vision of future education – students with a low 
sense of agency (VE-LSA)
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Vision of future art education 

Vision of school (VS) “Online theory classes and real-life classes with instruments.”
“The most important thing is to have lessons in school.”
“The same as it is now, I can’t imagine it otherwise.”
“I have no idea.”
“There is nothing that need to be changed.”

Perfect teachers (VT) “There are no perfect teachers.”
“There are perfect teachers in my school.”
“kind, demanding, respectful of the student”
“building a good atmosphere, motivating”
“passionate”

Vision of future art education 

Vision of school (VS) “I don’t know.”
“only in school”
“I wouldn’t change anything, it’s fine.”
“some teachers”

Perfect teachers (VT) “I don’t know.”
“There are no perfect teachers.”
“appreciative but also demanding”
“teachers who understand what we are going through”
“being competent is enough”
“I already have the perfect teacher.”



An attempt to depict the art school of the future during remote learn-
ing forced by the pandemic brought very similar results in the two groups.
Both students with a low sense of agency (LSA) and those whose onto-
logical security is not at risk (HAS) made very similar statements about
the school of the future. Many of them said they had no idea and did not
even try to answer the question, while some said that the current model
of art education suits them very well. They agreed that the return of face-
to-face interaction in education is most important. A similar convergence
can be observed when analyzing narratives about the perfect teacher.
Students in both groups said that there is no perfect teacher, and many
stressed that they were satisfied enough with the teachers they already
had at school. Several of the students attempted to describe a perfect
teacher with similar traits mentioned in both groups.

Table 7. Pandemic – students with a high sense of agency (PR-HSA)

Table 8. Pandemic – students with a low sense of agency (PR-HSA)
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Pandemic

Self (IS) “I don’t need to commute, I have more time for myself and I am less stressed.”
“It’s the same as it used to be.”
“The school taught me to look at the world in a different and positive way.”
“My self-discipline and sensitivity to the beauty of music has improved.”
“I feel better, I can play.”
“I have more time for myself.”
“It’s more interesting.”

My loved ones (IR) “anxiety, sadness, uncertainty about the future.”
“We talk to each other more, we talk about problems, and at the same time there are quarrels”.
“Nothing has changed.”
“The ties have become stronger.”

Pandemic

Self (IS) “I can’t do anything.”
“I get stressed, I’ve lost weight, my hair is falling out.”
“I can’t get out of bed, I’m slowly dying.”
“I got lazy, I have no motivation whatsoever.”
“Things have changed for the worse.”
“Chaos has entered my life, and when I used to go to school, things were better during the day.”

My loved ones (IR) “I feel needed and responsible for someone.”
“only bad things”
“depressive moods”
“problems only”
“We have not grown closer to each other, on the contrary, we have moved further apart.” 



The reality of the pandemic as seen through the filter of young peo-
ple’s sensibilities shows its different faces. Students with a high sense of
agency (HAS) focus on the gains they achieved and are able to recognize
them. Students in the opposite group (LSA) stress losses only and are in-
clined to underestimate themselves and their actions. Their perception of
themselves translates into relationships with their loved ones. Young peo-
ple who cope with isolation, while recognizing the negative aspects of
the pandemic are searching for new patterns of action and do not neglect
family relationships. For students with a low sense of agency, every
course of events represents another step toward suffering. 

Summary 

The students’ experiences seem consistent with the image of the
young artist community emerging from the reconstruction of the narra-
tives of school principals (XXX, 2021, pp. 130–131). In each of the areas,
cognitive, relational and emotional, the reality of school during the pan-
demic could only be captured on a continuum of specific characteristics,
dispositions or descriptions. Acknowledging the diversity of the students’
world indicated the reflexivity of school leaders, but did not explain the
reasons for the discrepancies. 

It was only when the student’s (non)daily school life was examined
through the lens of their sense of agency and ontological security could
light be shed on this issue. Embedding the self-image of art school stu-
dents within the framework defined by the above concepts determined
the boundaries of the continuum, locating a similar small group of indi-
viduals (less than 6% at each end of the continuum) within them.

The two groups of students have in common only the “horizon of
thinking about school” (Klus-Stańska, 2016, pp. 53–69). The school they
know is the only one possible for them. The common experience and
mental barrier inhibit the prospect of a different everyday school life ir-
respectively of their sense of agency. 

However, its level is relevant to all other areas analyzed. The belief in
one’s agency, the ability to feel it, changes the outlook on experiencing
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the pandemic. Dealing with suffering and challenges becomes possible
by focusing on one’s own self and on oneself as a goal achiever (Wojciszke
2010, p. 173), the capability of self-reflection, building more mature rela-
tionships with oneself and with loved ones, and ultimately redefining one’s
identity (Nowak-Dziemianowicz, 2021, p. 133). The study confirmed reports
in the literature that agency is beneficial to the individual: the higher the
agency, the greater the happiness, self-esteem, task-based responses to
stress, and the significantly lower the propensity for depression and anxi-
ety (Wojciszke 2010, pp. 173–177). High levels of agency are also seen as
an important component of the innovative personality construct (Inkeles
& Smith, 1984, pp. 432–465; Myszka-Strychalska, 2020).

The sense of agency should be treated as a basic prerequisite of a sense
of human subjectivity (Kozielecki, 1988, p. 45; Ratajczak, 1991, p. 147), which
is why one cannot remain indifferent to its absence among the remaining
art school students (especially in the extreme group). Lack of a sense of
agency is linked to a belief in having no influence on events (Łukaszewski,
1984, p. 435), a lack of a sense of freedom, control and competence (Hamer,
2005, 139), and a sense of isolation from peers (Pyżalski, Walter, 2021). There-
fore, such people expect poorer results and believe that success is rather
unlikely (Kowalczuk-Walędziak, 2012, pp. 64–76), thus presenting an atti-
tude that is not conducive to development (Zysk, 1990, p. 199). Since, ac-
cording to E. Wysocka and B. Ostafińska-Molik (2014, pp. 233–254), degrees
of agency and feelings of helplessness distinguish groups of properly func-
tioning adolescents from socially maladjusted adolescents, appropriate di-
agnoses should be considered important at each stage of their education. 

When the pace and scope of change experienced by an individual ex-
ceeds his or her adaptive capacity, another universal human need, i.e. –
ontological security – is violated. When reacting to the loss of ontological
security, people take actions to simplify the world in an attempt to regain
the sense of agency. Because ontological security can be prioritized over
physical security, such actions can be destructive (Zybertowicz & Zyber-
towicz, 2017). 

The time of the pandemic posed a unique challenge for art education.
The organization of a safe learning environment was not without impact 
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on the psychosocial functioning of students. In light of the research pre-
sented, it appears that psychological well-being was affected more strongly
in those with a low sense of agency, who often functioned on the edge of
ontological security, traumatized by their experience of reality. 

In this context, multidirectional pedagogical and psychological sup-
port activities, undertaken by a number of institutions and addressed
both to students and to teachers and parents, should be considered nec-
essary and continued. Such projects can not only help combat the effects
of isolation, but also develop good practices for a post-pandemic future
of schools. 

Funding: This research was co-funded by the WSB University, Dąbrowa 

Górnicza.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The purpose of the theoretical research is to un-

derstand the importance of school in the culture of real virtuality and to

point out the challenges that this phenomenon poses to pedagogy, espe-

cially school pedagogy. The research question is as follows: Does under-

standing the nature of the relationship between contemporary media and

the partners of school dialogue help us better understand the changing ed-

ucational reality which relies heavily on modern technologies and enable

more accurate planning of pedagogical interactions?

Research methods: The study used the desk research method, which in-

volves compiling, analyzing and processing data from existing sources, and

then formulating conclusions based on them regarding the problem under

study. A meta-analysis of the concepts and categories comprising the title re-

search problem was performed using interdisciplinary sources and selected

international reports.

Brief description of the context of the issue: The article presents a discourse

analysis of the place of school in the culture of virtual reality (VR). The basic

features of this culture are described within the paradigm of informationism,

in which modern digital technology enables the integration of all modes of

communication. Attention is paid to the interactive nature of hypermedia

and its specific logic of flow beyond time and historical context. The role 
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of the recipient of the message in the communication chain is highlighted

as the one who ultimately gives it meaning in accordance with their own

perception and experience of reality. The dialogical nature of communica-

tion in virtual space and polyphony leading to the creation of hypertexts

that combine multiple narratives is emphasized.

Research findings: The results show the importance of the links between

the school’s implementation of basic educational and teaching functions

and the tools offered by modern digital technologies. The special role of the

teacher in the process of preparing students to discuss media messages and

discover their polemical nature is revealed.

Conclusions and/or recommendations: The analysis made it possible to

formulate the tasks facing contemporary schools in terms of preparing

young people to consciously and actively engage in the multimedia system

of communication according to its logic, language and methods of encod-

ing meanings. The importance of a dialogical, open and creative attitude of

the teacher in the process of forming empowered participants of commu-

nication in the culture of real virtuality is emphasized.

Keywords: virtual reality, interactive communication, school, student, teacher

Introduction

The purpose of the article is to present the issue of the importance
of school in the culture of real virtuality and to identify the challenges
that this phenomenon poses to pedagogy, and school pedagogy in par-
ticular. The quest to understand the complexity of the functioning of the
school in the interactive space of modern media dominated by the dis-
course of modern technology requires presenting the paradigm of in-
formationism and the specifics of communication in the virtual space of
flows. The role of the teacher in the hypermedia space is used to explain
the school’s place in the culture of real virtuality. Understanding the na-
ture of the relationship between contemporary media and the partners
of school dialogue helps us better understand the changing educational
reality that relies on modern technologies and enables more accurate
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planning of educational interactions. The study used the desk research
method, which involves compiling, analyzing and processing data and
information from existing sources, and then formulating conclusions
based on them about the problem under study. A meta-analysis of the
concepts and categories comprising the title research problem was per-
formed using interdisciplinary sources and selected international reports.
The analysis of the phenomenon of a school seeking its place in the nar-
rative of real virtuality is of particular importance for the pedagogical un-
derstanding of the challenges facing education. Despite the enormous
impact of technology on the everyday life of partners in educational di-
alogue, or perhaps because of it, the need to shape the meeting space at
school, to develop a dialogical attitude and creative development was
highlighted.

The role and place of education in the individualistic culture of real vir-
tuality, which creates dominant global narratives nowadays, is fraught
with ambivalence. Today, the school is dependent on many phenomena
and processes that painfully affect it, although it neither causes nor influ-
ences them. Being torn between (often contradictory) societal expecta-
tions, the need to preserve traditions, develop a sense of national identity
in students, while at the same time preparing them for life in a global in-
formation society in an unpredictable future, it must additionally cope
with new problems caused by the pandemic and the war in Ukraine.
School everyday life, which is always full of direct social interactions rooted
in the axiological intersubjectivity of the participants, becomes even more
complicated today, especially in the sphere of unintentional educational
measures. Experiencing and reacting to the difficult political, economic
and social situation in the world, combined with the personal idiosyn-
crasies of participants in educational dialogue, leads to a number of new
social problems. Online communication, used on an unprecedented scale
during the pandemic, the development of social networks, virtual com-
munities and an interactive society, as well as the emergence of a sym-
bolic multimedia environment, leading to the diversification of the mass
audience of new media, make up the culture of real virtuality, in which the
modern school must find itself.
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The paradigm of informationism and virtual narrative  

Modern information technology, which integrates all modes of com-
munication, both typographic and multisensory, plays a decisive role in
the culture of real virtuality. This way of organizing the communication
system is based on the production and consumption of signs, which leads
to levelling the differences between reality and its symbolic representa-
tion (Castells, 2010). Educational messages revolve in the space of a vast,
timeless, ahistorical hypertext alongside political persuasion, economic
rhetoric, information on the world of arts, and various types of enter-
tainment, because multimedia encompasses the majority of diverse cul-
tural expressions without dividing them into good and bad, or popular
and high culture. The term “virtuality” originates from the Latin virtualis,
or “efficacious” and virtus, or “potency”, “virtue”. “Virtual” is understood to
mean “almost complete”, “almost but not exactly or in every way”, and “cre-
ated by computer technology and appearing to exist but not existing in
the physical world.” It is used to describe something that can be done or
seen with the use of computers or the Internet instead of going to a phys-
ical place or meeting people in person, etc. (Cambridge Dictionary, 2022).
Thus, it means something that could exist; it uniquely combines poten-
tiality with reality, i.e. with what really exists. This creates a special con-
cept, a kind of antonym, combining two opposite qualities.

Virtual reality creates a unique communication system in which all
messages have been absorbed by the medium, creating a multifaceted se-
mantic context made up of a random mix of different meanings (Castells,
2010). Not all people cope well in this reality. Some have the knowledge
and skills needed to make choices about the channel of communication,
select and critically interpret messages, and consciously interact with the
media. Others, however, lack the necessary competences and become ab-
sorbed by the media. This puts before education the extremely important
task of preparing people of all ages to establish subjective relationships
with hypermedia and cope with a virtual space that brings as many op-
portunities as threats to human development and social functioning. Pio-
neers of virtual reality have long emphasized its creative and philosophical
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potential. Jaron Lanier, the father of VR technology, argued that the great-
est value of virtual reality is that it has a cathartic effect. We become ac-
customed to various phenomena in our lives and in the world; we take
them for granted. If we accustom our nervous system to the virtual world
and then return to reality, we will have a chance to experience a rebirth
in the microcosm. The most ordinary surface, a piece of wood or dust on
the road then shines like a diamond (Lanier, 2018). How we are perceived
in the virtual world due to the characteristics of our avatars (e.g. height,
age, and appearance) can change how we think about ourselves, our de-
cisions and our social relationships. The social functions of virtual reality
seem to be the main reason why the power of immersive technologies
will continue to grow (Brzezińska, 2020).

Hypermedia makes it possible for texts to be freely used and com-
bined with various kinds of code, as well as created, processed and shared
online (Gajda, 2003). Unlike mass media, in which information is centrally
distributed, hypermedia is interactive, has multiple sources, with indi-
viduals acting as senders and receivers of information at any time. These
individuals also create their own world of values and function within 
a certain axiological space of socially acceptable norms and standards,
which they often violate, offering instead simulacra (copies without the
original) and a game of appearances and evasions. Fewer and fewer peo-
ple today come in contact with printed materials, and more and more
people around the world are watching the same commercials and soap
operas. In addition, media messages are difficult to reinterpret, as they
elicit strong affective reactions in the audience. According to 2020 data,
over half of the virtual reality market is based on games, 38% is used in
the medical industry, 28% in education, and 24% in other areas of pro-
fessional activity. At the same time, 91% of companies and organizations
are using or planning to use virtual reality in their daily operations, such
as employee training (PerkinsCoie, 2020). Virtual reality today offers many
opportunities and is increasingly entering the mainstream of modern 
societies: it is no longer just a technological curiosity or entertainment, as
it finds its place in various areas of human work, e.g. in science, educa-
tion, medicine, etc.
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People of all ages, with different levels of education and technological
experience, respond to the media in similar ways, regardless of personal
and cultural differences (Berger and Luckman, 2010). Those who do not 
interact with the media consciously, but are absorbed by it, often equate 
virtual reality with real life. This applies not only to children or adolescents,
but also to students, business people, and scientists who use computers
for work. Human interaction with television and hypermedia is as natural
and social as in real life. People project personality traits that match their
own onto the computer. The media influence people’s memory, change
their attitudes to the world around them and their perception of what is
natural, and often activate stereotypes, such as those related to gender 
or race. Frequently, people do not even realize how much they depend on
the media (Reeves & Nass, 1996). Despite the passage of time and the emer-
gence of many new technological developments, the relationship between
people and the media described here is still true and will remain so re-
gardless of the development of the media and artificial intelligence (AI).

With the development of hypermedia, our awareness of the dangers
of (increasingly autonomous) functioning in virtual reality is growing. The
goal of the media is to make us believe that they are, in fact, our world, our
only reality. They seem to show less of the external world and more of them-
selves. At many stages of the communication chain, there is some manip-
ulation of the content and form of the message, so as to make the viewer
feel that he or she can become part of the media and have an impact on
them. It is less and less important whether the media show the truth; in-
stead, they are becoming the truth and value simply because they exist,
not because of what they offer people. Mass media not only offer – or even
push – a particular ideology, but have become an ideology themselves,
with their own value system (Eco, 1998). They radically transform the fun-
damental dimensions of human life, i.e., space and time. In the new com-
munication system, the narrative takes place beyond the cultural, historical
and geographic context of meaning. It creates new functional networks,
producing the space for placeless and timeless flows that can combine the
past, present and future in a single message. In this way, the space of flows
and timeless time are the foundations of a new culture (Castells, 2010).
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Communication in the virtual space of flows 

However, the new location of dialogical relations in the mediated
space of virtual reality does not invalidate the basic meanings present 
in each message. The context of communication is determined by four
basic paradigms: 1) clarity of expression: we must agree on the linguistic
standard of expression; 2) truthfulness of the message: we must agree 
to accept the content as true; 3) attitude of credibility: we must accept
the intentions expressed; 4) adequacy of the standards adopted: we must
agree on the standards presented (Habermas, 1983). These assump-
tions create a dialogical space, allow us to agree on meanings and en-
able mutual understanding in the communication process. The inter-
active character of hypermedia results in a variety of communication
channels and makes each participant in the virtual space both a sender
and a receiver, which, obviously, complicates and obscures the process
of communication. However, each recipient of a message always has
some freedom, manifested in the right to interpret it freely. Each inter-
pretation may differ from the others since it is made from someone’s own
axiological and cultural vantage point, and may deviate from what the
sender of the message assumed. Recipients give different meanings to
messages depending on the code they use, and thus, being at the end 
of the communication chain, have real power over the message in the
media (Eco, 1998). 

Highlighting the role of the recipient in the age of communication 
as part of the real culture of virtuality culture is extremely important for
education, as it offers hope for increasing the agency of the individual. 
Irrespective of the source and channel of the message, each person can
fill it with personal meaning, endow it with a purpose and interpret the
messages in accordance with their own intersubjective axiological space.
In the processes of lifelong learning and education, people should ac-
quire knowledge on the importance of hypermedia in life and develop
the skills of challenging media messages. Education should prepare in-
dividuals to interpret the content of messages according to their own
phenomenological experience and understand them in a creative way,
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not only critically, but also with a view to building new qualities in the
process of self-actualization. The processes of education and upbringing
in the culture of real virtuality must include sensitizing people to the im-
portance of media in their daily lives. It is crucial for them to learn and
understand the essence of the relationship they may have with the media
and the intricacies of the media context of reality. This results in an aware-
ness of the role that each individual plays in the complex communication
chain, both as an addressee and sender of media messages. Wherever
there is a sender and receiver of a message, there are two perspectives 
of the world, and true understanding requires creative contribution to
what is sent and what is received (Andrukowicz, 2001). 

Multimedia education makes it possible to engage all communica-
tion channels, and thus affects almost all human senses. This makes the
teaching process more effective, as it increases the effectiveness of teach-
ing, accelerates the pace of learning, saves time and enables more infor-
mation to be assimilated (Bednarek, 2006). However, what constitutes an
opportunity for education can also increase our susceptibility to various
types of manipulation, both marketing and political.

Digital technology in education

Pedagogical analyses of the importance of media in education em-
phasize a) the processes of social change resulting from the impact of
media on people and society, b) the dangers of new media shaping pub-
lic opinion; c) education using media with particular emphasis on remote
education and creative and collaborative activities; and d) educational
methodology that highlights teachers’ skills in using new media (Siemie-
niecki, 2021). The discussion about the need for media education has
been going on for many years around the world, as well as in Poland. It
has already gone beyond the early stage of fascination with new tech-
nologies, which were perceived as a panacea for various shortcomings
in education, and it no longer perceives new media mainly as a source 
of threat (Federowicz, Ratajski, 2015).
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Information and communications technologies (ICT) have been 
used in education for 100 years, beginning with the popularization of
radio in the 1920s. However, it is the use of digital technology over the last 
40 years that has the greatest potential to transform education. An edu-
cation technology industry has emerged, which in turn has focused on
the development and distribution of educational content, learning man-
agement systems, language applications, augmented and virtual reality,
personalized learning and testing. Breakthroughs in artificial intelligence
(AI) methods have increased the effectiveness of educational technology
tools, leading to speculation that technology may even replace human in-
teraction in education. Over the last 20 years, students, teachers and in-
stitutions have made extensive use of digital technology tools. The 2018
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) survey shows that
65% of 15-year-old students in OECD countries attended schools whose
principals agreed that teachers had the technical and pedagogical skills
to integrate digital devices into teaching, and 54% attended schools
where an effective online learning support platform was available. By
2022, about 50% of junior high schools worldwide had access to the In-
ternet for pedagogical purposes (UNESCO, 2023).

Artificial intelligence, as one of the most important trends shaping
contemporary reality, creates new requirements for preparing people for
the increasingly rapid changes in the world of everyday life and taking
intensive efforts in the field of education. In the process of education, it
is necessary to make people aware of the opportunities and threats
posed by the development of artificial intelligence. Data processing, ma-
chine learning and the networking of devices and people require new
competencies that will enable individuals and society to respond effi-
ciently and effectively to the challenges of artificial intelligence. This is
especially true since most artificial intelligence solutions are being de-
veloped for the commercial benefit of those who use them. Artificial in-
telligence should help optimize pricing methods, routing in logistics
networks, energy management, etc. (Fazlagić, 2022). Its application in the
education system, in learning processes that require creative effort and
proficiency of learners, conscious investigation and search for solutions,
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internalization of values and deep ethical insight into the world of ideas,
may bring negative consequences for the development of individuals
and society in the future. Therefore, it is important to properly use artifi-
cial intelligence as a tool supporting the learning process, assisting teach-
ers in carrying out administrative tasks, and as an instrument in managing
the education system at various levels.

Digital technology has changed education, but not transformed it. Dig-
ital technology tools have been widely adopted by students, teachers and
institutions. The number of students taking massive open online courses 
in 2021 reached at least 220 million. The educational app Duolingo had 
20 million daily active Internet users in 2023, and Wikipedia had 244 mil-
lion page views per day in 2021. Globally, the percentage of Internet users
increased from 16% in 2005 to 66% in 2022. The undoubted advantage 
of using digital technology in education is that it limits the time that teach-
ers and students spend on less important tasks, time that could be used
for other, more educationally relevant activities. However, digital technol-
ogy is evolving too quickly to allow for a meaningful assessment of its 
importance in education.

Findings that apply in some contexts may not always prove replic-
able in others. The use of digital technology has brought many changes
to education and learning. The set of core skills that young people
should learn at school has expanded to include a wide range of new
skills that will help them navigate the digital world. Higher education
has the highest rate of digital technology adoption, with online man-
agement platforms replacing some campuses. The use of data analytics
in education management has increased. Technology has made a wide
range of informal learning opportunities available. However, in many
parts of the world, education systems remain relatively intact. Even in
some of the most technologically advanced countries, computers and
devices are not used in schools on a massive scale. Digital technology is
lowering the cost of access to education for some disadvantaged groups,
but access to the internet and devices remains highly unequal. Digital
technology encourages engagement and facilitates collaboration and
networking, but personalized approaches to education limit students’
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opportunities for real-world learning and negatively impact their well-
being and privacy (UNESCO, 2023). 

New technologies have become an inseparable element of the real-
ity of contemporary youth, who spend time, get news, seek entertain-
ment, contact their loved ones and make new friends in cyberspace. New
technologies serve them as a means of exchanging information due to
the mobility and speed of data transfer. However, there is still a lack of ef-
fective education about the risks associated with new technologies. The
scale of the threat is vast and is constantly growing. In the opinion of stu-
dents, the most common method of communication among young peo-
ple is social networking sites, indicated by 100% of respondents, followed
by phones and instant messengers such as Facebook, Messenger, Gadu-
Gadu, Skype, etc. mentioned by 95% of respondents. Students use instant
messaging at every possible moment. Research has shown that young
people are mostly unaware of the dangers of using communication tech-
nologies. Nearly half of those surveyed are unaware of the risks, and those
who can name them most often point to fraud, theft of private photos
and extortion. However, young people have greater knowledge about
the negative aspects of building relationships through communication
technologies (Jagodzińska, Mucha, 2019).

The role of the teacher in the space of hypermedia

The ability to challenge media messages is a basic emancipatory com-
petence that should be developed at school. It implies not only a critical
attitude and deconstruction of the content of media messages, with spe-
cial consideration of who uses them and why they were sent, but also the
reinterpretation and creative construction of new meanings and senses,
leading to the enrichment of one’s own experience. One of the most im-
portant aspects of the change occurring in education in an interactive 
environment is the stress on dialogical forms of co-creating the space 
of learning, teaching and education, the transmission and assimilation of
patterns, norms and values of the culture of real virtuality. In addition, 
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the circle of partners to the dialog is widening. A third “partner” appears
between the teacher and the student: the medium, universal, diverse, so
flexible that it absorbs the entirety of human experience in a single mul-
timedia text. This fits in with the perception of education as a lifelong
process of supporting a person in their development, allowing them to
realize their creative potential so as to better understand the world they
live in and participate in creating it for the sake of the “common good”. 

“The contemporary school has not kept up with the rapid develop-
ment of modern information technologies. In this area it has become an
unattractive place for everyone: students, teachers and parents. Current 
solutions are proving ineffective, while the pace of media development is
so fast that the school, no matter how it tries, falls behind” (Pęczkowski,
2015, p. 45). Today, after two years of remote learning during the pan-
demic, we know that the use of hypermedia in education does not solve
many social problems but actually creates new ones. Advanced tech-
nologies, modern media and related devices are not equally accessible to
everyone. This deepens the already existing social inequalities and con-
tributes to new divisions into those who “interact” with new media and
those who become “absorbed” by them. Therefore, education in the cul-
ture of real virtuality should allow as many people as possible to become
those interacting, that is, to consciously, purposefully engage in polysemic
cultural discourse and creatively participate in the network of interactive
electronic communication within selected communities. 

This requires teachers to engage in professional and non-professional
tasks oriented at providing knowledge about the new media and devel-
oping media skills and communication competencies, including the abil-
ity to question media messages and to display an active, creative attitude
to the process of constructing the world of everyday life. First, however,
teachers themselves must be trained to do this, since the effectiveness of
their educational activities depends on their professional attitude, their
continuous learning along with their professional activity, and their re-
flective attitude toward their own pedagogical practice. This places special
demands on teacher training institutions, universities, colleges and pro-
fessional development centers.
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Unfortunately, the practice of academic pedagogical training of fu-
ture teachers does not inspire much optimism about the likelihood of the
new generation of young teachers making a significant educational
change. Action research carried out using the group discussion technique
between November 2021 and January 2022 among sixty fourth-year stu-
dents of preschool and early school education at the faculty of education
of one university showed that when discussing how to improve educa-
tion, students mostly highlight the need to equip schools with comput-
ers and to be able to use the Internet during classes. They also point to
friendly relationships between students and teachers, but make no men-
tion of issues connected with preparing students to consciously interact
with the media, debate interactive messages or the importance of the role
of the sender and receiver of messages. As if equipping a school with more
computers with Internet access automatically makes it a place of modern,
higher quality education. This is the case although as part of their univer-
sity education, students take many courses designed to sensitize them to
the importance of critical analysis of media discourse, and, in addition,
they also participate in this discourse, alternately playing the role of sender
and receiver of messages in the interactive communication space. It ap-
pears that the knowledge gained from scientific literature, learning about
various theories and the findings of many studies, not to mention the
meta-knowledge of their own learning process, does not have an influ-
ence on the practice of students’ daily lives and the perception of their
professional role. 

Surveys of early childhood education students have shown the re-
markable persistence of the traditional image of school based on the pas-
sive role of the student reacting to external stimuli, which refers the
behaviorist model. Thus, prospective teachers, young people about to
graduate from university, who should bring to schools refreshing ideas
about new theories and the zeal for transforming the existing educational
practice, are interested only in maintaining the status quo. Everyday life
and common-sense knowledge are at the center of students’ know-how,
although scientific language and colloquial language belong to com-
pletely separate systems of knowledge systems. Students are unable 
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to incorporate scientific facts into their cognitive resources, they do not
use scientific language to describe pedagogical practice, and after sev-
eral years of university education they continue to use common-sense
constructs to interpret educational reality (Zbróg, 2019). 

One of the important consequences of including most forms of cul-
tural expression into an integrated communication system based on elec-
tronic production, distribution and exchange of signals is the weakening
of the symbolic power of traditional senders, i.e., teachers, so acutely felt
in school today. Teachers experience a peculiar ambiguity: on the one
hand, they are obliged to transmit to students historically rooted values,
patterns, authorities and norms of the national cultural heritage, which is
essential for the preservation of the nation’s identity; on the other hand,
they should introduce students to the space of interactive virtual culture,
teach them the ability to navigate freely and consciously through the vast,
diverse, ahistorical space of meanings and symbols that make up the great
hypertext of global culture. Another problem results from the difference
in generational experience, as children who are now beginning their
school careers were born and raised in a cultural space of “technopoly”
(Postman, 1992), permeated with the logic and narrative of interactive
media. The environment of digital socialization is natural to them: they are
extremely skillful in using hypermedia and quickly learn to use new tech-
nological gadgets, but they are by no means able to consciously interact
with them. On the contrary, they are often absorbed by the media, lured
by yet another digital gadget. However, such technological proficiency is
not enough to become an empowered, knowledgeable and proficient
partner to communication in the network of interactive media. For teach-
ers, especially the more experienced ones, raised in a different cultural
context created by mass media, interactive virtual reality will always be
something unnatural, secondary and perhaps even odd. 

The adoption of digital technology has undoubtedly brought many
changes to education and learning, but digital technology should not re-
place, but complement face-to-face interaction with teachers. The use 
of digital technology varies depending on the community and its so-
cioeconomic status, the willingness and training of teachers, the level 
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of education and the income of the country. Except in the most techno-
logically advanced countries, computers and devices are not used in 
classrooms on a large scale. Moreover, the evidence on their impact is 
inconsistent. The short- and long-term costs of using digital technology
appear to be significantly underestimated. The most disadvantaged are
usually denied the opportunity to benefit from them. The focus should 
be on learning outcomes, not digital inputs. Technology has made a wide
range of informal learning opportunities available. However, it is unclear
to what extent technology has changed education. The changes resulting
from the use of digital technology are gradual, uneven and greater in
some contexts than in others (UNESCO, 2023).

Meanwhile, the enormous popularity of social media among in-
creasingly young children and adolescents raises many opportunities for
educational and pro-developmental interactions, although it also carries
serious risks. The attractiveness of this type of communication obliges
teachers and educators to use it in formal and informal education. Re-
mote work and learning, meetings with friends via video instant mes-
saging, virtual tours of museums, webinars and the possibility of taking
care of many things remotely in offices and various institutions are forc-
ing a wider inclusion of social media into the daily processes of educa-
tion at school. Although distance learning during the pandemic exposed
numerous inadequacies and problems associated with the functioning
of schools in the real virtual space, it also showed trends and prospects
of development of modern societies. More and more areas of human 
activity are moving into the realm of virtual and augmented reality (AR),
that is, enriched with new elements that are “overlaid” in real time on the
real world with the help of a computer. Properly used, social media can be
a valuable tool for education and communication between teachers, stu-
dents and their parents, a place for the exchange of experiences between
teachers, as well as a source of personal development for all partners of
school dialogue (Borkowska, Witkowska, 2017).

Two different worlds of cultural socialization meet at school, and the
possibility of their mutual understanding and mutual learning depends
on many complex factors and processes. Undoubtedly, of key importance
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here is that the teacher adopts a dialog-oriented, open-minded and cre-
ative attitude to support students at all stages of their educational jour-
ney in the process of getting to know themselves and the world, learning
to critically approach social phenomena, to question cultural messages,
and consciously interact with the media. The significance of this task is
also evidenced by the events of recent months, the tragedy of people ex-
periencing the atrocities of war, which should never have happened in
the middle of Europe in the 21st century. Western societies have placed
great hopes in education for peace, perceiving opportunities to maintain
world peace in the theory and practice of this approach. Again, political in-
terests, lust for power and hate speech have made a cruel mockery of the
humanistic ideals of making the world more ethical and safer through ed-
ucation (Cudowska, 2003; Cudowska, Kunikowski, 2007). Therefore, it is all
the more imperative today to make greater educational effort to achieve
a common, non-egoistic good in a social space immersed in a culture of
real virtuality.

Conclusion 

Education and technological innovation are inextricably linked. New
ideas lead to digital transformation, which in turn helps us improve edu-
cation systems. Education and technology together can lead to holistic
quality improvement at the system level and to greater equity. The con-
scious and purposeful use of technology to achieve educational goals is
becoming a key skill for 21st century education leaders. As a basic edu-
cational institution, schools should play a decisive part in preparing
young people to function in a multimedia, multilateral and highly diverse
communication system. 

Conscious and agential participation in this system requires people
to adapt to its logic, language, ways of encoding and decoding. Is the de-
parture from traditional writing instruction to the use of computers for
this purpose at the earliest stage of schooling a sign of such adaptation?
In several U.S. states, learning to write by hand is already optional and
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can be replaced by learning to type fast. Similar regulations are being 
introduced in Finland. This may be justified by the fact that children are
entrenched in the digital culture of real virtuality, which is a natural en-
vironment for them, but it also involves specific developmental risks, be-
cause when typing on a keyboard, the human brain is much less active
than when writing by hand. Computers prevent creative thinking, inter-
personal interaction or the ability to concentrate, as confirmed by a grow-
ing number of studies.

The material basis of the culture of real virtuality in which we live is the
space of flows and timeless time. However, the school – rooted in the mer-
itocratic educational doctrine of individualistic Western culture – still func-
tions in accordance with the logic of place and time, beyond the space of
flows, in which information and the global network count the most. Chang-
ing the logic of school functioning is extremely difficult, as it requires
changing the social mentality and educational policy. Because of decades
of neglect, the expenditure for education in Poland should be increased
substantially, and for many years to come. It is necessary to replace the
economically-driven, free-market rhetoric with humanistically and axio-
logically motivated activities in education, thus treating it as a value in it-
self. Of course, these are not the only conditions needed to bring Polish
schools into the space of flows of the culture of real virtuality, but they are
certainly fundamental and of prime importance, vital for further changes,
such as proper pedagogical preparation of teachers, adequate for the new
conditions of the information society. According to experts, the optimal
model of school corresponding to the new type of culture and society is
the school as a learning organization and a self-organizing system, im-
proving in daily life through the creative work of all actors of the educa-
tional scene (CERI, 2001). And yet, there are many indications that previous
bureaucratic and market tendencies, as well as political entanglement, are
becoming even stronger in education. Therefore, it is necessary to build 
a new school culture that will empower all partners in the educational di-
alogue, allow for a real meeting of the student and the teacher, their mu-
tual learning and support on the way to achieving personal freedom and
developing their own potential for the common good.
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While technology promises easier access to education, the reality is
that digital divides still exist. In poorer countries and among some of the
world’s most marginalized groups, its use in education remains limited.
During the Covid-19 pandemic, nearly a third of students did not have
effective access to distance learning. Only 40% of elementary schools
worldwide currently have access to the Internet. Even if connectivity were
widespread, from a pedagogical point of view, it is still necessary to con-
sider the real value of digital technology in terms of effective learning, es-
pecially given the risks associated with it. It is also paradoxical that despite
the desire to make education a global common good, the role of com-
mercial and private interests in education is constantly growing, with all
the uncertainties that this entails, and so far only one in seven countries
legally guarantees the privacy of educational data. The welfare of stu-
dents must always take precedence over all other considerations, espe-
cially commercial ones, and technology must be seen as a means, not an
end. It is necessary to ensure the fair and safe development of educa-
tional technology, which requires an appropriate normative framework
and the establishment of standards for privacy, data access, non-dis-
crimination and screen time. There is a need for public action and inter-
national cooperation, to promote access to communications and open
educational resources, and to train teachers in these new and constantly
changing issues (UNESCO, 2023).

Funding: This project was supported by the University of Bialystok.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The aim of our study was to show that educa-

tion, although rooted in the past and drawing heavily from the present, es-

pecially in modern times, is focused on the upcoming future, on preparing

for life in a future marked by rapid changes in the development of civilisa-

tion and the hopes, threats and challenges associated with it.

Research methods: A critical analysis of scientific/research texts was car-

ried out.

A short description of the context of the issue: The everyday reality of our

lives increasingly proves that there is a great need for the harmonious 

and comprehensive development of the personality of children and young
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people. Living in a world of constant re-evaluation and clearly articulated

tendencies close to ethical relativism, in a world of ecological threats, chaos

in the field of beauty criteria and rapidly increasing diseases of civilisation

at the end of the twentieth century (no less so two decades later), people

must have a clear and distinct perspective on what they should be aiming

at, on which values they should base their lives and how they should live as

free, rational and responsible beings (Śnieżyński, 1999, p. 27).

Research findings: The modern school becomes a place of creating needs

related to the future as well as a place for locating the intentional expecta-

tions of young people and their parents in relation to functioning in reality

and in the future. School has become an institution that is required to pre-

pare young people well for life/social functioning in an unknown future. 

Conclusions and/or recommendations: At this point, one should ask

whether the institution of a modern school is able to equip a young person

with everything necessary to experience success, generally speaking, so that

they will not be excluded or marginalised in the global world (Rzymełka-

-Frąckiewicz, 2020, pp. 93–108; Rzymełka-Frąckiewicz & Wilk, 2014, pp. 83–94).

Keywords: schooling, education, school, social development, contemporary

educational, cultural and health needs

“School” – a response to social, political and economic needs

When analysing individual education systems over the decades, we
discover an undoubted dependence. “In each epoch, education was
adapted to the needs of shaping a specific ideal of man” (Sawisz, 1989,
pp. 80–81), in accordance with the policy and needs of the state, which
from the beginning of compulsory education took upon itself the bur-
den of creating and maintaining the education system, while ensuring
control over its content. The school system was and still is important
from the point of view of the state because it guarantees the upbringing
(or, more broadly, socialisation) of children and adolescents in accor-
dance with the needs and adopted assumptions in economic, social or
political terms. 
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In principle, the education system has always been a reflection of
the needs of the times, the realities of the time. When examining the his-
tory and content of individual educational reforms in various countries, as
Anna Sawisz (1989, pp. 18–19) notes in her book, School and the Social
System, it is easy to see how the school system was always adapted to the
current needs of the state. Industry and other branches of the economy
require workers who are able to quickly acquire the necessary qualifica-
tions. An awareness of such a need makes it necessary for the creators 
of the school system to respond quickly to new needs. 

Urbanisation and industrialisation, associated with the industrial 
revolution and the beginnings of capitalism, interrupted the “peaceful”
course of life: citizens existing without the universal, compulsory institu-
tion of schooling. Masses of people were forced to abandon their homes
and farms and move to the cities to work in industry. The factory created
a need for a large, disciplined workforce and determined a different way
of life for which those working in households or a workshops were not
prepared. There was a need to form a new type of worker. The factory es-
tablished a new type of worker, but above all it created the need for 
a new educational model, for a new social institution: a centrally created
and centrally managed universal school for the masses.

Today, the school system must respond to the new challenges of an
extremely fast-changing reality. It must mould human beings capable
of realising themselves in these times. Within the social contexts out-
lined above, there is undoubtedly an essential challenge for educational
institutions to educate individuals who are active, creative and able to
adapt to changing circumstances (Puślecki, 1999, pp. 7–10). The chal-
lenge of contemporary people, at a time when democracy and the free
market are firmly establishing themselves, is to create a new personality
ideal. The task is to create a new model of civic education, a concept of
a citizen that would be considered adequate for today’s reality (Melosik,
1998, p. 35). Today, education is about preparing children and adoles-
cents – as well as adults – to take an active part in a process of change that
often has an undefined direction and that often surprises us (Radziewicz-
-Winnicki, 1999, p. 22). 
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Education has almost always been a response to the requirements
of new inventions and technologies. Thus, the state responding to inno-
vation sets new educational goals for the education system. Education
produces people according to the direction in which a society is heading.
It is the schools that prepare people (or at least should do) for the neces-
sary social changes or innovations at crucial moments. It is the schools
that engage people in the wider social system, educating the citizens of
the state and training the skilled workers of the economy (Sawisz, 1989,
pp. 122, 5). The execution of this interest may seem closest to the tradi-
tional description of education, centred on knowledge acquisition and
transmission, yet the essential difference lies in the functional subordi-
nation of knowledge to modern, technological civilisation, writes Lech
Witkowski (1991, p. 134). Even the students’ diligent mastery or the
schools’ coercive enforcement of knowledge that does not conform to
the industrialising ethos of civilisation can give rise to a sense of inferior-
ity, condemning to spiritual mutilation and developmental retardation
and making the school an alien creation, itself developmentally backward
(Witkowski, 1991, p. 134). Dynamic changes in one social system require
an immediate reaction in another. Contemporary changes in the eco-
nomic sphere must cause the education system to adapt to liberal con-
ditions (Bielska et al., 2005, pp. 52–65). The education system must keep
pace with new technology and techniques so that young people entering
adult life can function flexibly in reality without remaining on the pe-
riphery of social functioning.

The foundations of the “third wave” – the post-industrial era

According to the well-known concept of the American sociologist
and futurologist Alvin Toffler (1974a), we are standing on the threshold of
the third wave. Today’s reality reveals a crisis of second-wave institutions:
from health care and education, through the value system to local gov-
ernment structures. We face the challenge of creating third-wave insti-
tutions. According to Toffler, the rapid development of civilisation causes
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a legitimate psychological shock in established societies, which consists
of complex phenomena that accompany the process of change. These in-
clude transience, the short-lived nature of human relationships due to
the constant change of residence, contact with other people, things rap-
idly losing value and the constant reshuffling of organisational frame-
works of life, norms of behaviour and ideas. Everything that has so far
been permanent and important in understanding one’s place in the
world is replaced by values of a fleeting, doubtful and unreliable nature.
The profound difficulties of adapting are intensified by the onslaught of
novelty, unexpected, surprising events, the cause of which is the rapid
development of science and its proposed applications. 

In the new society, standard mass culture will give way to a diverse
means of information exchange. Everyone will be able to transmit and
not just receive information. Also, the standard production of identical
goods will be replaced by short series of products manufactured on de-
mand. The factory will cease to be the main centre of social life and 
a model for other institutions, including the school. Thanks to computers,
there will be no need to travel to work. It will be possible to work in one’s
own home at a time convenient for everyone. Long-distance communi-
cation will replace transport. The transfer of work to the home will result
in a change in the family model and a strengthening of human ties in local
communities. The home will take on a whole new meaning, once again
becoming a place to live and work, as well as fulfilling educational, med-
ical and social functions, argues Toffler (1974a; cf. Bell, 1976, pp. 43–51).

In the new era of tomorrow, machines will be in charge of execution
and people will be in charge of supplying the necessary information and
ideas. Therefore, the technology of tomorrow will require people to think
critically, be able to find their way in a new environment, make connec-
tions and see sense in a constantly changing world. People educated 
following the rules of the old system – poorly educated, only able to per-
form routine tasks, obey orders and submit to superiors for little money –
will become redundant. Educating the future, according to Alvin Toffler
(1974b, pp. 435–468), requires changing the organisational structure 
of the education system, revolutionising curricula and promoting and
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strengthening orientation towards the future. Curricula should include
future-orientated subjects, such as logic, philosophy, computer pro-
gramming, probability theory, aesthetics or the basics of communication.
An important postulate is to draw a strict line between teaching facts and
teaching skills. The school of the future is to teach not only facts and how
to use them, but also to prepare for outdated ideas to be rejected and re-
placed with new ones. Introducing a diversity of education types will in-
crease one’s chances on the labour market. This principle calls for a move
away from universal, standardised, identical teaching for a multitude of
people to individualised, diverse, specialised education (Toffler, 1974b,
pp. 435–468).  

Observing the performance of the current school, Alvin Toffler is con-
vinced that “we are still stuck in a ‘factory’”. If we are still teaching children
as if we want to adapt them to factory work – giving them repetitive tasks
and ordering them to do as others do – nothing good will happen. We are
operating on the basis of the programmes we created in the 19th century,
when business wanted to industrialise people from a young age. Schools
were then created as copies of factories (Żakowski, 2009). 

Under capitalism, the school was a response to the need to create
and reproduce a new workforce, where the education system, as a set of
specialised institutions instilling certain cultural elements in individuals,
fulfilled two basic functions: the production and recreation of the insti-
tutional conditions of their own existence and the survival and repro-
duction of so-called cultural self-will (Bonsunowska-Kuśka & Radziewicz-
-Winnicki, 1993, pp. 33–35). According to Pierre Bourdieu’s theory, the
school system, having been created by the ruling classes, imposes on the
rest of society by means of “symbolic violence” the body of cultural pat-
terns in force, the definition of the complete, educated man (Sawisz, 1978,
pp. 242–244). Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1991) ask where de-
cisions are made about the form of the social order and who decides 
on the transfer of the valid version of reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1991;
Morrow & Torres, 1995, pp. 19–38). These questions are relevant to the
transformations in the education system dictated by the pace of the trans-
formation of social reality. It is worth considering whether the current 
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education system is beneficial to individuals’ acquisition of the compe-
tences of modern civilisations: a sense of agency, responsibility, creativity
and autonomous action. Who is responsible for the curricula and are they
aware of what competences the post-industrial reality requires? Who really
decides on the applicable definition of reality in the education system? 

Undoubtedly, today’s reality calls for us to be increasingly aware 
of and committed to the purposeful construction of our future on the
basis of social, educational, cultural (Wilk, 2022) or health development 
(Dworak, 2020). Any attempt by young people to reproduce the life pat-
terns of their grandparents or even their parents’ generation should be 
regarded as insufficient. The unpredictability of tomorrow makes it im-
possible to apply the solutions that have so far been known and com-
mon (Bauman, 2000). Not only should new universals be found, but they
should also be constantly searched for to be relevant to the constantly
changing reality. 

The new techniques and technology must be followed by the edu-
cation system so that young people entering adult life can function eas-
ily without remaining on the periphery of social functioning.

The value of education – is education generally worthwhile today?

The value of education in our times is rapidly increasing, a natural
consequence of the transition from lower levels of civilisational and tech-
nological development to the realities of the information society, a world
based on knowledge. In an increasingly complex social reality, one can-
not understand the world and “be oneself” in this world without ade-
quate knowledge. A person who does not understand the world, who
does not understand social problems, who does not read many impor-
tant phenomena of contemporary culture becomes more or less ex-
cluded, incomplete and condemned to vegetating on the periphery of
contemporary life in limited, “primitive” circles. At every step, they feel
their lack of competence and inability to act, which, after all, depends 
on previous educational achievements. They cannot get a well-paid and
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prestigious job, they have no chance of a decent salary and they are un-
able to realise themselves professionally. Personal fulfilment is also ques-
tionable, as hardly anyone is prepared to associate, even socially, with 
a functionally illiterate person, who has virtually no background or re-
sources with which to gain sympathy and recognition from others. Well-
educated people, on the other hand, have many advantages. First and
foremost, the profound personal knowledge gained through careful edu-
cation, professional work and participation in culture gives them the feel-
ing of being full members of modern society (Szymański, 2013, p. 152). 

Education has an ever-increasing significance for one’s social posi-
tioning. It determines one’s chances of taking up professional activities
and meaningful work (Gerlach, 2010; Kwiatkowski, 2012), of participat-
ing in social life and contemporary culture, of functioning in one’s family
and of achieving success in life. It is indispensable for successfully solv-
ing one’s personal problems, forming one’s identity, self-acceptance and
self-esteem and rationally creating a sense of meaning in life (Szymański,
2013, p. 153). 

In modern society, an increasingly high level of education is be-
coming the norm, writes Mirosław Szymański (2013). The universality of
education, which has been strived for since the Enlightenment, mainly
concerned the basic level and primary education; it became increasingly
extended to secondary education and now also applies to post-sec-
ondary and higher education. Societies are becoming richer and can af-
ford to realise people’s educational aspirations and related life plans more
fully. In turn, a universally high level of education in society is seen as a fac-
tor of further development of the economy and various areas of culture
(Szymański, 2013, p. 154).

The value of education is not limited to certain periods of life. It is no
longer the case that concern for education relates to childhood and
youth, the years spent at school and primarily devoted to study. Today,
everyone from preschool children to pensioners should be active in ed-
ucation. Very rapid scientific and technological progress, dynamic social
and economic change, turbulent political life and ever-newer facts,
events and phenomena in culture are factors that make it necessary 
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to react and adapt to change. Thanks to lifelong learning, people can
change their occupation (1) and the nature of their work, improve them-
selves professionally (Wołk, 2009), react to rapid social and technological
changes and new phenomena in the world of culture (Szymański, 2013,
p. 155; Bratland, 2019).

According to Andrzej Radziewicz-Winnicki (2004, p. 26; cf. Mazurek-
Lipka, 2012), in information societies with the highest level of develop-
ment, the situation has already arisen in which completing a university
degree is no guarantee of a more favourable professional position, but it
is also an observable truth that whoever has not completed a university
degree today has relatively poor chances in the competition for a quali-
fied job. It is definitely better to have an education than to be completely
deprived of the chance to meet life’s needs at an appropriate level. Today,
education not only allows access to the labour market, prestige, income or
power. In modern societies, education is also one of the basic mechanisms
for determining an individual’s social value (Dolata, 2013, p. 18). Thus, the
school is becoming a place that now and, in future, will determine the face
of the world, societies and individuals. The family, despite all its educa-
tional power, will be limited mainly to building the emotional foundations
of development. Intellectual, social and civilisational development, while
impossible without it, will in future be solely the work of the school (Pilch,
2016, p. 192; Pilch, 2001). Without schooling and education, we are de-
prived of the possibility to function independently in society.

In summary – we once again ask the most important questions

It is worth considering whether the current form of the education
system is conducive to individuals acquiring the competences of mod-
ern civilisations: a sense of agency, responsibility, creativity and au-
tonomous action? Who is responsible for the education system and the
content being taught? Are they aware of what competences the present
and the future require? Who truly decides on the prevailing definition of
reality in the education system? Because it is undoubtedly education and
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the value of education that determines our chances on the labour market
and our place in the hierarchical structure of society. Who is responsible
for the curricula and are they aware of what competences are required by
reality and the near future. Who decides (or should decide) the current
definition of reality in the education system?
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The aim of this article is to present the action 

research method and the methodology for its implementation, using the

example of a framework report of research conducted by the author. 

The research presented herein was designed to capture the changes in the

teaching/learning process in a selected classroom following the imple-

mentation of the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) approach.

Research methods: The method used in the research was the action 

research method.

A short description of the context of the issue: In a rapidly changing world,

education researchers face the challenge of how to study and analyze the

educational process, which is (and must remain) changeable in order to

keep up with the changing reality. Action research is an interesting method-

ological proposal. Three cycles of research are presented; for each cycle, 

the planning process (including research questions), actions taken, data 

collection methods, and results were specified separately.

Research findings: The analysis shows that the research and innovative 

activities resulted in the development of students’ skills in planning, organ-

izing, and managing their learning, as well as the development of their in-

dependence, responsibility, creativity, and problem-solving skills. Their

willingness to cooperate also increased. As a result, they became more 
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active (self-)learners. At the same time, the teachers shifted from their tra-

ditional, central role of teaching others to that of facilitators, creating learn-

ing conditions for a diverse group of students.

Conclusions and recommendations: It was demonstrated that action 

research is a valuable way of bringing about reflective change in the 

teaching/learning process. Action research is worth promoting to teacher-

practitioners, as it is an effective way to introduce bottom-up changes 

that optimize the educational process.

Keywords: Action research, universal design in education (UDL), inclusive

education, teaching/learning process, change in the educational process

Introduction

The world today is undergoing extreme changes. Clearly, these
changes also affect the educational process, since it is through education
alone that a person gets the chance to face the new and diverse chal-
lenges of modern times. For all students, school should be not only an
environment that stimulates cognitive development and the acquisition
of knowledge that meets the needs of the 21st century, but also – and
perhaps above all – a place where relationships are established and de-
veloped, including the ability to cooperate, solve problems, take respon-
sibility for oneself and others, and be open to diversity and change in the
broadest sense.

According to the current regulations (Minister of National Education,
2020) as well as those being prepared, the Polish education system for
children and young people with special educational needs should be
largely based on mainstream schools and should take the form of inclu-
sive education. At the same time, the concept of students with special ed-
ucational needs is changing. This group is no longer limited to students
with disabilities, chronic illnesses, or exceptional talents; many other 
factors are being identified which may cause a present-day student to
manifest needs, either permanently or temporarily, which require an in-
dividual approach from the teacher. It has been particularly evident since
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the early 2020s, when the COVID-19 pandemic first gripped the world;
shortly afterwards, a bloody war broke out beyond our eastern border,
threatening the security of the entire world, and many Ukrainian chil-
dren – war refugees – appeared in Polish educational institutions. How-
ever, an analysis of the needs and abilities of today’s students leads us
further: practically every student is – in a certain sense – different, and
therefore, everyone’s needs can be, and are, different. But how far can in-
dividualization go when students are so diverse? Isn’t the demand for 
individualization in this situation illusory and, in fact, impossible to im-
plement (Domagała-Zysk, 2017, p. 14)?

The question arises: Should the direction of change be reversed? 
Instead of far-reaching individualization, perhaps it is worth focusing on
organizing education in a universal manner, so as to provide each student
with whatever will enable them to succeed at their own level. One inter-
esting way of optimizing the operation of an inclusive school and prepar-
ing students for the challenges of the modern world is to implement
solutions based on the idea of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Rose,
Meyer, & Hitchcock, 2005).

Universal Design for Learning as a concept for optimizing 
inclusive education

UDL is a broadly defined model or philosophy of education which,
based on psychological, educational, and neuroscientific research, proposes
the development of a flexible learning environment to meet the diverse, 
including special, learning needs of students (Rose, Meyer, & Hitchcock,
2005). By implementing the educational process in accordance with UDL,
education at all levels has the potential to become: 

– accessible and attractive to all learners, regardless of their difficulties,
– flexible in form and adapted to the learner’s preferences and abilities,
– intuitive and accessible to all, including students with limited lan-

guage or communication skills,
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– perceptually accessible, also to students with visual or hearing diffi-
culties,

– user-friendly because it is carried out in a space designed according
to the needs of the learners (e.g., limiting the number of stimuli and
allowing quiet time for those who need it), and

– uncomplicated thanks to teaching materials that are easy to use 
(Domagała-Zyśk, 2017, p. 14).

An undeniable value of inclusive education as implemented in the
UDL model is that it creates choices for students in many different aspects,
such as the specific goals they want to pursue, the form in which they want
to learn (individual, pair, or group work), the didactic means they want to
use, or the form of expression of the knowledge or skills they learn (Capp,
2017; Rose, Meyer, & Hitchcock, 2005; Rose, Gravel, & Gordon, 2014). 
Students thus have the opportunity to take responsibility for their own 
education through authentic engagement, as well as to help their peers
through peer tutoring (Nowak, 2009). In this context, the role of the teacher
also changes. From the asymmetrical position of one who teaches, they
can become a tutor and a partner of the students in their own activity. 

The action research method can be considered the most appropriate
for tracking the changes in the teaching/learning process influenced by
the implementation of the UDL approach (Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2014;
Pilch & Bauman, 2010; Sagor, 2011; Szymańska, 2018; Szymańska et al.,
2018). Not only does it allow for the realization of change, but at the same
time, it facilitates the fullest exploration and understanding of the (chang-
ing) object of study. 

Action research – an introduction to the method

The concept of action research has not yet been named clearly in 
the Polish literature on the subject; it is sometimes referred to by different
terms, such as badanie przez działanie (research through action) (Smolińska-
-Theiss, 1990; Szmidt, 2001), badanie przez wspólne doświadczenie (research
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through shared experience) (Wyka, 1993), or very generally, badanie 
praktyki oświatowej (research into educational practice) (Pachociński,
1993). The term badania w działaniu (action research) is most often used 
(Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2014; Pilch & Bauman, 2010; Skulicz, 1998; Szy-
mańska, 2018), and sometimes the original English phrase is retained.

Action research stems from the tradition created by Kurt Lewin (1946,
as cited in Smolinska-Theiss, 1990), who was the first to use the term to
describe research consisting, in short, of planning, data collection, and
analysis. Action research aims to solve real problems of a social nature. 
It is a form of self-reflective research undertaken by participants in a so-
cial situation to improve their own actions and better understand both
the social practice and the wider context in which that practice is carried
out (Carr & Kemmis, 1997). As Maria Czerepaniak-Walczak (2014) notes,
action research

encourages people to organize themselves around jointly identified

problems (usually local, experienced here and now) and to work to-

gether in the process of solving them. It strengthens bonds and mutual

trust and unites the research and action community, thereby con-

tributing to democratic relationships and mutual learning. (p. 185)

This approach coincides with that of Tadeusz Pilch and Teresa Bau-
man (2010), according to whom

action research is the study of a social situation in which the researcher

finds themselves, with the intention of improving it, that is, improving

the quality of their actions in the process. This research is the system-

atic collection of information about phenomena that produce some

kind of change, with the researcher as an inspirer and active partici-

pant in the events. (p. 307)

Action research thus allows the boundary between theory and prac-
tice to become blurred. “Action research is carried out when an opportu-
nity to improve a situation is perceived, a project to improve it is prepared,
put into practice, and the outcome is observed” (Pilch & Bauman 2010, 
p. 307). An undeniable advantage of action research is that its informal 
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nature facilitates the improvement of the educator’s work and serves to
improve educational and pedagogical practice (Czerepaniak-Walczak,
2014, p. 185; Pilch & Bauman, 2010, p. 307). 

Action research is participatory in nature and requires constant eval-
uation from the researchers and the adaptation of further stages (called
cycles) to the changing research subject. The strengths of educational 
action research are its focus on innovation in practice and the imple-
mentation – by the educators – of reflective intervention in 

the educational policy of the institution, in the improvement of curric-

ula, in the evaluation processes of the quality of the school (university)

and the conditions it creates for the development of teachers and their

students. Educational action research is seen less and less as a research

methodology and increasingly as a philosophy of life that supports ed-

ucational transformation and initiates changes in the consciousness of

the action research participants, who become active, reflective subjects

striving for personal and social empowerment. (Wołodźko, 2010, p. 118) 

Methodological assumptions of self-directed action research1

The object2 of the research presented herein is one class of a primary
school in Krakow (19 students and the four teachers who teach in this
class) and the process of change taking place in this team following the
implementation of the UDL strategy. 

1 The research presented in this article as an example of the action research
method was carried out within an international research project entitled Preconditions
of Transformation of Education Process in Different Educational Context by Applying Inclu-
sive Education Strategies, coordinated by Prof. Alvyra Galkiene from VMU in Kaunas,
Lithuania, in which the author worked as a researcher together with Dr. Jolanta Baran,
Professor Emeritus of UP, and Dr. Ewa Dyduch, Assistant Professor Emeritus of UP.

2 The definition of the object of research was taken from Janusz Sztumski (1995,
p. 7), according to whom it can be “everything that makes up the so-called social real-
ity, that is, social communities and groups, social institutions, and social processes
and phenomena.”
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When the research began, the study group was in Year 5; the students
were then aged 11–12. The study covered three semesters and ended when
the students were 13–14. The research was conducted in three cycles; 
each cycle covered one semester of education (approximately 5 months).
According to the current educational legislation in Poland, the class was 
a so-called “integration class.” Some students had a documented need for
special education. The remaining students had not been issued such a doc-
ument, but this does not mean that they did not have different educational
needs, including special needs. To identify them, the strengths and weak-
nesses of each student in the class were identified before the research. 

The community of active researchers consisted of four teachers,
three of whom taught individual subjects (Polish, mathematics, and 
history) and one who acted as a facilitator, accompanying the students in
most of the lessons, and three academics from Krakow universities. It al-
lowed for the triangulation of empirical data (Kubinowski, 2010).

The research sought to capture the simultaneous teaching/learning
process taking place in the study group, which is in line with the under-
standing of schooling as an interactive relationship between two simul-
taneous sub-processes: teaching (teacher activity and reflexivity) and
learning (student activity and reflexivity) (Rose, Meyer, & Hitchcock, 2005). 

As regards the ethical aspects of the research, before it began, par-
ents were asked to give written consent for their child’s participation, in-
cluding recording interviews with students and observing them in class.
To ensure high ethical standards in the research, efforts were also made
to guarantee the anonymity of the research participants by keeping sen-
sitive data confidential. 

In the analysis of the empirical material collected during the research,
the constant comparative analysis method was applied, which serves to
identify themes and threads of detail in the collected data, which was sub-
jected to transcription and coding (Creswell, 2013). To ensure the accuracy
and reliability of the analysis, a communicative validation procedure was
applied (Szmidt & Modrzejewska-Śmigulska, 2014), which consists of pre-
senting the themes and threads that emerged during the analysis to the 
research subjects and coordinating the interpretations made with them.
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Action research framework3 report 

The main part of the study is a report containing the framework char-
acteristics of the action research process in the first, second, and third re-
search cycles. For each cycle, in accordance with the action research
procedure described in the methodological literature, the research prob-
lems, the action plan, a synthetic description of the activities undertaken,
the means of data collection, and the main conclusions (reflections) re-
sulting from the given cycle (which formed the basis of the next cycle) were
defined in turn.

The first cycle of action research
The following two research questions were initially formulated:

– Are changes consistent with the UDL philosophy necessary and pos-
sible in this class? 

– What barriers to implementing UDL strategies in the class can be
identified among students and teachers?

The following actions were planned concerning the above research 
questions: 

– Attempts to persuade teachers and students to implement changes,
for example, changing individual students’ seats and positioning the
teacher in the classroom during working time (moving away from
frontal teaching to promoting collaboration between students)

– Familiarizing the teachers with the principles of UDL and demon-
strating examples of solutions in line with this approach

The following activities were carried out in the first cycle:

– The researchers provided teachers with suggestions on how to give
students choices and organize teamwork in a differently structured
classroom.

3 A detailed analysis of selected aspects of the completed research project is
included in Galkiene & Monceviciene (2021), which is an open-access publication.
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– The students were given a voice through:

– collaboratively designing an ideal classroom space and 
– encouraging students to reflect on their expectations of the 

teaching/learning process (free comments to the question, “What 
would be the ideal lesson you would like to participate in?”).

– The students were offered a self-diagnosis for learning to identify
their own learning style.

– The teachers were given suggestions on ways to diversify activities
in the teaching/learning process, taking into account the different
learning styles of students.

The following data collection methods (techniques) were used in the 
first cycle: 

– Observation of teacher and student activities during selected lessons
– Interviews with students on the topic of the ideal lesson they would

like to participate in
– Focus group interviews with students in order to identify their own

learning style and ability to choose effective learning strategies
– Focus group interviews with teachers about the values of UDL and

how they can be implemented in their pedagogical practice and sug-
gestions for teachers on how to diversify activities (choice of objec-
tive, working method(s), didactic means, and forms of work) in the
teaching/learning process, taking into account the students’ differ-
ent learning styles 

The reflections that emerged from the implementation of the first cycle
led to the following conclusions: 

– The group of students appeared to be very diverse in terms of their
motivation to learn, skills, learning styles, and interests.

– The students stated that they liked school and the teachers and that
they felt safe at school; at the same time, they showed considerable
passivity resulting from the view that it was the teacher’s exclusive
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role to teach students and that each student should be taught the
same thing in the same way.

– The teachers used traditional teaching strategies, although they tried
to modify their procedures to take account of the diversity of the stu-
dents.

– The teachers and students reconciled themselves to continuing tra-
ditional, routine ways of teaching/learning and found it very difficult
to imagine the possibility of stepping out of the usual patterns.

– The teachers and students signaled their fear of the proposed
change or felt anxious about the proposed change.

– The teachers and students perceived many barriers to implement-
ing UDL strategies and did not see the need to overcome them.

– Even when teachers and students, to a small extent, felt the need for
change and had ideas for it, they did not see a chance of imple-
menting it.

The teachers’ and students’ resignation regarding the traditional, rou-
tine ways of teaching and learning, their perceived fear of the proposed
change, and the many barriers they perceived to implementing UDL
strategies became a particular focus for planning further activities and
research. Irrespective of the extent, the teachers agreed to continue with
the measures to introduce the UDL approach into their work in the sec-
ond cycle.

The second cycle of action research
In the next cycle of the action research, a further set of research ques-
tions was formulated:

– In what ways have teachers’ and students’ actions in the Polish, math-
ematics, and history classes changed as a result of implementing the
UDL strategy? 

– What changes have occurred in the reflective evaluation of the teach-
ing/learning process experienced by teachers and students since im-
plementing the UDL strategy?
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The planned measures included:

– Initiating and encouraging teachers and students to modify existing
classroom routines, including

– Making students aware of the purpose(s) of the lesson and empha-
sizing the opportunity to apply the knowledge gained in school 
to real life,

– Suggesting that the teachers allow the students to choose the 
form in which they achieve their objectives, act, and express 
themselves,

– Giving a choice in the form of work (as individuals, in pairs, or in 
a small group formed by the students themselves) and encourag-
ing the students to work together, and

– Initiating reflective evaluation of the teaching/learning process by 
teachers and students as a result of implementing the UDL strategy.

The measures for the second cycle focused primarily on the teachers’ 
implementation of the selected UDL strategies that were suggested by 
the researchers, including the following:

– Giving students the lesson objective(s) and demonstrating the les-
sons’ relevance to life

– Giving students a choice of how to achieve a given objective by pro-
viding them with a variety of modes of action

– Encouraging students to work collaboratively.

The data in the second cycle was collected using the following techniques:

– Longitudinal, multi-participant observation of teachers’ and students’
activities (preparing protocols from observations of Polish, math, and
history lessons according to a fixed schedule)

– Individual interviews with teachers immediately after the observed
lessons

– Interviews with students after each observed lesson
– Questionnaires completed by teachers after each lesson
– Focus group interview with teachers
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Some of the reflections that emerged from the implementation and
analysis of the second cycle included

– Teachers and students recognizing the value of the change associ-
ated with the UDL strategy and the reduced/eliminated anxiety as-
sociated with it, including

– teachers recognizing the value of making students aware of the 
lesson objectives and the students appreciating the opportunity to 
put into practice the knowledge and skills acquired in the lesson,

– teachers noticing that students became more engaged in class, 
which was related to an increase in students’ motivation observed 
by teachers, and students’ expression of satisfaction with the dif-
ferent forms of action and expression available in class, and

– teachers and students noticing the value of cooperating in class, 
thanks to which students became more creative, more responsi-
ble, and better able to solve problems,

– Teachers and students identifying factors that facilitate the imple-
mentation of UDL strategies, and

– Teachers and students continuing to recognize the barriers to change
associated with implementing UDL strategies, but taking a proactive
stance towards these barriers, seeking to overcome them, including

– Teachers identifying the following barriers: too short a duration 
of each unit, fear of not being able to fully implement the core 
curriculum, time-consuming preparation of lessons according to 
UDL principles, and fear of pressure from parents who equate 
their child’s educational success with a high score in secondary 
school exams rather than well-being and

– Students desiring to always work together in the same group.

The general reflection after the second research cycle took the form
of an assertion that it is worth trying and introducing routine-breaking
changes in the teaching/learning process.
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The third cycle of action research 
The third cycle of action research commenced at the end of February
2020, when the SARS-CoV-2 virus appeared in Europe, including Poland,
and the pandemic began. Despite the unexpected situation, the research
was able to continue using remote tools. The research problem adopted
for the third cycle of research, based on the conclusions of the previous
cycle, was initially formulated in the form of a question: 

– How does teachers’ and students’ readiness for changes in the teach-
ing/learning process and the continuation of changes initiated by
the project manifest itself?

The initial plan was to

– introduce teachers to different, more innovative ways of assessing
students’ work,

– introducing students to self-evaluation and self-monitoring (encour-
aging them to move from extrinsic to intrinsic motivation), and

– co-developing a “Lesson Action Guide” as a tool to activate students
and encourage self-reflection (reflective learning).

The pandemic and resulting lockdown, including the closure of schools
and the introduction of remote learning, forced a redefinition of the re-
search problems. Ultimately, the research problems for the third cycle
took the form of the following questions:

– How and to what extent did teachers and students use their expe-
rience and continue to implement UDL strategies into the teach-
ing/learning process during the remote learning period, which was
difficult for the course of education?

– Did the experience of applying the UDL strategy positively influence
the teaching/learning process during the remote learning period
and how?

– Were there difficulties in implementing UDL strategies in the remote
teaching/learning process?
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The plan of action for the third cycle had to be modified due to the lock-
down. The situation was so surprising that the researchers initially feared
that the research project would have to be suspended. Polish schools
were implementing various forms of remote learning quite quickly. Still,
it was an extremely difficult situation for everyone involved in the edu-
cational process, from educational authorities to teachers, parents and,
above all, students, who were now inevitably expected to be much more
involved in their education than ever before. Therefore, the researchers
simply assumed that they would remind teachers of the UDL strategies
and encourage them to implement them in remote forms of educational
work as well.

Thus, the measures taken in the third cycle consisted mainly in:

– Encouraging and mobilizing teachers to plan and implement remote
education, taking into account UDL principles, and

– Providing teachers with methodological support and ongoing dis-
cussion of issues arising in the course of remote learning.

The methods of data collection for the third cycle came down to:

– Polish, math, and history teachers completing questionnaires about
their reflections on the application of UDL principles in their selected,
remote lessons,

– One-to-one telephone interviews with teachers,
– One-to-one interviews with students via the Zoom platform about

their teaching/learning experiences during remote learning, and
– A focus group interview with teachers via the Zoom platform.

The reflections arising from the implementation of the third cycle of 
action research can be presented as follows:

– The teachers and students used their previous experience in imple-
menting UDL strategies in the teaching/learning process during the
remote learning period, which was difficult for the educational
process, although they did not do so as often as in the traditional
form of schooling.
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– The previous experience of teachers and students in implementing
UDL strategies in the teaching/learning process during the remote
learning period had a positive impact on the pedagogical and social
aspects of teachers’ and students’ functioning, by

– Enabling teachers and students to remain highly motivated to 
continue the teaching/learning process in an e-learning envi-
ronment,

– Positively sustaining and even developing cooperation between 
teachers, students, and parents, as well as among students them-
selves,

– Promoting the maintenance of students’ autonomy and respon-
sibility for their own and their group’s learning outcomes,

– Promoting the development of creativity and problem-solving of 
teachers and students in the new experience of remote learning 
during school closures, mainly through cooperation and mutual 
support, and

– Giving teachers the feeling that students – engaged, taking re-
sponsibility, and willing to cooperate – would cope with the diffi-
cult situation.

Conclusion 

In a rapidly changing world, the educational process must also change,
because it is through education that people have the opportunity to meet
the new and diverse challenges of today. However, change requires an 
effort to significantly transform the reality of schooling. At the same time,
it is important to recognize that effective and meaningful change in edu-
cation cannot be top-down or radical. It is necessary to identify existing
barriers element by element; to plan, take, and modify actions; to evaluate
and reflect on their effects; and to take the next step in the transformation
of education. 

Action research in education is extremely helpful in this regard, as it
allows for a change in the teaching/learning process that is optimally
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adapted to the needs of a given environment, provides an opportunity to
solve real problems of a social nature (Smolińska-Theiss, 1990), fosters
closer ties, unites the researching and acting community (Czerepaniak-
-Walczak, 2014), and is even formative (Walulik, 2018).

This article presents a framework report of research aimed at cap-
turing the changes that occurred in the teaching/learning process in 
a selected class following the implementation of a Universal Design for
Learning approach. The analysis shows that the research and innovative
activities implemented during the study resulted in the development of
students’ skills in planning, organizing, and managing their learning, as
well as the development of their independence, responsibility, creativity,
and problem-solving skills. Their willingness to cooperate also increased.
As a result, they became more active (self-)learners. At the same time,
teachers shifted from their traditional, central role of teaching others to
that of facilitators, creating learning conditions for a diverse group of stu-
dents. The framework report presented herein can provide an example of
how to conduct action research; it can also be an incentive for teachers
to implement change. 

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Research objectives (aims), issues or problems: The study accentuates the

significant role that integrating songs into the teaching of English vocabulary

has for third-year elementary-school pupils in Algeria. It aims to make English

vocabulary acquisition effortless and fun for young learners and seeks to 

facilitate teaching English as a second foreign language for newly recruited

instructors. In fact, a major query of this research concerns the incompre-

hensible lack of songs, poems, and nursery rhymes in the English textbook

for third-year pupils, who are 8 to 9 years old, i.e., at an age when musical 

activities help them become motivated and interested in class activities. 

Research methods: To test the efficacy of songs in teaching English vocab-

ulary to young third-year learners, the researchers opted for a true experi-

mental research method. An experimental group of 26 pupils was exposed

to nursery rhymes about numbers, colors, and family members, while a con-

trol group of 25 pupils was taught the same vocabulary items for three

weeks using lessons from the textbook only. 
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A short description of the context of the presented issue: The experiment

took place in one of elementary schools in the city of Mostaganem, where

the researchers’ former student works as a teacher of English. The experi-

ment lasted three weeks: from January 10 to January 31, 2023. 

Research findings: The findings of this research indicate that the use 

of songs considerably improved the average vocabulary scores for the 

26 young pupils in the experimental group compared to the control group.

Therefore, this research paper concludes that songs enhance natural and

effortless vocabulary acquisition among third-year pupils who are learning

English for the first time. 

Conclusions and/or recommendations: Moreover, this study encourages

elementary-school English teachers to give more pedagogical considera-

tion to the use of children’s songs in teaching English to their pupils so as to

enliven the lessons and to raise the pupils’ motivation to learn this foreign

language.

Keywords: English as a second foreign language, English vocabulary, songs,

Algerian third-year elementary pupils

Introduction

It took more than a decade for policymakers in Algeria to decide to
add English as a second foreign language to the curriculum of elemen-
tary-school education. On September 2022, the Ministry of National Ed-
ucation officially added it as a second foreign language (FL2) alongside
French; the latter has been for over 40 years and still is considered a first
foreign language (FL1) by thousands of Algerians. In fact, French has been
taught in elementary schools since Algeria’s independence in 1962, while
English has been taught in middle and secondary schools since the early
1990s. It was only in July 2022 that the president of Algeria, Abdelmajid
Tebboune, made a final decision on the subject of teaching English at the
elementary level, and thus English has become part of the elementary
curriculum since September 2022. As a matter of fact, integrating English
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as a foreign language (EFL) in Algerian elementary schools has raised con-
cerns among educators and researchers in the fields of teaching foreign
languages and elementary education didactics over the viability and fea-
sibility of including English as a new foreign language starting from the
third year of elementary school. The inclusion of English in the elemen-
tary curriculum as a significant reform involves many motives, including
primarily the englishization and anglicization of education in Algeria to
meet globalized needs. Nonetheless, this sudden integration of English
in the elementary curriculum from the third grade has been the subject
of controversy on local media and social media since its announcement. 

A 2018 study conducted by Berrahma (2018, p. 28) from the Univer-
sity of Tlemcen revealed that the majority of the researcher’s participants,
40 parents, had positive attitudes toward the inclusion of English as 
a school subject in elementary education instead of delaying it until mid-
dle school. Conversely, the same study also disclosed that some partici-
pants had been exposed to negative attitudes toward introducing
English in elementary school. These respondents reported a clear prefer-
ence to maintain only French at this level of education. 

In fact, other concerns were raised by experts in various fields, no-
tably in child education and psycholinguistics. One of these concerns is
Algerian children’s ability to learn two foreign languages at once from an
early age: 8 to 9 years old. For instance, Boualem Amoura, the general
secretary of the Autonomous Union of Education and Training Workers,
claims that the government’s decision “is not sufficiently studied” and
“hasty” (Middle East Eye, n.d.; author’s translation). Similarly, Messaoud
Boudiba, who is the spokesman of the CNAPEST union, contends that this
decision must be subject to a profound reform of the elementary educa-
tion sector and an overhaul of the language education system. The issue
of learning two new foreign languages at once, French and English, has
also recently been discussed and evoked by educators, researchers, and
especially parents. Mohamed Belamri, the National Secretary of the Al-
gerian Union of Educational Workers, claims that it is of paramount im-
portance to take into account the “linguistic transmission,” which should
be effective and smooth. This integration must be supervised carefully,
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scientifically, and well by Algerian experts who know the intricacies of
such a process (Actors in education, 2022). 

Also, according to Ben Zuhair Bilal, the spokesman of the Algerian
Union of Education Workers, there must be an evaluation process in order
to know the strengths and weaknesses of integrating English at this level.
He suggests that English should be the first foreign language instead of
French at the level of elementary education. He explains that having two
foreign languages is a heavy burden on young schoolchildren’s cognition.
Ben Zuhair adds that there must be a careful recruitment of teachers to
teach English at this level (Echaab.dz, 2023). In fact, there are thousands of
professionals with a BA degree in English all across the country, and this
might be itself challenging given that so far the conditions for recruiting
teachers in elementary schools have not been clearly identified by the
ministry. It is obvious and evident that teaching English for young learners
8 and 9 years old is quite different from teaching English to adults. For
Pransiska (2016), teaching English to young learners refers to a more spe-
cialized area of teaching English that deals with younger students; it is to-
tally different from teaching adults. When teaching young learners, we
constantly have to keep in mind the fact that what we have in front of us
is a mixed class with varied abilities, expectations, motivation levels, knowl-
edge, and – last but not least – different learning styles. Thus, what seems
complex and crucial is rather the way English should be taught to young
learners and how to motivate them to learn this foreign language at this
early age, and not whether English will compete with French. 

The above statement represents the main motive behind the present
study. Indeed, as experienced teachers of English, who have been prac-
ticing in various educational contexts and for different types of learners,
the two researchers believe that teaching English to young learners
might be more interesting and allows for a wide variety of teaching meth-
ods and techniques. In other words, the instructor is more free and inde-
pendent in choosing the most suitable pedagogical tools to manage
language difficulties in their classes. Correspondingly – and due to the
incomprehensible lack of songs, poems, and nursery rhymes in the Eng-
lish textbook for third-year pupils – the two researchers hypothesized
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that songs can be the most effective teaching material to make learning
EFL easy and fun for young beginners, mainly with regard to learning new
vocabulary items. Therefore, this study aims to emphasize how integrat-
ing children’s songs in English classes for third-year pupils might be ben-
eficial for learners and teachers in terms of facilitating the learning of
vocabulary and increasing learners’ motivation to learn English as a sec-
ond foreign language alongside French. 

Literature review

Child education and foreign language learning 
The early childhood phase that spans the period up to age of 8 years

is the most striking and remarkable stage in the life of children, as it is
critical for their cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development.
During these early years, the child’s newly developing brain is highly plas-
tic and responsive to any kind of change, as billions of integrated neural
circuits are established through genetic, environmental, and experiential
interactions. Therefore, favorable brain development does require sup-
port, a stimulating environment, adequate nutrition, and attentive inter-
action with the members of the child’s social environment. In this regard,
as the most influential figures in developmental psychology, Piaget’s
(1962b, 1964, 1972, 1983) and Vygotsky’s (1978) theories explain how 
children develop their cognitive and social abilities. Piaget focused on
providing children with opportunities and supporting them to expand
their current level or input hypothesis (i+1), as Stephen Krashen (1981,
1985) calls it. 

By input hypothesis “i+1” (where “i” is the learner’s interlanguage and
“+1” is the next stage of second-language acquisition), the linguist Stephen
Krashen (1981, 1985) means that learning is most effective when adding
one language difficulty level to the learners’ current level; in other words,
Krashen attempted to explain that acquiring a second language requires
meaningful interactions in the target language through natural commu-
nication, in which speakers concentrate on the communicative act. 
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In fact, both Piaget (1964) and Vygotsky (1978) argue that knowl-
edge is constructed and that children’s abilities would be reachable and
shaped depending on their cognitive development and environments
(informal/formal education and culture). They both supported child-cen-
tered learning approaches and peer learning. Also, for Vygotsky (1978),
the association between culture and language helps children develop
their mental abilities with the support they receive from “more knowl-
edgeable others” to pursue their learning.

Piaget’s cognitive theory in relation to how children learn
As one of the most influential figures in the field of cognition and

early childhood child development, Jean Piaget (1964) highlights in his
theory of cognitive development four significant stages of childhood cog-
nitive growth:

A. sensorimotor stage: birth to 2 years
B. preoperational stage: ages 2 to 7
C. concrete operational stage: ages 7 to 11
D. formal operational stage: ages 12 and over

For Piaget (1964), children are more active in receiving knowledge
and understanding the nature of intelligence through a continual process
of building children’s cognitive abilities. He believes that children take an
active role in the learning process to discover the world through obser-
vation, going through assimilation and accommodation. They easily in-
teract with their environment, continually add new knowledge, and build
upon existing knowledge in order to develop their innate linguistic com-
petence. In this respect, learning at the age of 5 to 9 years establishes 
the foundation from which the child learns. This stage is challenging in 
a child’s educational journey. It is a crucial childhood phase, so parents
and teachers should pay adequate attention to the child’s physical, cog-
nitive, and psychological growth during this phase. Both parents and
teachers must impart sufficient knowledge to children at this stage re-
garding academic concepts, play activities, arts, sports, games, and good
manners (Saracho, 2021). On the other hand, teachers and parents must
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ensure that children learn playfully and joyfully. Teachers, in particular,
must believe that play versus learning represents a false dichotomy in ed-
ucation (Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2008). By the same token, Zosh et al.
(2018) contend that play and learning mutually support one another and
that teachers must connect learning goals to children’s play. Therefore,
by maximizing children’s choices, promoting wonder and enthusiasm for
learning, and leveraging joy, playful learning pedagogies support devel-
opment across domains and content areas and increase learning relative
to more didactic methods (Alfieri et al., 2011; Sim & Xu, 2017).

As for learning foreign languages during early childhood, this process
represents both a challenge and a reward for children and their parents.
In this respect, many experts believe that learning a foreign language 
before the age of ten allows children to speak it correctly and fluently.
Therefore, the earlier children become familiar with a foreign language,
the better chances they have of speaking it proficiently. In fact, because
language learning does improve many skills – cognitive, psychological,
and communicative – young learners need lifelong abilities for different
walks of life; many researchers and child education experts advocate
learning at least two foreign languages at an early age (Waninge et al.,
2014; Gimatdinova, 2018; Qu & Damian, 2019). Ghasemi and Hashemi
(2011) contend that children learn foreign languages naturally. They be-
lieve that exposing children to a foreign language allows them to opti-
mize their learning potential and helps develop their brains at their most
flexible stage. With this logic and for this purpose, Algeria’s policymakers
have decided to incorporate English into elementary education since 
September 2022. 

Nonetheless, as former instructors of EFL in elementary education,
we strongly argue that exposing our children to foreign languages only
in schools does not develop their language skills. Moreover, when read-
ing through the textbook of English for third-year pupils, we noticed that
there are very few interesting games that may make learning playful and
joyful. Nevertheless, we are skeptical regarding the practicality of these
games, knowing that the time allotted for English during a week is only
an hour and a half. We contend that this amount of allotted time does
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not allow the English teachers to introduce these games since, in most 
elementary schools in Algeria, the minimum number of pupils per class
exceeds 20. Therefore, we believe that the few games that the textbook
contains do not bring enough fun and playfulness to English classes.
Moreover, as for the exposure to the language, the number of English ses-
sions per week needs to be increased for learners to be exposed to the
language. Two sessions a week does not provide teachers with extra time
to have gamified activities such as those contained in the textbook My
Book of English 3rd Year Elementary School (2022, p. 37). 

Figure 1. Listen, look and sing the song activity (My Book of English 

for 3rd Year Primary School)

Indeed, the two hours a week of English lessons are by no means suf-
ficient for young learners to be exposed to the language, as argued above.
The two sessions of English are not long enough to create a productive
language learning environment. In the words of Baroto (2017, pp. 3–4),
the language learning environment includes macro-environmental and
micro-environmental factors. The former refer to exposure to the target
language, whether natural or formal, while the latter are the broad over-
all characteristics of the language environment – the specific structures
the learner hears. Dulay et al. (1982) investigated the effect of micro-
environmental factors: salience, feedback, and frequency. The effect of 
a macro-environmental factor refers to the naturalness of exposure.
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Therefore, exposure can be categorized into two types: natural and for-
mal. When the speaker’s focus is on the form of the language, the lan-
guage environment is formal and when the focus is on the content of
communication, the language environment is natural. By the same token,
Galatro (2022) asserts that children have environmental advantages over
most adults when learning a language. For Galatro, young children
should not be formally instructed in languages like adults and older chil-
dren. Young children learn by being immersed in multilingual environ-
ments. They passively “absorb” the language through contact. When
formally instructed, it is through games and songs, not verb conjugation
and exams. Unfortunately, foreign language learning in Algerian ele-
mentary education, whether for French as a foreign language or EFL, does
not correspond to what Galatro refers to. As a response to this inadequacy
of the Algerian elementary curriculum in child language learning, the 
aim of this research is to emphasize and draw attention to the priority
that should be given to exposing third-graders to a natural language
learning environment through songs, games, and role-playing – through
which they get immersed in learning. 

In the foreign language classroom, songs and games in particular
promote pedagogical diversity and contribute to effective learning, es-
pecially in regards to pronunciation, fluency, listening comprehension,
memorization of vocabulary and grammatical structures, and cultural
awareness (Arleo, 2000, p. 5). In the following section, we analyze how
songs, music, and nursery rhymes are an effective pedagogical foreign
language teaching tool in elementary education. 

Songs, music, and nursery rhymes for playful foreign language
learning in elementary education 
As EFL instructors for more than ten years, we assert and emphasize

that one of the best ways for learners to learn a foreign language is by lis-
tening to songs and nursery rhymes. This claim is backed up with a myriad
of arguments by many other researchers (Degrave, 2019; Jamoulle, 2017;
Tse, 2015; Engh, 2013) who have revealed that foreign language teachers
are often positive regarding the crucial role that songs and nursery rhymes
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play in child language learning. Many language teachers believe that
songs can promote foreign language acquisition and can help learners
gain major language skills, mainly for children. Songs also serve as motiva-
tional tools for encouraging young learners to learn the foreign language
outside the classroom, as they continue singing and repeating the songs
and nursery rhymes pleasurably. Many researchers, like Jamoulle (2017),
also argue that songs create a good, enjoyable, relaxing atmosphere and
that they lower stress levels mainly for children who are learning a foreign
language for the first time, as is the case for third-year pupils in Algerian
elementary schools. 

In fact, it is obvious that songs significantly impact the young learn-
ers’ capacity to memorize vocabulary in a foreign language. In this regard,
numerous studies have proved that the potential effect of musical foreign
language teaching methodology on vocabulary recall is highly significant.
For instance, De Groot’s study (2006) analyzes the effect of background
music on vocabulary recall in 36 university students, while Murphy (1990,
pp. 55–56) argues that songs could help one easily remember vocabulary
or phrases. Murphy states that an involuntary mental rehearsal does occur
after a period of contact with a foreign language in which the new in-
formation repeats without the speaker’s intentional effort. He adds that
the rehearsal of language from music, or the phenomenon of a song “stuck 
in one’s head,” helps foreign language learners remember a significant
number of words effortlessly (1990, p. 59). Unfortunately, in the Algerian
context, very few studies and surveys have been undertaken to test and
prove the viability of integrating songs and nursery rhymes in English
classes, mainly for middle school learners, given that teaching English in
elementary schools, as mentioned earlier, is recent and incompletely 
implemented. 

There could be many reasons behind the disregard for the peda-
gogical role of songs and nursery rhymes in English classes in Algerian
schools. One of the main factors that cause teachers to avoid using songs
in teaching English in Algerian schools is the overloaded curriculum and
the insufficient time allotted for such activities. While private schools may
allow teachers some space or freedom to include musical activities and
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songs, teachers in public schools are often reluctant to add these activities
due to the condensed syllabus and the crowded classes they have. In fact,
teachers must be aware of the salient role that nursery rhymes, in partic-
ular, can play in EFL classes for young children between 7 and 8 years old.
York (2011) describes children’s songs as simple poetry in nature written
with a specific language that young children can learn and enjoy. Mello 
et al. (2022, p. 1916) explain that language acquisition among elementary
school children can be heightened by using rhymes and songs in the class-
room, because they enclose new lexis, culture, pronunciation, and into-
nation in an easy and adaptable package. This done in a way that is quite
easy for the children to follow and learn steadily. Based on this assump-
tion, the research study was embarked upon, as we believe that what is
lacking in the pedagogical aspect of the English textbook for third-year 
elementary pupils is songs. 

Knowing that many Algerian parents nowadays make their children
watch and listen to children’s songs and nursery rhymes in English on
YouTube, and having noticed that English language learning among
young children has become very common in Algerian society over the
last few years, we can anticipate that the integration of songs in teach-
ing English for young learners will receive positive attitudes and percep-
tions from the schoolchildren, their parents, and therefore, the teachers.
In the following sections, then, we present various details of our research
study, including the context, participants, and data collection tools. 

Method

To test our hypothesis about employing songs in English classes for
third-year pupils and its benefits for the learners and teachers in terms
of facilitating vocabulary learning and increasing learners’ motivation, 
we opted for a true experimental design. In the words of Skidmore (2008),
experimental designs are distinguished as the best method to respond 
to questions involving causality; in our study, the ultimate objective was
to investigate whether the integration of songs in teaching English to
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young learners would augment the vocabulary memorized and/or in-
crease the learners’ motivation. 

To put our experiment into effect, we agreed with our former stu-
dent, who is currently an elementary-school English teacher in one of
Mostaganem’s schools, to involve her and her pupils as our participants.
The teacher’s two classes represent our control and experimental groups.
The first class consisted of 25 pupils and comprises the control group,
which was not exposed to changes: they were taught only with the text-
book. The second class consisted of 26 pupils and comprises the experi-
mental group, which was taught through nursery rhymes. 

Procedure

The experiment lasted only three weeks because of the short time 
allotted for English classes. It started on January 10 and ended on Janu-
ary 31. Pupils of the experimental and control group were observed dur-
ing their English lessons so as to identify the changes that would have
occurred throughout the experiment. Both groups were administered
the pre-test during the first week, consisting of 20 questions that test the
pupils’ knowledge of basic English vocabulary. These questions were di-
vided into two tasks. The first task entailed ten questions about numbers
and colors in English. The second task also contains ten questions, and it
asks the pupils to match pictures with the corresponding words about
family members (father, brother, grandpa, grandma, etc.). 

During the first week, at the end of the session and in no more than ten
minutes, the teacher started preparing the learners for the second-week
experiment to find out their preferences and prepare them by asking some
questions: (1) Do you watch YouTube song videos at home? (2) If yes, with
whom and how often do you watch song videos per day? (3) Would you
please name one or two songs? At the same time, the teacher began to ob-
serve the learners’ reactions and attitudes toward the given songs. 

Starting from the second week, the experimental group pupils were
taught lessons about numbers, colors, and family members using song
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videos. The children’s songs selected for these lessons were “Number
Song 1–20 for Children | Counting Numbers | The Singing Walrus,” “Dream
English Kids’ Color Song for Kids: Learn 9 Colors,” and “Our Family – Nurs-
ery Rhymes for Children.” We selected these videos for the funny and car-
toonish animations they contain and for their conciseness. The three
lessons took place over two weeks. As for the control group pupils, they
were taught the same vocabulary items using the textbook only. The
teacher used Task 11 on page 12 to teach the pupils numbers. She used
Tasks 3 and 4 on page 20 to teach them colors and Task 8 on page 11 to
teach “family members” vocabulary.

After two weeks, the researchers provided the teacher with the post-
test tasks and questions to test the difference in vocabulary acquisition
in the two groups. These were the same as the pre-test tasks to detect
the improvements that each group had made. In the following section,
we present the scores of each group. By analyzing these scores, we de-
duce whether the pupils were able to learn effortlessly and joyfully the
English vocabulary through songs or textbook tasks. 

Results and Discussion

In the pre-test, both groups performed similarly in answering the
questions. In the control group, 19 out of 25 pupils (76%) could not re-
spond to the two tasks, while six pupils (24%) could easily answer our
questions properly. These six pupils are exposed to English in their fam-
ily environment through YouTube videos and mobile applications. In the
experimental group, 21 pupils (80.77%) could not answer the two tasks
and only five pupils (19.23%) responded to the two tasks almost correctly.
Thus, these percentages reveal that there was no significant difference
between the scores of the control group and the experimental group in
terms of vocabulary knowledge.

In the post-test, however, the scores of the experimental group had
significantly increased, while those of the control group remained aver-
age, as presented in Table 1.
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Table 1

Below, the researchers recapitulate the results they obtained from
their former student, who was in charge of the experiment. 

Figure 2. Pre-test results of the control group 

Figure 3. Post-test results of the control group 

290 Dallel Sarnou, Hanane Sarnou
Teaching Algerian Third-Year Elementary-School Pupils English Vocabulary Through Songs: 
An Effective Instructional Tool to Enliven English Classes
(pp. 277–296)

IS
SN

 2
54

3-
75

85
   

  e
- I

SS
N

 2
54

3-
84

09

Group Pre-test score Post-test score

Control group 24% 52%

Experimental group 19.23% 70.03%



Figure 4. Pre-test results of the experimental group

Figure 5. Post-test results of the experimental group

Figures 2–5 present the overall results of the study conducted by the
teacher of the two groups. These graphs clearly show that the percentage
of pupils who were able to answer the tasks given to them before the ex-
periment (pre-test) was very low in both groups in comparison to the per-
centage of who could answer the post-test questions and had retained
the target vocabulary in the experimental group. Figures 2 and 3 repre-
sent the scores of the control group, which was not exposed to nursery
rhymes, before and after the experiment. The percentage of pupils in this
group who remembered the vocabulary about numbers, colors, and fam-
ily members increased from 24% to 52% (from 6 pupils to 13); obviously,
this is not a significant improvement. This result was expected by the
teacher herself.
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As for Figures 4 and 5, they display the pre-test and post-test scores
of the experimental group, which was taught the selected vocabulary
items with nursery rhymes. The percentage of the pupils who were able
to answer the tasks and had retained the target vocabulary increased
from 19.23% to 70.03%, that is to say, from 5 to 19 pupils; this is a signifi-
cant and remarkable improvement.

The other variable we tested before and after the experiment was
the pupils’ motivation. The teacher observed that the level of motivation
to learn English vocabulary in the two groups was almost the same in the
pre-test, but increased after the experiment in the post-test; in other
words, the pupils in the two classes were excited to learn English words
through meaningful interactions (Krashen, 1982) and to develop their
cognitive and social abilities. Pupils’ excitement and motivation signifi-
cantly increase when they are learning in a playful, joyful, and fun envi-
ronment, as already proven by Piaget (1962b, 1964, 1972, 1983) and
Vygotsky (1978). In fact, the pupils’ level of motivation was related to the
teacher herself in the pre-test phase. However, according to the teacher
again, during the experiment, pupils in the experimental group were
highly motivated and energized to learn and sing. There was clear play-
fulness during her sessions with the experimental group, as the whole
class sang the songs cheerfully. However, most pupils in the control
group were passive during the same sessions when reading and doing
tasks from the textbook. The rise of motivation for the experimental
group while learning through nursery rhymes and music corresponds to
what Piaget (1964) referred to when he argued that children take an ac-
tive role in the learning process to discover the world through observa-
tion – going through assimilation and accommodation – and they can
easily interact with their environment. This is exactly what happened with
the experimental group when they learned in a joyful, playful, and fun
environment through singing. 

Therefore, the results above show that the use of nursery rhymes
with the experimental group significantly increased the vocabulary ac-
quisition scores among pupils in this group. As for the results of the con-
trol group, they clearly need to improve in terms of vocabulary acquisition
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and even the level of motivation. Therefore, we can deduce from com-
paring the two scores that using children’s songs during English class does
help young pupils in developing their vocabulary.

Conclusion 

The aim of the study was to reveal the significant role of songs in
teaching English to third-year learners of elementary school in Algeria.
As a response to the absence of songs and nursery rhymes in the third-
year textbook of English, this research aims to expose this weakness –
mainly to novice teachers of English who are chiefly responsible for suc-
cessfully teaching this new foreign language to our elementary school-
children. In fact, this article has proven that teaching English vocabulary
in the classroom for young learners through songs not only increases the
rate of retaining various vocabulary items effortlessly, but also raises 
the pupils’ motivation to learn in a joyful, lively environment.

On the other hand, although our experiment was with only one
teacher and her two classes of third-year elementary level, we contend
that the findings of this study are replicable in other socioeconomic con-
texts; in other words, whether in rural or urban areas of Algeria, or in pri-
vate or public schools, young children will always love to learn English
through songs because it is amusing and cheerful. 

Indeed, this research targets novice teachers of English in Algerian el-
ementary schools, mainly those recruited without prior experience in teach-
ing children this foreign language. We also estimate that this study will
represent for other researchers a good perspective from which to embark
upon similar research so as to authenticate the present study’s findings. 

Funding: This research was funded by the research unit PRFU 2022.
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Abstract

Objectives of the study: The quest to establish how skits and comic illus-

trations have made an impact through healthy learning for social change

prompted this study that focuses on students of Rufus Giwa Polytechnic,

Owo, (RUGIPO) Ondo State. As a result, the research questions that guided

this study were: what is RUGIPO students’ extent of exposure to skits pro-

grams and educational comic illustrations? What are the health benefits of

their exposure to comedy skits and comic cartoons? What is the impact 

of skits and comic illustrations on the students’ lifestyles, and lastly, what

are the similarities and differences in the two media that determine their

transmedia rendering components.

Research method: The method used in this study is essentially a survey

method, which is crucial for obtaining opinions from the target popula-

tion. A descriptive research approach was also used in clarifying essential

concepts.

297
ISSN

 2543-7585     e- ISSN
 2543-8409



A brief description of the context: Transmedia storytelling is narration

across multiple media, each contributing to the story; in that regard, it be-

comes innovative. Skits with comic illustrations are forms of media that can

be used in the teaching process. Their core component is humor, very pop-

ular in Nigeria, which is experiencing all forms of social problems, also evi-

dent in academia. Social learning theory, developmental media theory and

the Socio-Ecological Model are the theoretical frameworks adopted in this

study. They are based on the media and also rooted in psychology and so-

ciology, thereby forming a background to ground the findings of the study.

Research findings: The findings revealed there is a great shortage of local

transmedia production, while the development of transmedia narratives is

a complex creative exercise from a technical point of view. However, the

more students read and watch humorous content through skits and comic

illustrations, the more they learn how to interact in their peer groups. Skits

and comic illustrations as a form of media remain influential.

Conclusions and recommendations: Both skits and comic illustrations rely

on humor. The study therefore explained that when exposed to both, the

health benefits are psychological and enhance mental health. Among

other things, it suggested that the National Orientation Agency of Nigeria

should adopt transmedia storytelling as a strategic tool to enhance their

sensitization campaigns. Creators of skits and comic illustrations are also

advised to consider native transmedia productions for wider reach and

positive social change.

Keywords: illustration, education, health, transmedia, comedy skits, social

change

Introduction

Society in recent times has been marked by a wide variety of chal-
lenges; regrettably, the people who are on the receiving end are the very
cause of most of the social problems common among youths. It is neces-
sary to change attitudes and beliefs, which is why continuous sensitization
is so important so that those concerned will keep learning to stay informed.
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A key environment for creating such re-orientation and shaping lives is the
institution of higher education, consisting of colleges and schools. Essen-
tially, concentration is vital to influence knowledge; one means of achiev-
ing this is by making the learning environment and the atmosphere
friendly, accommodating and safe. This is an area where humor as a tool in
education and learning is desirable. This is the quality of being amusing
through comedy: funny plays, light-hearted jokes, amusing dramas, etc.
Maslow, after all, summaries “humor and laughter as education in a palat-
able form” (Lowenstein & Bradshaw, 2004, p. 57). Strategically, the incor-
poration of humor into the dissemination of knowledge can be aided
through cartoons or illustrations, comic books, models (2D / 3D animated
series) and comedy skits; all of which are not only loaded with information,
but also have the qualities of “transmedia”: telling stories through multiple
forms. Skits, to clarify, are short theatrical episodes or literary works, which
according to Bravolol (2022), are often humorous. However, while some
concepts may not be easy to teach or learn through jokes, explaining ab-
stract ideas through humor, on the other hand, will obviously make more
sense for learning. Illustration is an effective teaching tool, as a visual aid for
learning, while it helps visual learners to comprehend ideas better with 
visual cues, charts etc. (Smith, 2019). Green and Myers (2010) reported sim-
ilar findings on visual aids in medical education, labeled as: “Graphic
Pathographies.” They found that visual stories help physicians understand
the patients’ experience of illness personally, by capturing their misunder-
standings about diseases that can hinder compliance and diagnosis. The
relevance of illustrations, whether comical or non-comical, is not restricted
only to health and schools. Satirical illustrations also have applications in all
walks of life, as they aim to correct social ills and thus teach good morals.
From a pedagogical point of view, transmedia narratives (through skits or
illustrations, etc.), which can currently be developed for the teaching-learn-
ing process, have evolved along with technological means (Amon, 2019).
This refers to technologies such as the Web/Internet, screens and other
media technologies. However, Fleming (2013) agreed that transmedia in
learning has an impact on the development of media literacy among learn-
ers. Interestingly, this can also have a direct or indirect impact on social
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change. Social change is believed to be “a process involving individuals,
communities or societies that enables them to adopt and sustain positive
behaviors” (Prostejov, 2019, p. 9); therefore, its goal is improving lives.

Essentially, this study it is beneficial not only for education, i.e. learn-
ing, but also for the media and health sector. On this note, with a view 
to promoting healthy academic life, the objectives of this study are to: 
(1) determine the extent of Rufus Giwa Polytechnic (RUGIPO) students’
exposure to skits programs and educational comic illustrations; (2) ex-
amine the health benefits of their exposure to comedy skits and comic
cartoons; and (3) to investigate if skits and comic illustrations have an im-
pact on students’ behaviors and lifestyles. Lastly, to examine the two
media (or media) through similarities and differences so as to determine
their components for transmedia adaptation. The site of the study is Rufus
Giwa Polytechnic in Owo, a town in Ondo State in southwestern Nigeria
that supports culture and education. Unfortunately, Rufus Giwa Poly-
technic, Owo, a public school owned by the state government (RUGIPO,
2021), has been reported to be involved in cultism, internet fraud and
union clashes (Johnson, 2021 & Abuja Reporters, 2019). These are social
problems that can completely derail a student from learning, and cer-
tainly learning is the primary reason for schooling. Therefore, this study
aims to look at comedy skits and comic illustrations (in light of the afore-
mentioned problems) especially since their core attribute is humor. This
will help draw logical conclusions about social change. This is particularly
relevant because these two media (illustrations and skits) can also serve
the purpose of transmedia narration. The question that prompted this
study is what role they have played in healthy learning practices.

Theoretical Framework

This study finds support in social learning theory, developmental 
media theory and a theory-based model called the Socio-Ecological
Model. The social learning theory provides ample evidence that even if
children and adults have not actually engaged in a behavior, they can learn 
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through imitation (Bandura, 1986). This theory, propounded by cognitive
psychologist Albert Bandura in 1986, is also known as the Social Cogni-
tive Theory. This theorist identifies 3 main processes involved in learning.
These are direct experience, indirect or vicarious experience from observ-
ing others (modeling), and storing and processing complex information
through cognitive operations (Bandura, 1986). In addition, for observa-
tional learning to take place, it requires attention, retention, reproduction
and motivation (from the learner) (Wood & Bandura, 1989). From this, it
follows that people reproduce the actual observed behavior, become more
attentive when motivated and thus learn and put the acquired knowledge
into practice. This theory is applicable to the present study, since creating
skits oftentimes involves mimicking a character in a funny manner to
achieve humor and convey a necessary message. Likewise, a character can
be mimicked through illustrative caricature, amusingly or otherwise, sim-
ply to convey a meaningful message. The recipient, consciously or sub-
consciously, may also copy the funny acts, thereby receiving the message
in a more flexible way, which facilitates understanding. As a result, imita-
tion, especially comical imitation, can help to foster learning and relieve
tension or invigorate and enliven a boring study/ class.

As for the development media theory, it is believed that the media
is a key player in the development of a nation and society. The media en-
capsulate all platforms (TV, radio, film, print and web, etc.) that dissemi-
nate information through content: music, graphics, skits, interactive
projects, cartoons and more. Shared information content makes society
(including the education sector) more vibrant and relevant in all spheres.
This theory is relevant to this study, especially since Nigeria is a develop-
ing country, thirsty for positive change and good morals amidst social
decay (Afolabi, Falade & Siyanbola, 2022) while illiteracy, which is still ev-
ident in society, also needs urgent attention. The idea is that even if the
media cannot bring a complete solution, they can serve as an instrument
to aid tangible results. Therefore, solutions to social challenges can be
obtained through one form of media or another, which is relevant to
learning, studying, training and relaxation. Creative information, such 
as skits and comical illustrations, is an entertaining form of relaxation. 
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It calms the nervous system, which is also good for health and well-being:
more reasons why media is a force to be reckoned with in terms of de-
velopment, not only socially, but also in terms of health.

The Socio-Ecological Model formalized as a theory in the 1980s ad-
dressed the complex interplay between factors that influence human be-
havior, which are individual, relational, community and societal factors
(Kilanowski, 2017). All of these factors can have both positive and nega-
tive effects; however, “social factors are sometimes the ‘enemies of
change,’ but can also support change” (Prostejov, 2019, p. 11). The rele-
vance of this theory to this study is that it emphasizes the effects of so-
cial factors, and lists the media as its examples: the media belong to the
fourth layer, the highest level (see Figure 1). From this perspective, it can
be deduced that the influence of the media with its content (comic illus-
trations, skits, etc.) on people is high, and being at the top, an individual
is least able to influence it (Prostejov, 2019), or rather reverse is the case.
The media in each of its forms is powerful, but the rate at which each plat-
form has the ability to influence varies. The theory, with regard to this
study, is also important in that it showcases many factors (see Figure 1)
that influence people in terms of adaptability and behavioral change.

Figure 1. The Socio-Ecological Model in hierarchical order reflecting 

drivers of change

Source: Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2022) and Prostejov (2019)
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Methodology

This study is primarily a survey, using a structured questionnaire 
as well as descriptive statistics (frequency, percentage and mean). The
components of skits and comic illustration were examined with the aid of
relevant visuals while relying on in situ, library research with a descriptive
research approach. According to Vijayamohan (2022), the descriptive re-
search method examines the background, details and existing pattern 
of a phenomenon to fully understand it. At the same time, it involves de-
scribing the behavior of the subject without influencing it in any way. 
Primary data was obtained through a closed-ended questionnaire. Sec-
ondary data was obtained from journals, conference materials, textbooks,
national newspapers, etc. for the qualitative aspect of the study. The total
study population is 8,550 comprising solely the students of RUGIPO. The
sample size comes from the Krejcie and Morgan standard table; while 
the total population exceeds 8,000, but not higher than 9,000. Thus, as
calculated in the table, 368 respondents are needed (see Table 1). A judg-
mental technique also known as purposive sampling was adopted, and
the students were selected randomly. Purposive sampling of the students
was also essential because it has been noted that it is among the younger
generations that many social vices occur (Johnson, 2021 & Abuja Re-
porters, 2019). 
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Table 1. Krejcie and Morgan’s Table             

N S N S N S

Note: N is population size, S is sample size.

Source: Krejcie & Morgan (1970)
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100
110
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170
180
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10
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32
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108
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127
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220
230
240
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290
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440
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480
500
550
600
650
700
750
800
850
900
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1000
1100

140
144
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175
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186
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201
205
210
214
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248
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260
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269
274
278
285

1200
1300
1400
1500
1600
1700
1800
1900
2000
2200
2400
2600
2800
3000
3500
4000
4500
5000
6000
7000
8000
9000

10000
15000
20000
30000
40000
50000
75000

1000000

291
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306
310
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317
320
322
327
331
335
338
341
346
351
354
357
361
364
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368
370
375
377
379
380
381
382
384



Research Instrument

Face and content validation of the questionnaire was conducted by
experts in health psychology, visual communication and media. The in-
strument was pilot tested using 40 respondents from another location,
not included in the study. Cronbach alpha reliability estimation was used
to determine the internal consistency of the items. The result yielded alpha
reliability estimate of 0.80, showing high internal consistency of the items;
thus the survey was shown to be valid and reliable. 368 copies of the ques-
tionnaire were distributed, 267 (about 73%) were duly retrieved.

Results and Discussion

Objective 1: determination of RUGIPO students’ rate of exposure to
skits and educational comic illustrations

Figure 2. Rate of RUGIPO’s students’ exposure to skits 

and educational comic illustrations

Source: researchers’ field research, 2021

The results in Figure 2 reveal that RUGIPO students are highly ex-
posed to humor through skits and comic illustrations. This is because
humor remains a core element of comedy that is an enlivening force 
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(National Open University of Nigeria, 2006). According to Bricker 1980
and Duncan, 1985, this makes skits and comic illustrations attractive for
viewers, while helping to promote and solidify valuable social norms (qtd.
in Kim & Plester, 2019, p. 3; Polimeni, 2016). In addition, skits and comic
illustrations are rich in social content, which can be either entertaining
or educational, or both at the same time, making them more frequently
consumed than other media programs. The reason for the high con-
sumption is also that illustrations help improve people’s observational
skills (Green and Myers, 2010). This is possible because illustrations create
a sense of balance, and when addressing the right audience, they add
personality to words for entertainment value (Smith, 2019). Not surpris-
ingly, the media is at the highest level of the socio-ecological model (see
Figure 1), and exerts great influence on people (Prostejov, 2019). Unfor-
tunately, in a private interaction with the respondents, they lamented
that despite their exposure to skits and comic illustrations, native trans-
media productions are very scarce.

Objective 2: the health benefits of exposure to comedy skits and 
cartoons.

Figure 3. Health benefits of exposure to skits 

and comic illustrations

Source: researchers’ field research, 2021
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A total of 241 respondents (Figure 3) agreed that skits and comic illus-
trations reduce boredom, make them more relaxed, and help improve their
academic performance. At the same time, a total of 219 students said that
skits reduce mental stress and make them more mentally fit (Figure 3). Suc-
cinctly, “humor reduces negative emotions… reading or viewing some-
thing humorous has a positive and energizing effect. It is beneficial to
people’s overall well-being” (Shatz, 2016). This position along with the re-
sults (Figure 3) are also in line with Paul Ojo’s study. The psychologist and
health analyst at the MUMS Foundation in Nigeria, explained that humor
strengthens our endocrine system, extending our life (Ojo, P. O., Personal
Communication, February 1, 2023). He showed that the precise health ben-
efit of being exposed to skits and comic illustrations is psychological, in
terms of enhancing mental health. This impacts perception, behavior, and
notably, cognition – the ability to absorb knowledge; when the brain is
calmed, learning becomes easy. Developmental media theory assumes
that the media are a key player in the development of society. It is obvious
from the findings that skits and comic illustrations, as a form of media, con-
tribute to the development of human health and well-being.

Objective 3: the impact of skits and comic illustrations on the lifestyles
and behaviors of RUGIPO students

Table 2. Impact of skits and comic illustrations on the lifestyles 

and behaviors of RUGIPO students

SA=strongly agree, A=agree, U=not sure, D=disagree, SD=strongly disagree

Source: researchers’ field research, 2021
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STATEMENT (Variable) SA A U D SD Total Mean Remark

Ideal lifestyles and acceptable 
moral standards are portrayed 
in skits and comic illustrations.

60
(22%)

106
(40%)

45
(17%)

26
(10%)

30 
(11%)

267
100%

3.52 Valid

Regular exposure to humor through 
cartoons and skit programs helps 
to shape my view of social behavior.

54
(20%)

176
(66%)

– 6
(2%)

31
(12%)

267
100%

3.80 Valid

The more I watch skits and view 
illustrations, the more I learn how 
to interact with my peers.

64
(24%)

165
(62%)

28
(10%)

4
(2%)

6
(2%)

267
100% 4.03

Valid



The results (Table 2) present the students’ responses as a unified
whole; the gist is simply that skits and comic illustrations serve more than
just entertainment. They also serve as tools to promote good morals for
social change, indigenous culture and strengthen Nigerian society. The
respondents are highly influenced by watching and reading humorous
content. Therefore, the more students watch skits and read or view com-
ical illustrations, the more they learn how to interact with their peers;
their views on social behavior become sharpened as good manners are
exemplified in the humorous material. Additionally, in order to say that a
respondent has a positive reaction towards the influence of skits and
comic illustrations, he or she must at least score a mean value of 3.0 or
higher. A variable with a mean below 3.0 is perceived negatively and
therefore invalid. This is in accordance with the calculations of Mzomwe,
Calkin & Respickius (2019) on the midpoint of a 5-point scale. Therefore,
all variables in Figure 4 are valid since they have a mean above 3.0, which
is consistent with the decision rule.

Figure 4. Mean of variables and corresponding percentages 

in order of importance

Source: researchers’ field research, 2021

For the sake of clarity, while all the variables/results in Figure 4 are sig-
nificant because they are valid, variable 3 remains the most important be-
cause of its highest percentage. This simply means that the more students
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read and watch humorous content through skits and comical illustrations,
the more they learn to interact with their peer groups. This can be ascribed
to the fact that modeling is another way of acquiring knowledge that is
quite appealing. The characters portrayed in either skits or cartoons are
models that can be mimicked, consciously or sub-consciously. The obser-
vational learning style or modeling is a technique put forward by social
learning theory and can be seen to have a positive effect. Justification for
the validity of all the variables in Figure 4 can also be attributed to the de-
velopmental media theory and the Socio-Ecological Model (SEM). The
media, from the point of view of SEM, is one of the other social factors that
influence human behavior, in which the media’s effect on people through
communication activities is high; making it a significant player in the de-
velopment of the nation and society at (Prostejov, 2019 & Oluwasola, 2020).
This seem indisputable since Johns Hopkins CCP (n.d.) also stressed that
the key to social and behavioral change is communication, which is crucial
in order to improve lives and overcome social barriers. The media is syn-
onymous with communication, and communication can be experienced
through skits with comical illustrations. These points therefore explain their
essence which is to communicate, entertain, and instill essential societal
values via salient information.

Objective 4: exploration of the two media for similarities and differ-
ences to determine their transmedia rendering components.

Skits and Comic Illustrations: Modes, Differences and Similarities
Respondents (RUGIPO students) took part in unstructured interviews

for researchers to learn about the components of skits they are exposed
to. They disclosed that many skits are accessed during live (social) events
on campus. They are often humorous, with themes focused on many im-
portant aspects of life; therefore, they are educational and entertaining.
In addition, noticeable features of skits include colorful costumes and the
use of the Owo (Yoruba) dialect to create comical effects. They hinted that
some of their lecturers also incorporate a humorous approach to make
their lectures more engaging and lively. Some also revealed that they
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sometimes go online to watch comedy skits by other Nigerian and inter-
national comedians. Skits are considered humorous sketches that come in
different modes. They can be used in film, performed on stage in live pro-
ductions, or incorporated into a teaching style. 

Based on these facts, components of skit were further examined in
comparison with another skit obtained from a Primary Health Center, 
in southwestern Nigeria.

In Figure 5 below, nurses in blue scrubs incorporated skits into the in-
structions, demonstrating different exercises for pregnant mothers. The
mothers, at different stages of pregnancy, were exercising excitedly, and
learning exercises for muscle fitness. It can be seen that the prenatal
classes (Figure 5), showcasing the components of skits, are a clear reflec-
tion of the skits witnessed by students of RUGIPO. The pregnant mothers
are happy with the humorous approach to learning (see Figure 5, frame
3). The scrubs of the nurses/midwives are the formal attire of medical pro-
fessionals, while they instructed (the pregnant women), in a live setting
(the clinic), exclusively in the Yoruba language. All of this perfectly cor-
roborated the respondents’ verbal account of the skit elements that ulti-
mately made their learning experience, both in the classroom and at
social gatherings, lively and educational.

Figure 5: Skits woven into ante-natal exercises for mothers 

at a public maternity clinic, Nigeria 

Source: Authors’ Archive. 2022
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Comics are illustrations used in print media, the Internet, and televi-
sion/film. Illustrations or cartoons come in either 2D (Figure 6) or 3D ver-
sions. 2D is a flat design, while 3D has length, width and depth (see the
foot on the last frame in Figure 6) which create a more realistic effect. 3D
work involves designing a model of an object/character with substantial
details. Technically, this is a mathematical simulation of a real 3D object
on a computer. Consequently, the model can be accessed from any point
of view, as it can be illuminated, textured and given the ability to move
and change (Brinkmann, 1999).

Figure 6: Educational comic illustration that RUGIPO students 

are exposed to, addressing moral and social issues. 

Source: Tunbe-D’s Comedy for RUGIPO Campus Magazine, 2023.

A creative comedy narrative or skit is characterized by humor. It must
have a first act or a full line of text (comparable to a beginning), a middle
(i.e., a development) and a “punchline” which is referred to as a resolution
(National Open University of Nigeria, 2006). Shatz (2016) notes that timing
is another element of a skit; apart from that, surprise is vital in the art of
storytelling. The point is to narrate from what the audience already knows
to what they do not expect; thus leading to a resolution they never thought
of (National Open University of Nigeria, 2006). This is sure to create an 
exciting atmosphere, as reflected in Figure 5. Visually, skits and comic illus-
trations rely on words: textual elements, monologues or dialogue (Fig-
ures 5 and 6). Skits can be developed into film; while 2D / 3D characters
can be created from such skits for other media. Concurrently, skits can be
transformed into cartoons, and cartoons can also be developed into skits.
This is underscored by the fact that “transmedia encompasses the entire
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spectrum of media platforms, as well as live events and installations”
(Ondine, 2013). Comic illustrations rely on color for visual appeal (Figure 6),
and skits also rely on the same through costumes (Figure 5). In produc-
tion to any compatible media format, both can be enhanced with com-
puter-generated effects for more comical effect.

Whereas comic illustrations require a flat surface (e.g., TV or paper, see
Figure 6) as a backdrop, skits take place on stage or live (Figure 5), except
for rendering into other media formats, such as film. Also, music can be
easily incorporated into skits, but is not applicable to illustrations intended
for print except for transfer to an audiovisual format that supports voice
and music components. Skits involve people as characters, while illustra-
tions are more of creatively drawn models. These glaring contrasts give
each medium the opportunity to have a visible impact on transmedia pro-
duction (Jenkins, 2007). Thus, it can be concluded that while the theme 
of each transmedia production may be the same, technically the approach
to rendering for media formats will always be different. In the same vein,
media elements have their own strengths for great communication effects
on their own, but when presented in multimedia form (i.e., through inte-
gration of different media elements), they are even more powerful. This is
another reason in favor of transmedia production, especially since this is its
emphasis. Transmedia storytelling supports and lives on multiple media, 
in which it is the process of extending original content to other platforms,
while new elements are introduced into narrative production (Hoon Park,
Jeehyun & Yongsuk, 2020). As a result, it creates a “world, a universe, where
the story is constructed like a puzzle, each part of which is independent
and can be consumed on its own” (Tellería & Prenger, 2019, p. 453). This
provides an intriguing new flavor of content worthy of being consumed for
both informational, educational and entertainment purposes. It also ex-
plains why while there is a common concept, transmedia is clearly differ-
ent from multimedia and cross-media. The latter simply means a story that
takes place exclusively in different media (Tellería & Prenger, 2019). All in
all, the giveaway is straightforward: telling stories with the aid of comedy
skits and comical illustrations can take the form of transmedia narrative,
which offers a more engaging and interactive form of media consumption.
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Interestingly, as posited by Geraghty, examples of interactive engagement
include: “mobile apps, websites, costume games (dressing up as charac-
ters), wikis and videos, as well as other forms of user-generated contents”
(qtd. in Leaning, 2017, p. 89); which in turn will help immerse audiences
more fully and completely in the world of transmedia storytelling. Unfor-
tunately, Leaning (2017) notes that such a transmedia environment, ob-
viously linear and non-linear, can still be problematic and contradictory
to media education. Even in the context of the pedagogical process, de-
spite its gains (i.e., transmedia), Amon (2019) maintains that transmedia
narrative is a rather difficult method. Additionally, while developing en-
gaging linear content is not easy, interactive composition (of stories) de-
signed for “transmedia” is even more complex (Pea, 1991).

Conclusion

Transmedia is “storytelling on the cusp of new possibilities” (Philips,
2012, p. 17), in which a variety of media are used for a specific narrative,
each with a significant impact on the narrative. Skits and comic illustra-
tions are perfect examples of media that can be adopted in this regard.
Both creators rely on humor as their core component while it has been
observed that native transmedia production is very rare, and from a tech-
nical point of view, transmedia development is not easy. The duo are
agents of transmedia production, as it supports the addition of new ele-
ments: text/sound, images, colors, etc. to enhance the storyline. Skits and
comic illustrations are needed as a means of reorientation to denounce
social vices, as well as to address the waning rich African culture; espe-
cially since research has proven that the duo is influential and thus ef-
fective in educating the public. Social ills are evident and rampant in
Nigerian academia, so the study focused on RUGIPO. It can be concluded
that the key reason why skits and comic illustrations stand out as a plat-
form for social change is that information conveyed through humor is
easily remembered and is always received with enthusiasm; thus, they
help to clearly understand ideas. However, they are needed in Nigeria 
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for sensitization campaigns, especially at a time when humorous content
is highly consumed. Concurrently, the primary health benefit of skits and
comic illustrations is that they have a psychological impact and, as a re-
sult, promote mental health in the learning process. Addressing social
defects in academia and society therefore requires the use of skits and
comic illustrations through transmedia storytelling. This study therefore
recommends that:

• Creators of skits and comic illustrations should consider native trans-
media productions, as this is the wish of the audience, but is missing.
Such content will appeal to the audience and also serve as a com-
munication solution. It will also help reach a more targeted audience
for social change.

• The technical aspects involved in adapting transmedia stories, given
their linear and non-linear nature, therefore require the involvement
of relevant media and visual design experts, including researchers
with a keen understanding of the language of the development and
production process.

• It is recommended that the National Orientation Agency (NOA) in
Nigeria recognize the importance of transmedia narratives and adopt
them as a strategic tool to enhance their sensitization efforts.

• Transmedia storytelling should be used to promote healthy learning
through the development of visual aids; incorporating appropriate
skits, illustrative stories and strategic media content as needed. In-
structional designers are therefore advised to be creative and inno-
vative.

• Finally, the Nigerian government is also committed to adequately
funding education so that institutions can invest in transmedia learn-
ing/education. Such education will help promote mental well-being
among students, and in return the positive change desired in the
broader society.

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The aims of this research are to conduct 

a comparison study between the level of communication and flexibility in

families with autistic children in two different geographical locations and

cultural contexts – California (USA) and Poland (Europe) – to address

whether the level of these two dimensions of family functioning are related

to the ego-resiliency of the parents, and additionally to discuss the practical

implications that can be drawn from the results.

Research methods: Communication and flexibility profiles in family func-

tioning were collected in Poland and California from September 2016 to

February 2018. Data on the similarities and differences between parents 
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of children with autism spectrum disorder in Poland (n=111) and California

(n=105) was collected using Olson’s FACES-IV. The Ego-Resiliency Scale was

also administered in methodologically standardized conditions and was em-

pirically analyzed along with controlled demographic variables.

A short description of the context of the issue: Family functioning and ego-

resiliency in families with children with autism are analyzed in this research.

The richness of interactions and connections within the family system sug-

gests that when explaining the relationships within the family system, 

the interpretation that is based on linear causality is abandoned and re-

placed by circular causality, which is the model of analysis utilized in this 

research project. The main goals of this research were to compare and con-

trast family functioning in two geographical locations and cultural contexts

and to show statistically significant differences between these two groups,

in order to better understand cultural variations and differences that may 

affect family functioning and ego-resiliency and to provide the different

groups with adequate, necessary support services.

Research findings: The results revealed statistically significant differences

in various dimensions of Family Communication and Flexibility between fam-

ilies of autistic children in California and Poland. With respect to both vari-

ables, higher scores were found in the California group. The flexibility results

in both groups were defined as flexible. However, in regards to family com-

munication, the result of the California group corresponded to higher stan-

dardized scores, whereas those of the group from Poland revealed moderate

standardized scores.

Conclusions and recommendations: Statistically significant positive corre-

lations were found in the variables of Flexibility and Family Communication

between Poland and California. The results of this research are critical, not

only from the perspective of scientific development (as similar studies have

not been conducted), but also for therapeutic and preventive reasons. They

suggest concentrating on preventive activities and aspects that are impor-

tant for the well-being of the parent as a person, as well as the entire family

system, especially the dimensions of communication in families with chil-

dren with autism spectrum disorder and the ego-resiliency of the parents.

However, further research is needed to specifically identify the differences
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between the groups based on various demographic variables. Additionally,

it is important to develop a practical model to support families with autistic

children and to address family satisfaction in intervention strategies, as well

as to consider the importance of support groups that may improve satisfac-

tion and ego-resiliency within the family system.

Keywords: ASD, flexibility and communication in the family system, educa-

tional relationships, family-educational institutional relationships

Introduction

Parenting is one of the most basic social roles in a person’s life. How-
ever, functioning within the family system is changing due to techno-
logical advances and cultural changes. Research that refers to the concept
of a systemic understanding of the family has been presented by Olson
and Goral (2003) and Margasiński (2011). The family is viewed as a sys-
tem and any changes within that system affects the whole family. The
family system is also dependent on all the elements within it. Thus, when
there is a change within an internal or external element, all the family
members are forced to adapt to the change. This adaptation is required
for optimal functioning in the family.

Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1984), the creator of the General Theory of
Systems, added to the 20th-century theoretical construct that a major
component of relationships is connecting a set of elements that comprise
and affect the whole system. This model proposes that dynamic interac-
tions exist between parts of the system, causing the elements examined
in isolation to behave differently than in the whole system that is com-
posed of them.

In the empirical sciences, psychology has accepted the concepts 
operationalized on the basis of the systems approach and cybernetics. Of
particular importance was the change in the perspective of describing 
the causes of mental disabilities and disorders from linear to relational. The
linear perspective was associated with the psychodynamic approach,
which assumes that behavior is caused by a specific fact related to the past.
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On the other hand, the relational perspective shifts the emphasis from
content to process, searching for the cause of the mental disruption or dis-
order in current, established patterns of interaction instead of in a spe-
cific past event or predisposition for dysfunction. Bertalanffy (1984) did
not analyze parts of a system separately, but focused on patterns of rela-
tionships within the system and interactions between systems. Systems
are characterized by comprehensiveness, totality, holism, and form. This
means that, as a result of the interaction of individual elements, a state
emerges from the system that is more important than the sum of its parts.

A microsystem is a certain pattern of activities, roles, and relation-
ships that a developing individual experiences in a specific environment
with specific physical and material properties. For a child, the microsys-
tem is primarily the environment of their family home, but it also includes
their peer group and educational team.

A mesosystem is a set of interrelations between various microsys-
tems in which the developing individual actively participates. For a child
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), this system is generally determined
by the interactions between the family and the educational system or be-
tween the family and educational and rehabilitation institutions. The
child’s special educational needs may modify the first type of interaction
and long-term cooperation with the educational and therapeutic team
may transform the meaning and criteria of medical and rehabilitation 
interventions. A common dilemma for teachers is resolving the issue of
priorities, determined by both educational goals verified by external ex-
aminations and by developmental and therapeutic goals.

A macrosystem is an extremely important level of the ecosystem, as
it determines the possibilities of action and the quality of functioning at
lower levels (e.g., it introduces criteria for rehabilitation and education
and their assessment). It is rarely the subject of scientific research.

The upbringing and care for a child born with a disorder is deter-
mined within the context of the functioning of the family system. Parents
generally experience some kind of mourning and grief following a diag-
nosis due to the child’s lost abilities or limited development. In these cir-
cumstances, it can be expected that the functioning of family members,
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understood as a whole system, changes. Not only are the roles of in-
dividual family members modified, but so are their functions and the 
expectations related to them, which in turn affects the emotional and 
cognitive bond between members of the whole family system. The peo-
ple who constitute a source of care and security in the family, most often
the parents or primary caregivers, maintain a balance or homeostasis
within the family, optimizing the quality of life of the system and its mem-
bers – assuming that they perform their functions properly. Cultural con-
ditions and various resources, including psychological ones, are important
considerations for parents to utilize in order to keep a balance within the
family system.

In this study, ASD is understood as a neurological developmental 
disturbance (Minshew et al., 2005) that is constitutionally conditioned
(Pellicano, 2008) and has biological factors that lead to developmental
abnormalities, which may also play an important role (Kishida et al., 2019).
Despite many years of research, it is assumed that ASD is an idiopathic
neurobiological disorder, the etiological factors of which remain largely
unknown. Due to the large diversity within the population of individuals
on the autistism spectrum, it is not possible to determine specific factors
responsible for the degree of functioning or the intensity of symptoms in
autistic individuals. Currently, the most popular basis for research on the
science of autism is related to the neurodevelopmental hypothesis.

Currently, both the APA (2013) and the World Health Organization
(WHO; 2018) report that autism occurs in approximately 1% of the world’s
population. A review of 71 studies measuring the prevalence of autism
spectrum disorder in 34 countries from 2012 to 2022 found an average
global ASD prevalence of 1% (Zeidan et al., 2022). A significant upward
trend is also observed in a review of studies covering demographic data
from 2000 to 2012, in which the rate was 0.62% (Elsabbagh et al., 2012).
This observed increase is not indisputably synonymous with an actual in-
crease in the number of individuals on the spectrum, as several cohort stud-
ies by Kadesjö Gillberg and Hagberg (1999) on all children born in 1985
and living in Karlstad, Sweden showed that ASD was found in approxi-
mately 1.21% of the population. Despite the small sample of 826 children,
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the research results may constitute an example of the prevalence of ASD
being comparable to current statistical data. 

Researchers studying children born in Denmark from 1980 to 1991
have demonstrated a relationship between the increase in the prevalence
of the disorder and changes in the diagnostic criteria. According to their
results, 60% of the factors responsible for the higher prevalence of ASD in
Denmark can be explained by the diagnostic system being updated from
the ICD-8 to the ICD-10 and data from discharge papers of individuals
using outpatient care being included (Hansen et al., 2015). Changes in 
diagnostic classifications and greater awareness of the occurrence and
characteristics of ASD are among the most frequently mentioned deter-
minants explaining the higher prevalence of ASD in the literature on the
subject (Fombonne, 2020; Matson & Kozlowski, 2011).

Contemporary research on the functioning of a family system with
autistic children indicates that in autistic individuals, anxiety is the most
common co-occurring mental health problem, appearing five times more
often than in the general population (Nimmo-Smith et al., 2020). Also, the
symptoms of anxiety disorders are more common in those on the spec-
trum who also have socioemotional and cognitive difficulties (Keefer et al.,
2018). A study by Boulter et al. (2014) conducted on children and adoles-
cents with ASD showed that the study group was characterized by a sig-
nificantly greater intensity of both anxiety and intolerance of uncertainty
(IU) than the control group. However, when the influence of IU was taken
into account, the difference in anxiety levels between the groups was no
longer significant, suggesting that IU may mediate the link between autism
and anxiety. Boulter et al. also proposed a causal mediational model in
which IU almost entirely mediated the relationship between ASD diagno-
sis and the higher level of anxiety compared to the general population. The
same conclusions were reported in a study by Maisel et al. (2016), which
found that IU partially mediated the relationship between autism symp-
toms and anxiety, explaining 36% of the total effect and serving not only
as a predictor of severe anxiety, but also as a mediator between these vari-
ables. Autism symptoms and alexithymia were discussed as prognostic fac-
tors for IU. The results of another study (Wigham et al., 2015) showed that
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both hyper- and hyposensitivity were significantly associated with repeti-
tive motor movements and insistence on identical behavior, with both 
of these relationships being mediated by anxiety and IU. A later study by
Neil et al. (2016), conducted using a control group, replicated the results
obtained by the previous Wigham et al. (2015) study, in which IU assumed
the role of a predictor for increased sensory sensitivity. These character-
istics show the importance of conducting comparative research on family
systems in different cultures, because contextual factors may also be im-
portant in planning effective forms of therapy for individuals with ASD.

During adolescence, parental stress is generated by the increased
burden of the child’s difficult behavior, difficulties in providing appro-
priate education and care, growing fears about the future resulting from
the child’s constant dependence, problems maintaining the continuity
of specialist care, and problems related to sexual maturation. Addition-
ally, in young people with developmental disorders attending main-
stream schools (especially high-functioning individuals), another factor
that can burden the entire family system is violence from peers.

The challenge for the family involves choosing the child’s educational
model and establishing the rules and values within the family. During this
time, parental tasks are focused on meeting the child’s needs and accom-
panying them in their development. It is important to adapt to many
changes and to prepare the child for life in an educational community.

The concept of ego-resiliency referred to in this article comes from
the ego-resiliency theory created by Jeanne and Jack Block (1980),
though they initially used the term “ego strength.” Ego-resiliency refers
to the ability of an individual to adapt to difficult situations and traumatic
events. It is a permanent resource used by the individual, where a person
faced with a difficult situation is able to use previously acquired knowl-
edge and adapt their cognitive patterns to cope with the difficult situa-
tion. According to researchers (Siu et al., 2009; Kaczmarek & Aleszczyk,
2013), ego-resiliency has a very significant impact on the level of satis-
faction during various periods of a person’s life. Mental resilience is de-
fined in the social sciences as a person’s ability to adjust the scope of their
self-control to the requirements of the situation. This personality feature
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plays a fundamental role in the process of effectively coping with the diffi-
culties of everyday life, including struggling with disabilities or abnor-
malities in a child’s development. This understanding of ego-resiliency
emphasizes the subjective nature of this concept.

The concept of mental resilience is also associated with another term,
utilized by various subdisciplines of modern psychology. It is known as
“flourishing,” and its popularity in science is related to the development
of positive psychology, among other things.

Resilience in the theoretical sense is a process, analyzed in the 
context of sudden crises/traumatic situations, with variable activation,
triggered by resiliency, which activates related resources to cope with 
a difficult situation. Ogińska-Bulik and Juczyński (2008) also conceptual-
ized resilience as a disposition that is important in the process of coping
with everyday stress and traumatic events. The authors emphasize the
subjective nature of this concept by using the term resiliency.

In the process approach, resilience is a transaction taking place over
time between an individual’s disposition and the conditions of the situa-
tion. A situation that is stressful for an individual means, in cognitive
terms, that it is categorized in the process of a primary cognitive assess-
ment as burdening or exceeding their resources and threatening their
well-being (Heszen & Sęk, 2007). If the situation involves a coping process,
which means effort and coping with the situation, then resiliency deter-
mines whether the individual will be able to bear this effort and whether
coping with stress will be effective. This approach is closest to the real
functioning of resilience. Reality is related to the fact that the individual’s
dispositions, which include resilience, are revealed when confronted with
a specific difficult situation in the coping process. An adequate approach
to this process requires measurement over time of both the individual’s
ownership and the situation, as well as the transactions between them.

Ego-resiliency is associated with a person’s disposition and specific
skills. These include the ability to positively re-evaluate reality in any tem-
poral aspect, the capacity for gratitude – which is important in consid-
ering the past – the ability to enjoy life, and the ability to be optimistic,
also in terms of anticipating future difficulties.
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Purpose and methodology

The most important aim of this research study was to compare and
characterize the functioning profiles of families raising autistic children in
California (USA) and in Poland in accordance with the Ego-Resiliency
Scale of the parents, along with the demographic and cultural conditions
in which they live. Due to the available norms for the population of
healthy individuals with which the parents with ASD children were com-
pared, the control group in this study was waived.

A questionnaire was distributed to the parents regarding demo-
graphic and cultural variables in addition to Olson’s (2000) Flexibility and
Cohesion Evaluation Scales-IV (FACES-IV) and the Ego-Resiliency Scale by
Block and Kremen (1996).

Olson’s (2000) Flexibility and Cohesion Evaluation Scales-IV
(FACES-IV)
FACES-IV is based on the theoretical assumptions created by Olson

(2000) and is presented as the Circumplex Model of Marriage and Family
Systems. It includes three key concepts for understanding family function-
ing: consistency, flexibility, and communication. The main assumption of
the Circumplex Model indicates that balanced levels of consistency and flex-
ibility are conducive to the beneficial functioning of the family. Unbalanced
levels of consistency and flexibility (very low or very high) are associated
with problematic family functioning. Olson’s Circumplex Model is one of the
few holistic theoretical concepts of the family to offer tools for measuring its
constructs. The main variables that make up the Circumplex Model are con-
sistency, flexibility, communication, and satisfaction in family life.

Olson (2000) also proposes in his model three levels of family cohe-
sion: unbound, balanced coherence, and confusion. The cohesion indi-
cators include mutual emotional closeness, the quality of psychological
boundaries between family members, the existence of coalitions, the
amount of time spent together, common interests and forms of rest, 
the size of a circle of mutual friends, and the degree of consultation with
other family members regarding decision-making. Coherence is defined
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as the emotional bond between family members (Olson & Goral, 2003).
Family relationships with an extremely high level of coherence express con-
fusion of the relationships or are unbound when there is non-commitment
or relationships without bonds. Members of entangled systems are very
emotionally dependent on each other, and the affective states of the in-
dividual are often shared by the whole system or, in unbound families,
there is no bond. Tangled systems discourage children from spontaneously
and autonomously learning about the world and dealing with the natural
problems of life, which complicates children’s development in all areas.

By analogy, and for consistency, Olson also gives three levels of fam-
ily flexibility: rigid, balanced flexibility, and chaotic. Flexibility means the
quality and degree of changes taking place in systems related to leader-
ship and the roles/principles of mutual relationships and resulting from
negotiations between family members. The imbalance of elasticity may
manifest itself in the form of extremely high elasticity (defined as chaotic
family relationships) or extremely low elasticity (classified as rigid family
relationships).

Olson and Goral (2003) define family communication as the ability 
of a given partner or family system to communicate positively. Commu-
nication in the family is related to the act of familiarizing family members
with information, plans, thoughts, and feelings, (i.e., a broad repertoire
of phenomena represented by the functioning system). The ability to
communicate positively provides a change in the coherence and flexi-
bility of the family system. On the other hand, satisfaction with family life
determines the extent to which family members feel happy and fulfilled.
Coherence, flexibility, and their dimensions were presented by Olson
using the Circumplex Model. However, communication and satisfaction
with family life are not graphically reflected in this model.

FACES-IV is a questionnaire composed of 62 items which comprise
eight scales. The main scales of the Circumplex Model include two Bal-
anced Scales – Balanced Coherence and Balanced Flexibility – and four
Unbalanced Scales: Disengaged, Enmeshed, Rigid, and Chaotic. The re-
maining scales are Family Communication and Family Satisfaction, which
are called evaluation scales.
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The Ego-Resiliency Scale by Block and Kremen (1996)
According to the authors of this short, but aptly researched tool, peo-

ple differ in the extent to which they consciously control their own emo-
tional states and behavior. Block defines ego-resiliency as adaptive
flexibility resulting from the ability to adjust the level of control to the sit-
uation (Letzring et al., 2005). The higher the ego-resiliency, the greater
the ability to modulate self-control depending on the possibilities and
needs of a particular situation. This can improve emotional regulation, in-
cluding the regulation of positive emotions.

Research problem and hypotheses

Based on the analysis of the literature on the subject and taking into
account the theoretical assumptions discussed in the introduction, the
following research questions were formulated:

1. What is the functioning profile of families of children with autism in
California and in Poland? Are there statistically significant differences
between the functioning of families with children with autism in Cal-
ifornia and in Poland?

2. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the function-
ing profile of families of children with autism and the ego-resiliency
of the parents?

3 What practical implications can be drawn from this research project? 

Using the research questions, the following hypotheses were for-
mulated:

Hypothesis 1: The profile of family functioning in the dimensions of
Flexibility and Family Communication among the parents of children with
autism in California is more favorable than the results of the Polish group.
There are statistically significant differences in these scales between the
parents of children with ASD in Poland and in California.
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Hypothesis 2: The ego-resiliency of the parents in both California
and Poland positively correlates with the FACES scales of Flexibility and
Family Communication and negatively correlates with the FACES scale of
Disengaged.

Justification for the hypotheses

The assumptions of systemic theories (Olson, 2000) indicate that
changes affecting one family member affect the functioning of the en-
tire family system. Lewandowska-Walter et al. (2014) examined children
with disabilities in terms of the balance of the family system, which also
included life satisfaction, well-being, and styles of coping with stress. They
concluded that mothers from balanced families perceive the family sys-
tem as more coherent and flexible than mothers from family systems
identified as unsustainable. Mothers from unbalanced systems achieved
significantly higher scores on the Unbound, Confusion, and Chaotic
FACES scales and presented significantly lower satisfaction with family
life than mothers from balanced family systems.

Many researchers (Dempsey & Keen, 2008; Dunst et al., 2014) indi-
cate that parents experience fulfillment in parenting and the develop-
ment of self-esteem when their child is developing typically. This has also
been confirmed by research conducted on various groups of parents of
children with disabilities (Gerc, 2009; Gerc & Kużniar, 2015; Gerc & Jurek,
2015). However, the context of a child’s disability modifies the quality of
life of the parents, especially mothers, thereby introducing new condi-
tions. The disorder and the therapy process has a functional impact on
the child and their family. These hypotheses are also justified in numerous
studies (Lemanek, 1994; Pisula, 2007; Wiegner & Donders, 2000).

Families of people with autism often share the experience of isola-
tion from the rest of society. In 2009, at the University of San Diego (Cali-
fornia), the Department of Physical Cultural Education, in cooperation
with the Autism Tree Project Foundation (ATPF), launched an innovative
program that involves university athletes working with children with
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autism. The program was developed by the ATPF, which was founded in
2003 in San Diego. The aim of the ATPF is to raise awareness of autism, to
help specific families of people with this disorder, and to promote early
identification of autism in children. Additionally, the ATPF aims to present
the achievements of those people with ASD who seem to have a favor-
able prognosis for the future. As a result of many services and materials, as
well as the work of various organizations, children with ASD in California
have the opportunity to participate more freely in cultural and sports
events and to express their interests and potential. Validating their abilities
rather than their limitations allows them to transcend their own barriers
and thereby improve the overall quality of their lives, as well as the qual-
ity of life of those who are part of their ecosystem (Novak, 2017).

Characteristics of the study group

For the purposes of this research study, people were randomly and
purposefully selected for the study group. After obtaining the appropri-
ate consent from the Research Ethics Committee, the researchers included
105 randomly selected families of children with ASD aged 4–17 years old
and under the care of the ATPF and 111 parents of children with ASD 
in the same age group from southern Poland receiving support from re-
gional public specialist clinics. Approximately 74% of the participants
were mothers, with the remaining being fathers of autistic children. In
terms of the educational level of the parents in the group from California,
47% of the respondents had an advanced degree and 33% had gradu-
ated from college. In terms of their economic resources, 58% earn an an-
nual income of $100,000 or more. In terms of ethnicity, the majority of
the respondents (59%) were white and when it comes to marital status,
71% were married to their first spouse. In the group of respondents from
Poland, approximately 60% described their financial status as average,
while 8% estimated it as high. All respondents from Poland were white
and 82% were married.
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Analysis of results

Percentiles for the study group were calculated and statistical analy-
sis of the results was performed. The results were checked for a normal
distribution (Kolmogorov–Smirnov and Shapiro–Wilk tests). After deter-
mining the characteristics of the distribution (for a normal distribution, 
a correlation study was carried out with Pearson’s r coefficient), the sig-
nificance of differences between the independent groups in the selected
variables was also checked (t-test). For results without a normal distribu-
tion, the Mann–Whitney U test was used to determine the significance
of differences between the groups and Spearman’s rho test was used to
measure correlations.

Results

Tables 1 and 2 present the FACES-IV results in both groups, while
Table 3 summarizes the profiles of family functioning, representing the
converted results.

Table 1. FACES-IV results of the group of parents with children with autism

from California (n=105)
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FACES-IV Dimensions Mean SD Percentile Results

Cohesion 29.841 4.076 68 Very Connected

Flexibility 26.612 4.313 60 Flexible

Disengaged 13.771 4.234 18 Very Low

Enmeshed 15.267 4.022 24 Very Low

Rigid 19.895 4.457 34 Low

Chaotic 14.925 4.965 20 Very Low

Family Communication 38.733 7.003 61 High

Family Satisfaction 34.906 7.785 35 Low



Table 2. FACES-IV results of the group of parents with children with autism

from Poland (n = 111)

Table 3. Comparative analysis of the converted results (percentiles) 

of the group of parents with children with ASD in California (n=105) 

and in Poland (n=111)
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FACES-IV Dimensions Mean SD Percentile Results

Cohesion 25.901 5.619 58 Connected

Flexibility 22.973 5.357 50 Flexible

Disengaged 21.559 6.432 45 Moderate

Enmeshed 14.703 4.199 24 Very Low

Rigid 18.612 4.454 32 Low

Chaotic 18.595 5.526 34 Low

Family Communication 32.847 9.637 36 Moderate

Family Satisfaction 33.532 8.567 30 Low

FACES-IV Dimensions Characteristic Results 
California

Characteristic Results
Poland

Percentile

Cohesion Very Connected Connected 68 vs. 58

Flexibility Flexible Flexible 60 vs. 50

Disengaged Very Low Moderate 18 vs. 45

Enmeshed Very Low Very Low 24

Rigid Low Low 34 vs. 32

Chaotic Very Low Low 20 vs. 34

Family Communication High Moderate 61 vs. 36

Family Satisfaction Low Low 35 vs. 30



In order to verify the first research hypothesis about the functioning
profiles of families in the two study groups, where the results were dis-
tributed close to the normal distribution, Student’s t-test was used; in the
case of variables with a non-normal distribution, the Mann–Whitney U
test was used. The results of the analysis are illustrated in Figures 1–4. For
the dimension of Flexibility, the t-coefficient reached the level of a sta-
tistically significant difference between the groups (t=5.48; p<0.0001).
Therefore, the existence of a statistically significant difference between
the groups in terms of the variable Flexibility was confirmed.

Figure 1. Comparative analysis of the results for the variable Flexibility 

of parents of children with ASD in California (n=105) 

versus those in Poland (n=111) 

The statistical analysis for the dimension of Rigid revealed a statisti-
cally significant difference between the groups (t=2.11; p=0.035), thus
confirming the existence of a statistically significant difference between
the groups of parents for this variable.
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Figure 2. Comparative analysis of the results for the variable Rigid 

of parents of children with ASD in California (n=105) 

versus those in Poland (n=111) 

A statistically significant difference was also confirmed for the di-
mension of Chaotic, where the t coefficient reached the level of statistical
significance for the difference between the groups (t=-5.19; p<0.0001).

Figure 3. Comparative analysis of the results for the variable Chaotic 

for parents of children with ASD in California (n=105) 

versus those in Poland (n=111) 
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The t coefficient also reached the level of statistical significance for
the difference between the groups in the dimension of Family Commu-
nication (t=5.11; p<0.0001).

Figure 4. Comparative analysis of the results for the variable Family 

Communication of parents of children with ASD in California (n=105) 

versus those in Poland (n=111) 

For the dimension of Disengaged, the Mann–Whitney U test coeffi-
cient (a non-parametric test) was used due to the lack of a normal distri-
bution of this variable. The value did not reach the level of statistical
significance. Therefore, no statistically significant difference between the
groups of parents in terms of the variable Disengaged was confirmed. 

By confirming the existence of statistically significant differences in
the various dimensions of family functioning from the FACES scales of Flex-
ibility, Rigid, Chaotic, and Family Communication between families with
children with autism in California and in Poland, the first hypothesis was
partially confirmed, as statistical differences were found in the results for
the FACES dimensions of Flexibility and Family Communication. However,
Hypothesis 1 was not confirmed in relation to the dimension Disengaged.

The results of this study regarding the ego-resiliency of parents of
children with ASD in California (M = 43.13; SD = 5.69) in comparison to the
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available norms for the American population are generally favorable and
indicate high results among the respondents. Parents of children with ASD
in the California study group were found to have good adaptation and
ego-resiliency. It should be noted that the results of the study group from
Poland in Ego-resiliency were slightly lower (M=35.77; SD=4.24).

In the next stage of the statistical analysis, after analyzing the distri-
bution of results in the group of parents from California, the distribution
of the variable Ego-resiliency and selected correlated variables related to
the FACES-IV scales were confirmed to be normal. In the group of parents
from Poland, the distribution of analogous variables in relation to the vari-
ables Family Communication and Disengaged be different from normal.
The focus was on checking the relationship between the ego-resiliency
of the parents of children with ASD and selected dimensions of family
functioning (FACES-IV).

In accordance with the second hypothesis, the relationship between
the ego-resiliency of the parents in both countries and the variables op-
erationalized by the results of selected FACES subscales (Flexibility, Fam-
ily Communication, and Disengaged) was verified.

Tables 4 and 5 present the results of the analyzed variables in the
two study groups, taking into account the statistical indicators used (Pear-
son’s r and Spearman’s rho), according to the distribution of variables.

Table 4. Correlation of Ego-resiliency (M=43.13; SD= 5.69) 

of parents in California with selected variables 

operationalized by the FACES-IV scales

As shown in Table 4, the parents of children with ASD in California
demonstrated a positive relationship between the variables Ego-re-
siliency, Flexibility, and Family Communication. However, the existence

339Krzysztof Gerc, Jean M. Novak, Marta Furman
Functioning of the Family System With an Autistic Child: A Comparative Study

Between Poland and California, USA 
(pp. 321–355)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409

Variable Value of Pearson’s r p-value

Flexibility 0.274 0.005

Family Communication 0.259268 0.008

Disengaged -1.46 0.14



of a relationship between the ego-resiliency of the parents and the vari-
able Disengaged was not confirmed.

The confirmed statistically significant correlations of Ego-resiliency
and selected variables of family functioning in the group of Californian
parents are illustrated in Figures 5 and 6.

Figure 5. Scatterplot of Ego-resiliency in relation to the variable 

Flexibility among the parents from California 

Figure 6. Scatterplot of Ego-resiliency in relation to the variable 

Family Communication among the parents from California
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Table 5 presents data relating to the study of the relationships be-
tween the variables Ego-resiliency and Flexibility and the dimensions
Family Communication and Disengaged in the Polish group.

Table 5. Correlation of Ego-resiliency (M=35.77; SD=4.24) of the parents 

in Poland with selected variables operationalized by the FACES-IV scales

1 Pearson’s r coefficient, 2 Spearman’s rho coefficient

As a result of the statistical analysis using Pearson’s r, a correlation
between Ego-resiliency and Flexibility was confirmed and the Spearman
test confirmed the existence of a correlation between the variables Ego-
resiliency, Family Communication, and Disengaged. The statistically sig-
nificant correlations between Ego-resiliency and selected variables of
family functioning among the Polish parents of children with ASD are il-
lustrated in Figures 7–9.

Figure 7. Scatterplot of Ego-resiliency in relation to the variable 

Flexibility in the Polish group

341Krzysztof Gerc, Jean M. Novak, Marta Furman
Functioning of the Family System With an Autistic Child: A Comparative Study

Between Poland and California, USA 
(pp. 321–355)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409

Variable Coefficient Value Correlation p-value

Flexibility 0.2521 0.01

Family Communication 0.8042 0.0001

Disengaged -0.4482 0.0001



Figure 8. Scatterplot of Ego-resiliency in relation to the variable 

Family Communication in the Polish group

Figure 9. Scatterplot of Ego-resiliency in relation to the variable 

Disengaged in the Polish group

Therefore, the analysis partially confirmed the second hypothesis.
Only in the California group was no correlation found between the vari-
able Ego-resiliency and the dimension Disengaged, which characterizes
the profile of family functioning.
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Discussion of results

David Olson’s Circumplex Model (Olson & Goral, 2003) is helpful in
understanding the connection between the relationships between fam-
ily members and the behavior of individuals in the family system. The
model of family functioning used in the research is based on systems
thinking, pointing to the three main dimensions of family life: cohesion,
flexibility, and communication. The first two are basic aspects of describ-
ing a family, while communication is a specific dimension. Cohesion is de-
fined as the emotional bond between family members (Olson, 2011) and
includes the amount of time spent together, common interests, the pres-
ence of common friends, and the degree to which other members are in-
volved in decision-making. This dimension ranges from unrelatedness on
one end, through balanced coherence, to entanglement on the other end
(Margasiński, 2015). Flexibility is a dimension that encompasses the abil-
ity to adapt to various changes in the family. Flexibility includes scope of
leadership, roles taken on by family members, and negotiation skills. Flex-
ibility ranges from rigidity on one end, through balanced flexibility, to
chaos on the other end. The third dimension of the model is communi-
cation. This area describes the family’s ability to communicate effectively.
It refers to sharing thoughts, feelings, plans, and information with other
family members. Family communication occupies a continuum from poor
to very effective. Most importantly, the effectiveness of communication
can change family cohesion and flexibility.

This study confirmed the existence of statistically significant differ-
ences between selected dimensions of the functioning of families with
children with autism in California and Poland on the following scales: Flex-
ibility, Rigid, Chaotic, and Family Communication. The assessment of the
family functioning was determined by the dimensions of Cohesion and
Flexibility. Despite the differences between the groups of parents from
California and Poland, very high or high cohesion and high flexibility were
observed. Family relationships in both study groups indicated that the
boundaries of the family system are flexible, which favors the changing
requirements of the developing family members and creates conditions
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for adaptation to external conditions. On the other hand, “rigid” bound-
aries would imply an impeded flow of information between subsystems
and emotional exchange within the system. Additionally, “disengaged”
usually coincides with emotional coldness, risking rejection of the child.
“Cohesion,” presented in the study by the balanced cohesion subscale and
the family cohesion index, facilitates close contact with an autistic child.
Due to the fact that accepting a child seems to be adaptive and beneficial
for the family system, the families in this study can be considered func-
tional. For example, the majority of parents may perform parental tasks in
a manner that is consistent with the cultural role assigned to them. On the
other hand, it is worth noting that other researchers (Olson, 2011; Marga-
siński, 2015) indicate that the most effective families are characterized by
moderate cohesion and flexibility with the highest quality of communi-
cation. In other words, too little or too much cohesion, as well as too little
or too much flexibility, can cause dysfunctions in the family system.

The first hypothesis in this research assumed the existence of differ-
ences in the dimensions of Flexibility and Family Communication; this re-
sult was confirmed. However, in relation to the dimension Disengaged,
it was not confirmed.

The statistical analysis revealed a statistically significant difference be-
tween the groups of parents in terms of the variable Rigid. It is worth not-
ing that in both study groups, when converted into standardized units,
the overall result was considered favorable. The Rigid dimension is also as-
sociated in research with specific personality traits of parents. The func-
tioning of the family system depends on many factors, both social and
psychological.

Roskam, Raes, and Mikolajczak (2017) conducted research on parental
burnout and developed a scheme for balancing between risk and re-
sources in parenting. They proved that certain factors, such as support, can
potentially protect against parental burnout. However, a lack of support,
according to the researchers, entails the risk of exhausting the parents’
strength.

In the dimension of Chaotic, the surveyed parents from California
obtained a very low result and the Polish group a low result. In this case,
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a statistically significant difference was found between the study groups.
This also occurred for the dimension of Family Communication, which was
found to be high in the California group of parents and moderate in the
parents from Poland. As previously mentioned, a high level of communi-
cation is particularly beneficial for the effective functioning of the family
system. This was not recorded in the group from Poland, which may indi-
cate a certain risk factor for these family systems.

For the dimension of Disengaged, the coefficient in the Mann–Whit-
ney U test did not suggest a statistically significant difference between
the groups. Therefore, the existence of a statistically significant difference
between the groups in terms of the variable Disengaged was not con-
firmed. Nonetheless, a difference was noted in the standardized results:
very low in the Californian versus moderate in the Polish families.

The results for the ego-resiliency of parents of autistic children in Cal-
ifornia compared to the current norms for the American population were
generally favorable and indicate positive, high results. Although the results
of the Polish study group were slightly lower, they were not significantly dif-
ferent. The results for both groups therefore indicate relatively good psy-
chological adaptation among the parents of autistic children from both
groups. Ego-resiliency is a personality factor, so even the occurrence of 
a difficult situation such as a child’s disability does not differentiate the in-
tensity of these features in parents of autistic children between the groups.

The results partially confirmed the second hypothesis, regarding the
relationship between the ego-resiliency of the parents in California and
in Poland. A positive relationship within the results of the Flexibility 
and Family Communication scales and a negative correlation with the re-
sults of the Disengaged scale were expected. The statistical analysis found 
a positive correlation of ego-resiliency with the dimensions of Flexibility
and Family Communication, which was confirmed in both groups of par-
ents. However, in the California group, no correlation was found in rela-
tion to the variables of ego-resiliency of the parent or the dimension
Disengaged, which characterizes the profile of family functioning. On the
other hand, a negative correlation indicated in the second hypothesis
was found in the Polish group.
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The individual characteristics of parents influence the course of par-
enting (Olson & Goral, 2003; Pisula, 2007; Margasiński, 2011; Lewandowska-
-Walter et al., 2014; Dempsey & Keen, 2008; Dunst et al., 2014). Certain 
features of the family system may also constitute a protective factor. 
Mikolajczak (2020) showed that parents who strive to be perfect parents
or those who use incorrect parenting practices are the most at risk for
parental burnout. A study on Finnish families, for example, showed that
the higher the level of socially imposed perfectionism, the higher the
level of parental burnout (in families with both able-bodied and healthy
children). An additional reinforcing factor is self-directed perfectionism
(Sorkilla, 2020). Both groups of parents that were studied used a perma-
nent system of professional institutional support and were aware of their
personal parental tasks, as well as having access to proven and scientifi-
cally confirmed therapeutic methods. This indicates that the quality of
support available in both environments may contribute to the relatively
favorable results of family functioning in both study groups, and it was
found to be more positive among the parents from California. It is also
worth noting that Roskam et al. (2021) published the results of a study
on parental burnout conducted in 42 countries. Poland was at the fore-
front of this study, according to which approximately 8% of Polish par-
ents, mainly with normally developing children, experienced complete
parental burnout. More severe burnout was observed in younger mothers
in comparison to fathers, in nuclear as compared to extended families,
and in single-parent families. The reasons for such a high level of parental
burnout were related to various features of society and the low availabil-
ity of personal social support. It can therefore be assumed that the cul-
tural, economic, and political changes in Poland that have taken place
over the last 30 years constitute a specific and important context that ex-
plains some of the differences confirmed in the FACES-IV results between
parents of autistic children in California and Poland.

Social support is sometimes defined as an active interaction be-
tween the supporting person and the supported person, and research
on the importance of social support indicates that people who have the
support of family and friends and/or belong to an organization and are
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under its care have better health and well-being. They are able to cope
better with stressful situations (Roskam & Mikołajczak, 2017). When ana-
lyzing social support, it is important to divide support into structural and
functional elements. The structural, quantitative approach assumes that
it is beneficial for a person to be able to turn to a group of people. Fea-
tures of support networks include availability, coherence, homogeneity,
prosocial skills, and most importantly, altruism. In the structural approach,
the research subject is rather sources of support. One of the classification
systems suggests familial sources of support (spouse, children, parents,
siblings, and distant relatives), friendly and social sources, and neighbors.
Natural sources of support are more effective and beneficial due to their
lack of stigma and availability. Other important factors in the effective-
ness of help are the similarity of the situation and the problem of the sup-
porter and the supported. This emphasizes the importance of a support
group, such as the Autism Tree Project Foundation (ATPF), from which the
surveyed parents from California were recruited. The qualitative approach
emphasizes the interaction and process of exchanging certain goods. 
The main goal of such an interaction is to reduce stress and create a sense
of security and hope. This support may exist between groups, between
a group and an individual, or between a couple (dyad).

The creators of the parental burnout model, Mikolajczak and Roskam
(2018), indicated that it is worth looking for situations that would help to
maintain balance in the family system by increasing resources or reduc-
ing the importance of stressors. It emphasizes, among other things, the
need for a high level of communication within the family.

A negative assessment of the family system occurs when parents 
are unable to perform their parenting role as well as they might have, due
to chronic fatigue, parental stress, lack of resources, or lack of support. This
aspect was not observed in this study among the groups of parents. 
The most common type of support experienced by parents of autistic 
children in this study was emotional support, which involves expressing
care and thereby results in improved well-being, higher sense of hope,
and higher self-esteem. The informational support they receive regu-
larly involves exchanging information that helps them better understand
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difficult situations and share their own experiences. Instrumental support
includes behaviors that directly help parents of autistic children solve cur-
rent problems and meet their specific needs.

There is an awareness of the existence of a division of support ac-
cording to the criteria for assessing the availability and receipt of support.
The issue revolves around perceived social support and received social
support. The former is a subjective assessment of the availability of sup-
port. It is a matter of feeling loved and appreciated by other people, and
therefore the belief that you can count on help from specific people. This
aspect was not addressed in this research, but is planned to be included in
subsequent studies, verifying whether and how knowledge and belief 
in the availability of one’s support network are related to the functioning
of one’s family system. It is necessary to decide whether social support has
a preventive effect (on the basis of a direct effect), regardless of the level
of parental stress, or whether support is an intermediary variable between
the situation and its consequences for human health and well-being.

Modern-day parents, including parents of autistic children, should
have flexibility and openness when raising a child. It seems that there is
no one right model to strive for that can be applied to every child or every
situation, including a child with a disability. It is important to carefully
adapt individual parenting approaches for the developing child in various
social situations. Appelt (2020) proposes calling such an upbringing
model developmental parenting, in which development occurs in both
the child and the parent. It is often emphasized that the difficulty of par-
enting in the 21st century stems not only from the lack of standards for
a new type of family, but also from the lack of model behaviors for “new”
parenting. It involves loss and uncertainty. The expectation of 21st-cen-
tury parenting is undoubtedly expert parenting. This also applies to par-
ents of children with disabilities. It may be an opportunity, but also can
be threatening. Modern parents are looking for answers to the questions
and challenges that modern parenting poses to them. It is important that
the support they receive is appropriate to their needs in order to ensure
educational success. By achieving this type of success, the parent gains 
a sense of parental competence, which they are deprived of when their
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child’s behavior differs significantly from what is expected. Satisfaction
depends on how the parent evaluates the child’s behavior (Vukušić, 2018).
This study indicates that cultural differences, although revealed in the
characteristics of the family systems of parents of children with ASD in
two geographically and economically distant countries, are not associ-
ated with negative aspects of the family profile.

Results/Conclusions:

1. The results of the family functioning profiles in the study groups of
parents of children with autism are generally positive, especially 
in the dimensions of Cohesion and Flexibility (Balanced Scales). Sta-
tistically significant differences were obtained between various di-
mensions of Family Communication and Flexibility of families with
autistic children in California and Poland. With respect to both vari-
ables, higher scores were found in the California group. However, in
terms of the Flexibility results, both groups were defined as flexible.
With regard to Family Communication, the result of the California
group corresponded to standardized high scores, whereas the scores
of the Polish group were moderate.

2. The existence of statistically significant relationships (nonparamet-
ric testing) in the patterns of functioning in families with autistic chil-
dren and the ego-resiliency of the parents were confirmed between
Poland and California:

• Cohesion – positive correlation
• Flexibility – positive correlation
• Disengaged – negative correlation
• Chaotic – negative correlation
• Family Communication – positive correlation

As a result of the above conclusions, it seems apparent that when
working with an autistic child, specialists should not focus only on sup-
porting and describing the child’s functioning, as the direct subject of their
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influence, but also on helping and addressing the needs of the parents/care-
givers and the entire family system in which the child is being raised.

The focus of future research on families of autistic children, in terms
of family systems, would be to analyze not only the characteristics of ego-
resiliency of the parents, but also parental attitudes, parental resources 
or lack thereof, the personality traits of these parents, and their style of
coping with stress. This additional type of analysis would take into account
the mediating and moderating role of these variables, which may have 
a potential relationship with the overall functioning in the family. Also, 
by adding larger groups of families, the way that specific symptoms and
characteristics of an autistic child are related to the severity of the disorder
could be investigated.

Future implications:

The following conclusions can be drawn as a result of these sug-
gestions:

1. Analysis of demographic differences in California and Poland should
be researched further (additional demographic variables comparison).

2. A practical model regarding the impact of necessary support for fam-
ilies with autistic children should be developed, taking into consider-
ation multicultural differences.

3. Family satisfaction is critical in all cultures and should be addressed 
in intervention strategies if family members are not feeling happy and
fulfilled with each other. Communication may not be enough to pro-
vide for family satisfaction, or an improved quality of life.

4. Support groups for families should be considered and a research study
should be developed to check whether improved satisfaction de-
creases stress and, as a result, increases overall happiness within the
family system.

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The goal of the research was to identify the type

and extent of activities that special education facilities engage in to teach

and promote independence in people with profound disorders of intellec-

tual development. 

Research methods: Empirical material was collected using the author’s orig-

inal online questionnaire, which consisted of 30 questions measuring the ex-

tent to which students’ needs for developing independent living skills are

met. The survey was conducted among special education teachers (N=642)

from seven European countries (Portugal, Spain, Belgium, Poland, Bulgaria,

Romania, and Turkey).
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A short description of the context of the issue: Independent living is

widely seen as an immanent attribute of adulthood. Children and adoles-

cents are prepared for independent living through the process of upbring-

ing and socialization; people with disabilities are additionally prepared

through rehabilitation. For people with a profound disorder of intellectual

development, independent living is challenging but possible with the right

support.

Research findings: The results indicate that in the course of developing 

independent living skills in people with profound disorders of intellectual

development, efforts are mainly made to improve their self-management

skills and democratic management methods in both team work and indi-

vidual work. 

Conclusions and recommendations: In the surveyed countries, there is 

a tendency to limit work for developing independent living skills to a sin-

gle type of intervention. Rarely are two or three methods – not to mention

four – simultaneously used to stimulate the development of independent

living skills. It is therefore necessary to call for increased efforts to promote

independent living among people with profound disorders of intellectual

development and to focus this support on autonomy, self-determination,

achieving quality of life goals, and, above all, the ability to make decisions –

since this is what determines true independence in life.

Keywords: independent living, intellectual disability, quality of life, support,

special education teachers

Introduction

Independent living is widely perceived as an immanent feature of
adulthood. Children and adolescents are prepared for independent liv-
ing through education and socialization; people with disabilities are ad-
ditionally prepared through rehabilitation. In the case of people with 
a profound disorder of intellectual development, achieving independ-
ence in life is more difficult, though no less important; it is possible thanks
to appropriate support (Sandjojo et al., 2018, 2019). The term profound 
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disorder of intellectual development includes individuals with both mod-
erate (6A00.1) and severe disorders of intellectual development (6A00.2).
As can be seen from the description in the ICD-11 (WHO, 2022), many
people with profound disorders of intellectual development require con-
stant support in performing daily life tasks, thereby limiting their inde-
pendence. 

Independent living should be clearly distinguished from self-reliance
(Fullana et al., 2020). Self-reliance is one of the elements promoting in-
dependence. On the other hand, an essential feature of independent 
living is the right to choose and to make decisions about one’s affairs to
the greatest extent possible. The issue is making choices to the best 
of one’s ability and in accordance with one’s own and others’ safety and
the rules of society. In other words, even if a person with a disability can-
not do something on their own, they should be able to make choices
about every aspect of their life, respecting these principles. The right 
to independent living and inclusion in a community is mentioned in 
Article 19 of the United Nations (2006) Convention on the Rights of Per-
sons with Disabilities (CRPD): Living independently and being included 
in the community. 

Thus, self-determination, inclusion, and the ability to make decisions
are rights of all people, including people with disabilities (United Na-
tions, 1948). They are important aspects of quality of life. In a hierarchical
view of the basic dimensions of quality of life, both self-determination
and social inclusion rank high (Schalock, 2000, p. 119). The contempo-
rary paradigm for supporting quality of life in people with disorders of
intellectual development integrates the key concepts of “quality of life”
and “support” (Gómez et al., 2021). It is characterized by five essential
properties: it has a precise theoretical background, it is ethical, flexible,
adaptable, and it is evaluable. The model on which this paradigm is
based is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Quality of Life Support Model (Gómez et al., 2021, p. 29)

Supporting quality of life through planning and using appropriate ac-
tion strategies fosters development and education and provides the con-
ditions necessary to enhance individual functioning and well-being
(Morisse et al., 2013). Through the essential elements of the model –
namely, support and quality of life for people with disorders of intellec-
tual development – it is possible to identify skills whose development can
improve quality of life. These are democratic management, assertiveness,
dealing with matters independently, and managing leisure time. All these
skills fall into the areas of independent functioning of people with pro-
found disabilities from the classic AAPEP (Mesibov et al., 1988), where the
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main spheres related to independence are interpersonal behavior, adap-
tation to work, independent functioning, leisure skills, and communica-
tion and executive skills. Thus, it can be said that they are the main ways
of increasing the level of independence among people with profound dis-
orders of intellectual development (Sandjojo et al., 2019). Developing self-
determination skills is equally important for people with intellectual
disabilities (Kruk-Lasocka & Suchon, 2013, p. 15). 

Previous research (Yıldız & Cavkaytar, 2020, p. 209) has shown that the
main skills needed to build an independent life for people with an intel-
lectual disability are personal care and hygiene skills, self-determination
and interpersonal skills, employability, and safety compliance skills. Sex ed-
ucation is also needed. Studies that have utilized so-called “augmented re-
ality” with smartphones and tablets (Bridges et al., 2020, pp. 5–9) indicate
that video-based modeling increases the acquisition of skills necessary for
daily living – such as ironing, making the bed, and setting an alarm clock –
and ultimately contributes to improving the overall quality of life for peo-
ple with intellectual disabilities. Characteristically, the level of independent
living is largely determined by the ability to live on one’s own, with family
and social support systems being of great importance. In turn, knowledge
of safety rules and self-care are basic skills for people with intellectual dis-
abilities. It is worth adding that such people usually prefer independent 
living, while their parents and educators prefer a more controlled environ-
ment under official supervision (Dimitriadou, 2020, p. 153). 

There are still quite a few barriers in terms of enabling people with
intellectual disabilities to live in natural settings that meet the require-
ments of social inclusion (Leach, 2016, p. 81). One way to reduce dis-
crimination and increase real social inclusion is through circles of support.
They support social inclusion and a “secure future” in the community for
people with intellectual disabilities. The informal support that circles of
support provide gives a voice and decision-making power to a person
with a disability and their family. Support is shared and extended to the
wider community. Participating in circles of support provides an oppor-
tunity to turn to others in different situations, which increases comfort
and a sense of security in families and their adult children (Żyta, 2022, 
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p. 143). Even broader measures include comprehensive solutions for the
social and professional activation of people with intellectual disabilities
in the local community, actively involving local government; education,
social welfare, and local employment services; business representatives
serving as potential employers; and academic institutions in the region
(Wolny, 2018, p. 675).

These issues closely relate to the adaptive behavior identified by the
American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities as
being fundamental to functioning. 

Adaptive behavior is the collection of conceptual, social, and practical

skills that have been learned and are performed by people in their every-

day lives. Adaptive behavior is:

(a) developmental and increases in complexity with age;

(b) composed of conceptual, social, and practical skills;

(c) related to the expectations of age and demands of particular 

contexts;

(d) assessed on the basis of the individual’s typical performance at 

home, school, work, and leisure, not their maximum performance; 

and

(e) assessed in reference to the community setting that is typical for 

age peers. (Schalock et al., 2021, p. 2)

In general, adaptive behavior is defined as skills that are acquired
and performed to meet everyday social demands. The number and com-
plexity of adaptive behaviors needed to meet these demands increases
with age. It can be concluded that higher levels of adaptive behavior are
associated with more positive life outcomes and better quality of life
(Tassé, 2021).

In summary, it can be pointed out that the core competences related
to independent functioning are self-determination and interpersonal
skills, skills necessary for daily life, and the ability to obtain and maintain
employment (Wandry et al., 2013). It is also extremely important for peo-
ple with intellectual disabilities to be able to live independently. 
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Research methodology

In educational institutions, children and adolescents, including those
with disabilities, are prepared for a democratic style of functioning, in-
dependence in dealing with various issues, assertiveness, and free time
activities. This preparation is intended to help them find their place in the
constantly changing world, in which they need to be ready to face chal-
lenges. However, what if we are dealing with people whose dysfunctions
make it difficult to be independent from the very beginning? This ques-
tion prompted the research questions: What is the level and type of sup-
port offered by special school systems in different European countries?
Do the special school systems in various countries target the formation
of independent and autonomous individuals, within the limits of their in-
tellectual capacities? Do these systems more or less consciously shape
obedient or assertive individuals?

The objective of the study was to characterize the work of the sur-
veyed institutions aimed at teaching and supporting independence in
people with profound disorders of intellectual development. In order to
measure this, an original questionnaire was used, which included a set
of questions for determining the satisfaction of students’ needs in five
key areas for learning independent living: partner relationships, includ-
ing preparation for leading a sexual life; preparation for independent liv-
ing; graduates’ attempts to live independently; professional activity; and
civic life. The study identified four essential ways to support the devel-
opment of the necessary skills:

1) democratic management in group and individual work,
2) assertiveness, 
3) dealing with issues independently, and
4) eisure time management. 

A total of 642 teachers from seven countries took part in the survey,
with the number of completed questionnaires varying from country to
country depending on the response rate of the questionnaires. In all
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countries, the project coordinators sent questionnaires to all the special
schools available to them; however, the response rate varied greatly, as re-
flected in the data. The sampling was purposive. Because the respon-
dents, teachers working in special education, represent only a small
proportion of all professional teachers, it was crucial for the researchers
to reach as many teachers as possible from very different sociopolitical
backgrounds. 

The respondents came from Bulgaria 31.2% (n=200), Portugal 20.6%
(n=132), Turkey 15.3% (n=98), Poland 13.2% n=(85), Romania 8.1% (n=52),
Belgium 7.9% (n=51), and Spain 3.7% (n=24). The gender distribution of
the study population was 80.1% (n=514) women and 19.6% (n=126) men.
More than half of the respondents held a master’s degree 55.5% (n=356),
44.2% (n=284) had a bachelor’s degree, and two respondents indicated
that they had a doctorate. In terms of seniority, the largest group (37.7%
[n=242]) were teachers who had worked for 0–10 years, followed by those
working for 10–20 years (27.7% [178]) and those who had been in the
profession for more than 20 years (34.6% [222]).

The research was conducted within the Erasmus+ project (KA226-
9A6B05FC-PL) called “With a Little Help.” The project started on March 1,
2021 and ended on February 28, 2023. It was implemented by seven or-
ganizations: Asturia vzw in Belgium, Embaixada da Juventude in Portugal,
Associació Educativa and Cultural Blue Beehive in Spain, ASOCIATIA
EDULIFELONG in Romania, SISLI ILCE MILLI EGITIM MUDURLUGU in
Turkey, Institute Perspectives in Bulgaria, and the Institute for Creative 
Integration in Poland.

In the statistical analysis of the collected material, the author created
and used the Index of Methods Supporting Independence (IMWS), which
was based on the question of how students’ needs of developing com-
petences for independent living are satisfied. In answering this question,
the respondents were given a choice of four different categories of meth-
ods to support independence. Two points were awarded for each char-
acteristic selected. Thus, depending on the number of characteristics
chosen, each respondent received between 1 and 5 points. The MWS
index is a synthetic indicator with values ranging from 1 to 5; the higher
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the index value, the higher the level of support. The following scale was
adopted: 1 point for no method applied, 2 points for one method applied,
3 points for two methods, 4 points for three methods, and 5 points for
four methods. The study used a proprietary online questionnaire con-
sisting of 30 questions, including open-ended questions, multiple-choice
questions, and semi-open questions. The difficulty in developing the tool
was preparing seven language versions of the tool so that the meaning
of the questions remained the same despite linguistic differences.

Research findings

According to the results, activities aimed at teaching independence
to people with profound disorders of intellectual development are con-
ducted in all countries. Only 7.8% of all respondents stated that such ac-
tivities were not carried out in their institutions. However, strangely
enough, methods for developing competences for independent living
based on developing assertiveness (assertiveness training) were used least
frequently. In contrast to other activities (democratic ways of managing
group and individual work [47.7%], dealing with issues independently
[52.6%], and managing leisure time [38.2%]), only 27.6% of all respondents
indicated that assertiveness was taught. Is it true that out of all the meth-
ods applied, assertiveness (especially marking the individualism of each
person) is used the least often? Is it a conscious, systemic activity, meaning
that regardless of the country of origin of the surveyed teachers, a lack of
interest in this method is visible? 

For the purpose of this analysis, a hypothesis was put forward: that
educational systems for people with profound disorders of intellectual de-
velopment are geared toward shaping obedient rather than assertive in-
dividuals. To this end, the Index of Methods of Supporting Independence
was created. The IMWS consists of four methods: democratic ways of man-
aging group work and individual work, developing assertiveness, training
in independent matters, and managing free time. Although there are many
more methods to support and develop independence, it can be assumed
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that the ones chosen for the purpose of this research are the most com-
mon (Mesibov et. al., 1988; Tassé et al., 2020; Giesbers et al., 2019; Leach,
2016; Fullana et al., 2020; Wandry et al., 2013; Dollar et al., 2021). The most
important ones are the ability to determine one’s own needs and the needs
of others; to behave in a way that is not harmful to oneself and that respects
the differences of others (the formation of assertiveness); the ability to co-
operate and work individually (group and individual work); the ability to
manage one’s own affairs (independent handling of affairs); and, finally, 
the ability to plan one’s leisure time. It should be recalled that the MWSI is
a synthetic indicator ranging in value from 1 to 5 (the higher the index
value, the higher the level of support). 

The analysis of the data shows that independent living is not strongly
promoted for people with profound disorders of intellectual develop-
ment in the selected countries. A detailed breakdown of the data is pre-
sented in Table 1.

Table 1. Methods of Supporting Independence Index (MWS)

According to the research, 51.6% (n=331) of all respondents use only
one method to support the development of independence in people
with a disability. Only one in ten (9.3%) applies all four methods, which in-
dicates a low level of such support. The following data illustrate in detail
which methods are utilized most frequently.  

366 Monika Adamczyk, Piotr Majewicz, Jakub Wolny
Supporting the Development of Competences Necessary for the Independent Living of People 
With Profound Disorders of Intellectual Development: An Empirical Study
(pp. 357–375)

IS
SN

 2
54

3-
75

85
   

  e
- I

SS
N

 2
54

3-
84

09

MWS Index

Frequency Percent

No methods applied 50 7.8

1 method applied 331 51.6

2 methods applied 108 16.8

3 methods applied 93 14.5

4 methods applied 60 9.3

Total 642 100.0



Table 2. Catalogue of Methods Used to Develop Competences

for Independent Living
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Democratic methods of management in group work and individual work
Country Not present Present
Poland 55.3% 44.7%
Spain 37.5% 62.5%

Portugal 40.2% 59.8%
Turkey 55.1% 44.9%

Belgium 78.4% 21.6%
Bulgaria 55.5% 44.5%
Romania 42.3% 57.7%

Assertiveness
PL 54.1% 45.9%
ES 100.0% 0.0%
PT 68.2% 31.8%
TR 95.9% 4.1%
BE 94.1% 5.9%
BG 60.0% 40.0%
RO 82.7% 17.3%

Independently managing issues
PL 7.1% 92.9%
ES 62.5% 37.5%
PT 22.7% 77.3%
TR 55.1% 44.9%
BE 58.8% 41.2%
BG 67.0% 33.0%
RO 67.3% 32.7%

Managing leisure time 
PL 31.8% 68.2%
ES 91.7% 8.3%
PT 74.2% 25.8%
TR 99.0% 1.0%
BE 70.6% 29.4%
BG 41.0% 59.0%
RO 67.3% 32.7%

Lack of satisfaction of self-reliance needs
PL 90.6% 9.4%
ES 100.0% 0.0%
PT 93.2% 6.8%
TR 95.9% 4.1%
BE 94.1% 5.9%
BG 92.0% 8.0%
RO 80.8% 19.2%



Working on independent living skills connected with self-managing
group and individual work or managing matters independently, without
taking into account the ability to recognize one’s own needs and to re-
spect the needs of others (assertiveness), can lead to the danger of peo-
ple with disabilities being completely subordinated and living in
institutions that, while protecting them, indirectly isolate them from the
community and limit their freedom through regulations and a hierarchi-
cal organization. The research confirms that learning to socialize is ori-
ented toward submissiveness, passivity, and dependence.

Discussion and Concluding Remarks 

The results indicate that developing competences for independent
living among people with profound disorders of intellectual development
mainly involves activities which improve the skills of independently deal-
ing with issues and developing democratic ways of managing group work
and individual work. Activities for developing leisure time management
skills are much less frequent, and the least attention is paid to developing
assertiveness among people with profound disorders of intellectual de-
velopment. Such an arrangement suggests that special educators focus
on skills that facilitate independent functioning in everyday life, which is
also relatively easy to observe and provides a kind of positive reinforce-
ment for the participants (Yildiz & Cavkaytar, 2022). On the other hand, the
social environment, especially those who are closest, is usually interested
in the specific skills of a person with a disability and their independence as
much as possible, reducing the need for their support. In turn, relatively
advanced skills of democratically managing group and individual work
seem to be justified by the requirements of the contemporary job market
and societal expectations of functioning on democratic principles. It also
prepares people with an intellectual disability for their role as citizens and
for building partnerships and democratic relationships in local communi-
ties, in which social capital provides the basis for sustainable networks of
social commitment of trust and reciprocity (Adamczyk, 2021, p. 91). 
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However, preparing people with intellectual disability for organizing
and spending their leisure time arouses much less interest among educa-
tors. The reason for this may be that this skill is regarded as natural and not
requiring special intervention, although special educators are aware of its
importance in the rehabilitation process, as mentioned in the classic works
on rehabilitation (Leland et al., 1967; Mesibov et al., 1988). Moreover, leisure
time concerns time spent out of school, which may also explain the rela-
tively limited interest of educators in preparing children and adolescents
for it. What is worrying, however, is the low importance attached to skills
of assertiveness; one might even say that there is a clear deficit in this area.
This may be rooted in the way people with profound disorders of intel-
lectual development are perceived as requiring the support of the social
environment in many activities, and this in turn may result in an expecta-
tion of submissiveness rather than assertiveness in social relationships 
(McConkey, 2019). There is also a strong negative association of assertive
practices with cooperative and loyalty-promoting practices of institutional
collectivism. Thus, belonging to a group does not necessarily promote as-
sertive behavior, as learned patterns of behavior of this type transferred
to one’s own environment may be shocking and perceived as aggressive
or aggression-provoking. Moreover, politeness should be considered the
opposite of assertiveness in terms of cultural interpersonal communica-
tion. Expectations of people with a profound disorder of intellectual de-
velopment are more likely to approach the extreme of “politeness” than
assertiveness, because they often require social support. This perhaps ex-
plains the relatively weak interest in developing these skills among such
people. The greater support for the development of assertiveness in some
countries, including Poland, Bulgaria, and to some extent Portugal, may
be due to the fashion for assertiveness imported directly from individual-
istic cultures, where the “independent self” is manifested in low-context,
direct communication and is expressed in an assertive style (Boski, 2009,
pp. 144–237). On the other hand, a low level of assertiveness can pose 
a threat to one’s rights and even physical safety. 

In light of the MWSI values presented herein, the least favorable
thing about the surveyed countries is that the activities for developing 
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independent living skills are usually limited to one type of intervention.
Most frequently, this is a single type of training, either in self-manage-
ment or in developing democratic ways of managing group and indi-
vidual work. Rarely are two or three methods used to stimulate the
development of independent living, and all four are only occasionally im-
plemented. It is therefore necessary to call for more activities for devel-
oping independent living skills in people with profound disorders of
intellectual development, not only in terms of increasing the training 
of a particular skill, but also with respect to broadening the spectrum of
interventions in other areas. Referring to the paradigm of quality of life
of people with an intellectual disability (Gómez et al., 2021), it is neces-
sary to focus on autonomy, self-determination, support as a tool for
achieving quality of life goals, and above all the ability to make choices,
because this is what constitutes real independence in life. However, it is
worth formulating recommendations for rehabilitation practice in order
to better develop the somewhat neglected skills related to leisure activ-
ities and assertive behavior. In the case of the former, people with pro-
found disorders of intellectual development should be prepared to
initiate leisure time activities and be motivated to participate in activi-
ties organized by others. To this end, it is worth using interactive games,
simple movement games, or art, music, and dance. All these activities
should be conducive to performing an enjoyable and socially accepted
activity (Mesibov et al., 1988, pp. 17–18). Assertiveness skills, on the other
hand, can be developed in the course of social skills training or in a more
targeted form in psycho-educational classes (Majewicz, 2017, p. 118). For
people with intellectual disabilities, developing the ability to ask for help
and to refuse to comply with, for example, blatantly inappropriate re-
quests is very important. The development of assertive behavior con-
tributes to a greater ability to defend one’s rights and to stay safe. 
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Limitations of the Research

An unquestionable limitation of the research presented herein is the
highly variable number of educators from the different countries taking
part in the project. While in Bulgaria there were 200 participants, in Spain
there were only 24. Although the total number of participants in the re-
search is significant, with 642 educators from seven countries, this wide
variation limits our ability to generalize the results. Furthermore, the re-
mote rather than face-to-face form of data collection also entails limi-
tations (Durga Prasad Nayak & Narayan, 2019). With any online research,
there is a danger of surveys being completed only by certain people, 
e.g. those interested in the topic, including fringe groups who are either
very positive or very negative, or those who prefer to be contacted via
multimedia. Thus, the representativeness of the results obtained through
this methodology may be somewhat questionable.

Funding: The research was conducted as part of an international Erasmus

plus project (2020-1-PL01-KA226-SCH-095510) entitled 'With a little help'.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The study focused on the influence that public

spaces (scientific and cultural institutions, public institutions, and recre-

ational spaces) have on the cognitive abilities of young people and their

ability to stimulate interpersonal relationships. The main objective was to

show the significance and educational potential of public spaces as a natu-

ral environment for the joint activities of university students and students

with intellectual disabilities and the extent to which they support the

process of integration through social interaction.

Research methods: This observation was based on the joint educational ac-

tivities of university students from the Institute of Geography and Spatial

Management of the Jagiellonian University and pupils with intellectual dis-

abilities from Special School and Education Center No. 3 in Krakow; it was

conducted between 2016 and 2022.

A short description of the context of the issue: The article refers to the con-

cept of educational space and addresses the need to transform the existing
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places of education, including those frequented by people with disabilities,

in order to meet the requirements of the changing times and the challenges

of the digital world. A shift in the attitudes of the young people involved was

observed in relation to the space in which classes were conducted. 

Research findings: Using unconventional ideas and teaching resources 

and modifying traditional educational methods and practical activities in

public spaces are effective ways to break down barriers and overcome var-

ious difficulties and limitations, both for university students and those with

intellectual disabilities. From the perspective of people with intellectual 

disabilities, meetings in public spaces enrich them with a valuable social 

experience, familiarize them with new situations, and teach them how to

cope with unusual or unpredictable events.

Conclusions and recommendations: As a result of the research, it was

found that a contemporary educational space should be distinguished by

the following: natural and cultural diversity, communication and media ac-

cessibility, and the presence of small urban architectural elements con-

ducive to establishing contacts and enabling a variety of circumstantial

relationships.

Keywords: educational space, inclusion, intellectual disability, social 

interaction

Introduction

Modern education takes place in schools that have been structured
according to the curricula and teaching methods of the previous cen-
tury. The space for education should be transformed, bearing in mind
functionality, the requirements of modern times, and the challenges 
of the digital world. Researchers have found that space contributes to
categorization, which in turn has an impact on students’ self-esteem and
identity, which is of particular importance for people with disabilities
(Gabel et al., 2013). The assumption presented in this article is that in
order to facilitate greater use of the competences of young people, 
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regardless of their cognitive level of functioning, the educational space
must be extended to public social/cultural places such as museums,
cafés, and parks.

In the Public Space Charter (2009) adopted by the 3rd Congress of
the Polish Town Planning Authority in 2009, a public space is defined as
“a jointly used common good, deliberately shaped by people, in accor-
dance with social principles and values, and serving to meet the needs
of local and supra-local communities” (p. 2). Public places or meeting
places can therefore be identified with inclusiveness, understood as 
a space dedicated for and occupied by various types of users (Langstraat
& Van Melik, 2013). Inclusiveness is the possibility of including various 
social groups and individuals, as well as the possibility of making social
contacts between different communities, including those related to dif-
ferent lifestyles and cultural circles (Mantey, 2019). Sennett (2009) argues
that public places should provoke people to notice social inequalities,
react to new stimuli, and have the opportunity to encounter dissimilar-
ity in a positive way. Sennett (2009) describes this understanding of 
inclusiveness as vivacity.

The concept of educational space in the pedagogical literature has
been defined many times (Tuan, 1987; Juszczyk, 2004; Surina, 2010; Mor-
bitzer, 2010). In connection with technological development and cultural
changes, especially those concerning younger pupils, Morbitzer (2015)
proposed a modernized understanding of educational space as “a multi-
dimensional social space in which an educational process, including
teaching and educating, is carried out” (p. 413). As the author notes,
thanks to the Internet and technology, contemporary education has
gained a new space – mainly an information and communication one –
that reaches far beyond the traditional school walls.

In 2006, the educational space was defined by the OECD as 

a physical space that supports multiple and diverse teaching and learn-

ing curricula and pedagogies, including modern technologies; one that

demonstrates the optimal and cost-effective use of buildings; one that

works in harmony with the natural environment; one that encourages
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social participation, providing healthy, comfortable, safe and stimulat-

ing conditions for its occupants. (Kuuskorpi & González, 2011, pp. 1–2)

The need to “come out” from the exclusionary space of a special school
can be clearly seen and felt by young people with disabilities, as they per-
severe in their attempts to eliminate communication barriers in order to
participate in social life. The active participation of people with intellectual
disabilities improves the functioning of a social community. This is con-
firmed by Chodkowska (2009), who says that “differences in individual 
characteristics and life experiences enrich the social life of a group and 
are helpful in preparing for functioning in society” (p. 13). 

While discussing the educational space, it is important to take under
consideration Inclusion Europe’s position paper (2011) on inclusive edu-
cation, which emphasizes developing interpersonal skills and creating
social relationships that are crucial in everyday life and future work. Im-
portantly, the WHO recommendations indicated in the report emphasize
that many studies focus on the implementation of integration practices
(Heras et al., 2021) and do not analyze their effectiveness (World Report
on Disability, 2011). This article presents practical activities for various 
educational spaces aimed at integrating university students and young
people with intellectual disabilities. The results of the proposed and con-
ducted activities are described in the summary of this article. 

Random interactions between students and individuals with intel-
lectual disabilities are not sufficient to make them fully aware of the lim-
itations that people with intellectual disabilities face in everyday life.
Only by entering the space of a special school, being together, and learn-
ing together in public situations can they perceive the surroundings
through their eyes, feelings, and struggles with everyday challenges.
Therefore, people with normal functioning should be included in the
space of people with disabilities. Otherwise, they will always think from
the perspective of a guardian, guide, or creator of conditions instead 
of that of an occupant, neighbor, or colleague. It is here where the atti-
tude of partnership, cooperation, and mutual learning from each other
can be developed.
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Social integration and educational space

The language of intellectual disability contains many spatial terms.
Students with intellectual disabilities are “placed” in special schools or 
integration classes, where they can be “independent,” “segregated,” “ex-
cluded,” or “included” (Gabel et al., 2013). In Poland, the terms for educa-
tional activities concerning non-disabled people and individuals with
disabilities evolved into “partial integration,” “full integration,” and “inclu-
sion.” Nowadays, the term full integration has been replaced with that of in-
clusive education to emphasize the importance of a holistic approach to
education that focuses on the individual abilities of each student. The ter-
minological considerations do not refer to the educational space of young
people, assuming that this process takes place in a school environment.

Figure 1. The evolution of inclusion: partial integration, full integration,

and inclusion

Young people of all ages with mild intellectual disabilities are edu-
cated in generally accessible educational institutions along with their non-
disabled peers. Schools are required to remove all barriers which may
prevent them from fully participating in educational activities. The aim 
is to introduce young people with disabilities to regular classrooms, but
the integration process requires students to adapt to the existing, static
education system, while the inclusion process requires the existing edu-
cation system to be flexible in adapting to each individual student. In 
the opinion of the researchers, this form of education can bring about
positive results, but it can also become a source of exclusion due to per-
sonal beliefs and values, legal regulations, functioning stereotypes, inap-
propriate relations, or limitations in architectural adaptation (Brzezińska
et al., 2010; Chrzanowska, 2014; Mudło-Głagolska & Lewandowska, 2018;
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Skałbania & Babiarz, 2018; Heras & Verdugo, 2021). As noted by Wlazło
(2019), “inclusion is often understood as a form of deeper integration, which
means that integration itself loses its basic sense of a voluntary and spon-
taneous interpersonal relationship based on the equality of rights and life
(developmental) opportunities” (p. 46). On the other hand, young people
with moderate and severe intellectual disabilities are educated in special
schools with limited opportunities for contact with their peers in the
process of education. The challenge for people with intellectual disabilities
lies in coping with the requirements of the environment, adapting to a va-
riety of living conditions and situations, adhering to the norms in a given
social group, establishing and maintaining relationships, and satisfying
their own needs in a socially acceptable way (Sęk, 1998; Zasępa, 2016). Ed-
ucational practice proves that going beyond the school walls and experi-
encing real-life situations in public spaces is of great importance to the
students’ development (Marmola, 2016; Pietrzak & Sobocha, 2017, 2019,
2022; Sobocha & Pietrzak, 2017; Olechowska, 2020; Rahmawati et al., 2020).

By consciously organizing educational activities in public spaces for
both young people with intellectual disabilities and university students,
we can encourage simultaneous cooperation and individual development.
Gajdzica (2016) defines it as a borderland space, but from the perspective
of participation, not divisions, alienation, and isolation. For the proper de-
velopment of individuals with intellectual disabilities, it is important to
provide a multitude of stimuli that will allow them, from an early age, to
actively learn and get used to and deal with the environment. According
to Speck (2015), a poverty of stimuli leads to a lack of motivation to learn,
and as a consequence, we observe a diminishing interest in the outside
world and little need for independent discoveries. This vanishing of posi-
tive experiences of the environment, relationships, and contacts results 
in very poor or no developmental progress (Speck, 2015).

It is also worth paying attention to the advantages of using informa-
tion and communication technologies (ICT) when working with intellectu-
ally disabled people. This is confirmed by the report on the “Digital School”
program, conducted in 399 schools by the Educational Research Institute 
(Białek, 2013). The report states that ICT motivated people to work during 
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lessons, had a positive effect on maintaining concentration, stimulated cu-
riosity, helped in understanding reality, and enabled individualized selec-
tion of speech therapy and therapeutic/corrective/compensatory programs.

The idea of holding joint educational activities with non-disabled peo-
ple – university students – and their peers – young people with intellectual
disabilities – was based on a query of the literature and common practical
solutions. It was hypothesized that the social interactions between these
groups of young people in a public space would positively impact effec-
tive social relationships and contribute to individual development.

The activities presented in the article are the result of collaboration
between Special School and Education Center No. 3 in Krakow and the 
Institute of Geography and Spatial Management of the Jagiellonian Uni-
versity. From November 2016 to January 2022, the authors conducted
meetings, workshops, and classes for university students and young peo-
ple from a special school. The participants were young, high-functioning
people with moderate and severe intellectual disabilities. The activities
were conducted within and outside the school environment, facilitating
the development of social skills and competences related to functioning in
society (e.g., going to a museum, park, café, or art exhibition, or visiting the
campus and institutes of the Jagiellonian University or the Nature Educa-
tion Centre). These mutual meetings allowed the researchers to learn about
the attitudes and behavior of young people in their natural surroundings
and in public spaces, as well as to adapt the tasks to the functional capa-
bilities of people with intellectual disabilities.

Expanding the educational space at the next stages of 
integration between university students and young people
with intellectual disabilities

The aims of the educational activities presented below were getting to
know each other, making acquaintances and cooperating at school, and
then taking action in the public space. During the meetings, the important
factors were the manner in which feelings were expressed, positive attitudes,

383Ewelina Sobocha, Małgorzata Pietrzak
Contemporary Educational Space for University Students and Young People 

With Intellectual Disabilities: Integration Through Social Interaction
(pp. 377–394)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409



practical activities, and the involvement of both university students and
young people with intellectual disabilities. It was important to use social
training and act through experience. During the meetings, changes in the
attitudes of the participants were observed depending on the space in
which the classes were organized. The focus was on the influence that 
the space had on the activity, commitment, creativity, and interactions 
of the participants. It was important to analyze the emotions accompany-
ing being in different places as well as the effects it had on cognitive abili-
ties, strengthening new skills, and stimulating interpersonal relationships.

The aim of the school stage of the exercise was to develop interper-
sonal communication skills, improve self-control and self-presentation
abilities, awaken an awareness of one’s goals and characteristics, under-
stand community norms, and adjust appropriate behavior to various social
behaviors. At this stage, it was important to conduct friendly conversa-
tions, use alternative communication, and develop initiative in joint ac-
tion and partnership, allowing the university students to become guides
helping the young people with intellectual disabilities. 

The educational activities in the social and public space took the form
of regular meetings for achieving main goal of strengthening social com-
petences. The choice to meet in public spaces was determined by the
wealth of various social situations there, allowing the pupils with intellec-
tual disabilities to independently experience, experiment, and explore
them. Such places included cultural, educational, and scientific institutions,
leisure, sports, recreation, and health centers, food and beverage outlets,
public administration, transport facilities, etc. While visiting a place, atten-
tion was always paid to the features of a given space, the facility itself, and
people working there. The universal skills practiced during each meeting
were the ability to conduct oneself in public places (controlling emotions,
conducting and ending conversations, asking questions, and convincing
others), getting used to new situations, overcoming fears related to un-
known people and places, following the rules of good manners (e.g., ap-
propriate clothing and tone of voice, listening skills, ways of addressing
others, and conducting conversations). As a rule, practice was required to
cope with unfamiliar places, in such skills as asking for help and information
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or navigating new terrain, which included locating public locations such
as reception desks, cash desks, concierges, cloakrooms, administration of-
fices, elevators, stairs, or toilets.

The motivation behind the activities in the third stage was for the
pupils to become aware of their own self-worth and abilities, to enforce re-
sponsibility, and to develop the ability to draw on a diversity of individual
resources. At this stage, the principle of “trust and authenticity” was applied
(Pietrzak & Sobocha, 2019). It focused on strengthening, supplementing,
and reinforcing the skills acquired. It should be emphasized that the goals
were dedicated to all participants of the meetings. An important edu-
cational and communication space was the media space: the exchange of
multimedia “letters” (during the COVID-19 pandemic). Video letters were
recorded to present oneself and one’s interests, favorite pastimes and places,
and questions aimed at sustaining relationships (Fig. 2). The young people
participating in the classes had access to the main homepage of the insti-
tutions and places they visited and they willingly used them. The university
and the special school websites were of key importance for learning pur-
poses. These young people eagerly used ICT. The programs are intuitive for
them, while the richness of colors and sounds stimulate activity. They enjoy
the screen’s response to touch, as it gives them the opportunity to imme-
diately learn the consequences of their actions (Sobocha & Pietrzak, 2017). 

Figure 2. Young people from Special Education Center No. 3 in Krakow

watching a video recorded by university students from the Institute 

of Geography and Spatial Management of the Jagiellonian University

(April 2022)
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The work described above created conditions and provoked students
with intellectual disabilities to make contact with various people outside
their home and school environment. It encouraged in them an attitude of
openness to new acquaintances, assertiveness, and the ability to present
their own image and inspired them to provide feedback and respond to
the needs of others. In general, all the activities were designed to moti-
vate students with intellectual disabilities to search for ways of spending
free time, and most importantly, coping with everyday life activities. This
strengthened the awareness of one’s place and role in the social structure,
including one’s strengths and weaknesses. The participation of the uni-
versity students played an important role in shaping social competences
during the series of meetings in public spaces. Their task was to react,
prompt, lead, accompany, and cheer. The importance of their role was also
manifested in sharing their experience, providing inspiration, and giving
support to their peers during the trips, meetings, and outdoor events. The
aim of the shared activities was also to develop the ability to instruct and
explain without compromising the autonomy of young people with in-
tellectual disabilities.

Social interactions of young people in the public space

Young people spend many years in a familiar, isolated, controlled, safe,
and predictable space created by school/university conditions. Despite a di-
versity of educational projects using various methods and techniques, after
some time, creativity may be limited by the very existence of this perma-
nent/unchanged space, shared by well-known and therefore predictable
people. One way to diversify the educational process may be to expand
the educational space and enrich it with social interactions (inclusiveness).

The educational spaces included the MICET Interactive Museum/The-
atre Education Center at the National Stary Theatre in Krakow (Fig. 3), 
the Institute of Geography and Spatial Management of the Jagiellonian
University, the Institute of Geological Science of the Jagiellonian University,
the campus of the 600th Anniversary of the Jagiellonian University Revival,
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the Nature Education Center of the Jagiellonian University, Police Station IV
in Krakow, the 8th Transport Aviation Base in Balice, Kika Café Cinema in
Krakow, Bielańsko-Tyniecki Landscape Park, Uroczysko Skałki Twardow-
skiego in Krakow, and parks, playgrounds, squares, and local shops in the
Krakow-Podgórze district. 

Figure 3. Joint activities of university students and young people with 

intellectual disabilities at the Interactive Museum/Theatre Education 

Center at the National Stary Theatre in Krakow (June 2017)

These places were selected because of their educational value. At the
same time, they provided an excellent area for the university students to
arrange an educational space. The main goal of these meetings and group
activities was to create a friendly circle of support and acceptance in the
community. Mutual observation, based on openness and understanding,
learning from each other, getting to know each other on an intuitive level,
and gaining confidence and the conviction of a potential partnership were
of great importance. When visiting a place, attention was always paid to
the features of a given space, the facility itself, and people working there.
The universal skills practiced during each meeting included the ability to
behave properly in public places (controlling emotions, conducting and
ending conversations, asking questions, and convincing others), getting
used to new situations, overcoming fears related to unknown people and
places, and observing the rules of socially acceptable behavior. As a rule,
practice was required to deal with the unfamiliarity of new places, for ex-
ample, using information desks or navigating unknown areas. 

387Ewelina Sobocha, Małgorzata Pietrzak
Contemporary Educational Space for University Students and Young People 

With Intellectual Disabilities: Integration Through Social Interaction
(pp. 377–394)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409



The work described above created conditions and provoked students
with intellectual disabilities to make contact with both university students
and people working in the places they visited. It allowed them to acquire
new information, learn to use new devices, make methodical observations
of nature, independently search for information, and practice asking ques-
tions. The personal characteristics and emotional and social functioning of
both groups also played a very important role in the activities. Within the
group of young people with intellectual disabilities were those with good
mechanical memory and dominant concrete-image or sensory-motor
thinking abilities. Despite their emotional lability, a need for social contact
and an attachment to people, objects, and places were observed (Pietrzak
& Sobocha, 2022). For university students, who were not professionals and
did not possess specialist knowledge, it was the openness and spontane-
ity of direct meetings that created the opportunity to observe behavior
and uncover personality. These interactions provided them with experi-
ence on how to react, inspire, play, and work together. 

As a result of the activities and observations, it was found that a mod-
ern educational space should be distinguished by the following features:

• natural and cultural diversity
• access to communications and media 
• presence of small urban architectural elements conducive to net-

working
• variety of circumstantial relationships

These observations are in line with the results of the Project for Pub-
lic Spaces (2005), which identified four key features of an excellent space: 

• It is accessible and well-connected to other important places in the
area.

• It is comfortable and presents a good image.
• People are drawn to participate in the activities there. 
• It is a social space where people like to gather and revisit.
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The results of integration and educational meetings 
in social space

The first meetings were not easy. The people with intellectual dis-
abilities found the need to deal with the new situations a real challenge,
while the university students were concerned with proper behavior and
conduct in the presence of their intellectually disabled peers. Initially,
the people with intellectual disabilities found it difficult to adapt to the
rules of the situation. They needed time to understand and be comfort-
able with the social situations; therefore, they required pedagogical 
support in making appropriate responses. The most common behav-
iors observed in the young people with intellectual disabilities were
mood swings, hyperactivity, extreme fatigue, excitement, and an incli-
nation to act. 

As for the university students, the statements below provide evi-
dence of their uncertainty: “at the beginning I was afraid that it wouldn’t
be possible to get along,” “I feared the meeting,” “I wasn’t convinced to
participate in such classes,” “we felt some distance at first,” “we were afraid
of unpredictable behavior,” and “the lack of contact, as well as the expe-
rience of working in such a place.” From their point of view, the regular
meetings resulted in permanent changes in their perception of disabil-
ity. Other interesting statements were as follows: “the more times we met,
the more I noticed that they were exceptional, open,” “it was nice, the stu-
dents are cool,” “after the meetings I decided that I could work with such
young people,” and “there’s nothing to be afraid of.” 

For the students with intellectual disabilities, the effects of the
classes in public educational spaces included the development of open-
ness, directness, and courage in meeting with the students, as expressed
in the following statements: “they like listening when we talk about our-
selves,” “we get to know new people,” “we can talk about various topics,”
“they listen when we talk about ourselves or ask us questions,” “we some-
times have the same interests,” “we spend time together in an interesting
way,” “shared activities make us want more (we want to work more),” and
“we get to know new and interesting places.” 
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The use of unconventional ideas and teaching aids, as well as modi-
fications to traditional methods of education and practical activities in
public spaces, have become effective ways to overcome barriers and
cope with various difficulties and limitations, both by university students
and people with intellectual disabilities. From the perspective of the lat-
ter group, the meetings in public spaces enriched them with social ex-
periences, familiarized them with new situations, and taught them how
to feel comfortable in the face of unusual or unexpected events. The 
variety of stimuli helped them recognize their emotions, while the mul-
titude of events developed cognitive and social competences, strength-
ened their ability to build interpersonal relationships, and contributed to
their individual development. There was a visible increase in the sense of
self-esteem and the ability to act within the peer group. Thanks to these
meetings, the potential future teachers, employees of organizations, proj-
ect initiators, or entrepreneurs (university students) can realize the po-
tential of people with disabilities, learn to stay calm, and intuitively
choose the right solution when in direct contact with them, even before
starting to work. 

We propose a new understanding of the educational space as an in-
clusive, sensory and spatially diverse, media-friendly, dynamic, socially
shared experience in which the educational process is implemented
through interactions between young people with and without disabilities.

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research: The aim of this study was to gather information

about preschool teachers’ expectations and attitudes toward outdoor edu-

cation in the context of shaping and improving the quality of education.

The study sought to collect material that would address the following re-

search questions: What does outdoor education mean to preschool teach-

ers? How do preschool teachers implement outdoor activities? What are the

challenges of outdoor education according to the surveyed teachers?

Research methods: The main research method used was a focus interview.

A brief description of the context of the issue: Human beings are con-

nected to nature, we are part of it, and we live and function thanks to it.

From early childhood, the natural environment is the closest and most nat-

ural for humans, and thanks to our cognitive needs and childlike percep-

tiveness, we immerse ourselves in the world of nature spontaneously and

with great interest. Preschool teachers should see meeting children’s need

for curiosity and discovery of new knowledge as a challenge, and prioritize
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activities in this area. Furthermore, the natural environment, due to its re-

sources, can be perceived as a workshop that teaches knowledge about

the world, allows for developing children’s vocabulary and shaping new

concepts. It also teaches humility, patience and understanding. The envi-

ronment naturally enhances the activity of children who feel comfortable

in nature.

Research findings: The importance of outdoor education in children’s 

development has been discussed for years. Unfortunately, as the results of

the survey suggest, this does not convince teachers to move part of the

educational process outdoors. Teachers list certain limitations and short-

comings as factors that prevent the implementation of this approach in

Polish preschool institutions.

Conclusions and recommendations: The teachers participating in the focus

groups recognize that the implementation of outdoor education activities

in kindergartens is necessary, if not indispensable. They see outdoor edu-

cation primarily as an opportunity for experience-based learning and con-

necting with nature. The teachers are sufficiently motivated to offer outdoor

activities so that children can play and learn simultaneously. However, many

see significant obstacles in the education system when planning outdoor

learning experiences for their students. To make outdoor education more

sustainable and integrated into preschool practices, it would be necessary

to remove these barriers and provide support at all levels of the education

system and society.

Keywords: preschool education, outdoor education, preschool teachers

Introduction 

Outdoor education is a popular field of pedagogy in countries such
as Germany, Norway, the United Kingdom and the United States. In Poland,
this pedagogical approach has not been clearly defined, and similarly, 
foreign authors seems to struggle when defining the concept. Outdoor
education is used in the training of preschool and early school teachers 
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in Western Europe. The adventure education movement is equally wide-
spread. Researchers disagree on the roots of both movements and the
differences between them. For the purpose of this article, we will not
dwell on semantic and linguistic problems, although these terms have
been translated into Polish with little consistency. The Polish literature
uses such terms as “adventure education,” “adventure pedagogy,” “outdoor
education,” “adventure tourism,” “pedagogy of experiences,” “field activi-
ties,” and “education outside the classroom” (Leśny, 2014, p. 41). Adven-
ture pedagogy and the pedagogy of experiences are rapidly developing
in the West. In practice, outdoor education usually refers to a structured
process of learning through independent experience and experimen-
tation, most often through informal education. Commonly used forms
include outdoor team games, hikes and expeditions, climbing, adventure
parks, water sports, archery, raft building and survival expeditions (Leśny,
2014, p. 41). Outdoor nature classes require being active and relying on
previous experiences, as they constitute a foundation for acquiring knowl-
edge and skills. The natural environment determines active and creative
attitudes. A creative attitude engaging individual abilities and strengths
is expressed through action. Such an attitude rarely arises spontaneously.
Children and teenagers need the inspiration of educators to develop the
right attitude (Gawlina, 2001). Teachers usually appear as companions,
mentors, coaches and less frequently as providers of knowledge (Sen-
decka, 2017, p. 6).

In recent times, modern didactics has introduced a new trend fo-
cusing on designing multifaceted teaching and learning activities, which
involves discovering and experiencing phenomena. Learning outdoors
through experiencing reality allows for a unique understanding of the
laws that govern nature, which helps develop lifelong sustainable atti-
tudes and skills. In the natural environment, one can learn responsibility,
boost confidence in one’s abilities, and experience success. Engagement
in pro-environmental tasks gives a sense of fulfillment and motivates fur-
ther actions.
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Outdoor education and teacher competencies

According to Małgorzata Jagodzińska and Anna Strumińska-Doktór
(2019, p. 55), education students are not prepared to do activities out-
doors. As young teachers, they rarely organize field trips, and if they do,
they treat them as recreation and a break from learning. Teachers’ aware-
ness of new trends in pedagogy, including outdoor education, is in-
creasing. However, their competences related to conducting outdoor
classes has not changed accordingly. Research shows that such classes
are organized only a few times a year. Preschool and physical education
teachers are the ones who most often organize outdoor activities out-
side the classroom (Strumińska-Doktór & Doktór, 2016, p. 43).

It is believed that the training of young teachers is insufficient to ef-
fectively educate children. A teacher who lacks key competences in this
area will struggle to develop them in children and adolescents. Compe-
tences included in the European Framework for Natural Sciences include
the ability and willingness to explain the natural world using existing
knowledge and methods (including observation and experimentation),
to formulate questions and draw evidence-based conclusions. Compe-
tences in natural science, technology and engineering include an under-
standing of changes caused by human activity and an understanding
one’s responsibility as a citizen (Council Recommendation of 22 May 2018).
It is important to be able to observe nature outdoors, conduct research,
use project-based methods and create an environment that will be con-
ducive to learning. Teachers should develop in themselves the compe-
tences they want to foster in their students, as well as those that enable
group activation, encourage critical thinking, curiosity about the world
and exploration of nature. Regularly organized field activities are be-
coming an important developmental factor and an irreplaceable space
for social interaction and building group relationships, by providing 
a sense of contentment from interaction with nature. In order for field 
activities to fulfill their purpose, they should be organized regardless of
the weather so that students can release pent-up energy and become
more sensitive to the beauty of nature. Children quickly develop resilience
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to adverse conditions, and bad weather can stimulate their curiosity
about the world and the joy that comes with being in a natural environ-
ment. A future teacher must personally enjoy nature and take pleasure 
in being in natural settings. If they are genuine in their efforts, they will
ensure that their students also enjoy interacting with nature.

During their studies, teachers learn alternative teaching methods that
offer a chance to conduct classes with children in a different way than the
usual routine. But how can a teacher encourage critical thinking in their
students and show them professional pedagogical autonomy if they them-
selves rely on fixed patterns? As Dorota Klus-Stańska writes, “the teacher
knows that they should change and do something new, but they do not
really know why or how” (2002, p. 223). Outdoor education requires 
teachers to have different competencies than those required in tradi-
tional lessons. Outdoor education, which originates from the philosophy
and teaching of John Dewey, requires a teacher who loves nature and con-
siders meadows, parks, country roads and forests to be a large playground.
Such a teacher has the courage to step out of their comfort zone and fol-
low the following principles:

– Individuals learn on their own, they are not taught (constructivism).
– Learning in a group is easier, more enjoyable and more effective.
– Participants are given choices during activities (games, challenges, and

tasks). There is no compulsion (the principle of challenge by choice).
– Much of the content is learned through real-life experiences (the

principle of learning by doing).
– The Kolb Cycle model, learning style theory and transfer of knowl-

edge from experience (games) to “real life” are used in the learning
process through collaborative summaries.

– The teacher is a companion, not a “loudspeaker” from which knowl-
edge is transmitted. The process takes place in a safe atmosphere
(emotional, physical and social security).

– Simple evaluation is avoided in favor of constructive feedback or
formative assessment (Roszak, 2018, p. 137).
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Both practicing teachers and student teachers should view the ex-
tensive incorporation of outdoor education into their work with children
as an opportunity for personal and professional development. The
youngest students will benefit the most from such activities. Reflective
teachers and student teachers who develop their competences are able,
in the current conditions of accelerated scientific and technological de-
velopment, to take risks and implement outdoor education without fear
of not “covering” the curriculum.

Materials and methods 
The study was conducted using a qualitative approach. Focus groups

consisting of preschool teachers were organized to obtain answers to the
following questions:

1. What does outdoor education mean to preschool teachers?
2. How do preschool teachers implement outdoor education?
3. According to the participating teachers, what challenges can out-

door education generate?

Approach 
The focus group method is suitable for gathering information (in-

cluding opinions) from respondents on the topic of interest to the re-
searcher. It also allows observation of interactions between participants
and focuses on respondents’ experiences directly related to the issue
under study: in this case, this was outdoor education. The data collected
during the survey underwent thematic analysis, allowing themes and
sub-themes to be generated from the data. The reporting of this study 
follows the Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research
(COREQ) (Tong et al., 2007).

Participants 
The study included a random sample of preschool teachers from in-

stitutions located in southern Poland who expressed interest in the re-
search project. The research group varied in terms of teaching experience
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(ranging from 4 months to 35 years) and place of work (public and pri-
vate kindergartens, including Montessori schools). This sampling strat-
egy was chosen deliberately so as to collect extensive material from
teachers representing different backgrounds and different levels of work
experience.

Study Sites 
The survey was conducted in two cities in southern Poland. Prior to

that, a pilot study was carried out to test the interview questionnaire. The
main study took place in Krakow and Jaworzno, where three focus groups
were conducted. Two sessions were held at a kindergarten in Jaworzno,
and one was held at a university in Krakow. These specific institutions
were selected in order to ensure easy access to the study sites from the
homes of the preschool teachers participating in the study.

Ethics
The study was conducted with the approval of the Research Ethics

Committee of the Ignatianum Academy in Krakow. Additionally, all par-
ticipants gave written consent to participate in the study before the
focus group interviews were conducted. Participants were reminded 
of their right to withdraw from the study at any time. All personal data,
such as names, years of teaching experience and school affiliation were
anonymized.

Discussion Guide 
The structured questionnaire for the focus groups was developed by

an international team participating in the “Kids Lab for Sustainability” re-
search project under the Erasmus+ Action 2 program. The team consisted
of representatives from five academic centers from Poland, Italy, Ireland
and Spain. The research group responsible for developing the interview
guide had previous experience in conducting focus groups, including in-
volvement in a previous project (Kitchen Lab for Kids) that also used this
method of data collection. The questionnaire was constructed according
to Krueger and Casey’s recommendations (2010) and included opening,
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transition, key (main), and closing questions. The order of the questions
was interchangeable, but all questions were asked in each focus group.
After the pilot study, there was no need to make major changes to the in-
terview questionnaire, and the data collected during this session were
not included in the analysis.

Data Collection 
The study was carried out in March and April 2022. The focus group

interviews were conducted by two researchers with higher education
and prior experience in conducting interviews and running focus groups
with adult participants. The lead researcher (group moderator) in charge
of conducting the interviews had a background in psychology, which
made it possible to appropriately modulate communication and inter-
action between group members. A second researcher (assistant moder-
ator) provided organizational and technical support, including audio
recording, video playback, and field notes on key topics. 

The focus groups varied in size (5–7 participants) and were homo-
geneous in terms of gender (only female preschool teachers took part).
This structure of the focus groups facilitated effective communication be-
tween participants, increased comfort and ultimately encouraged teach-
ers to share their views with others.

All focus groups followed a structured thematic guide, which allowed
for in-depth exploration of topics related to outdoor education and pro-
vided an opportunity to analyze and compare respondents’ statements.

Data Analysis 
All statements made during the focus group interviews were digi-

tally recorded and then transcribed. Each transcript was open-coded by
two independent researchers, and their coding responses were com-
pared. Open coding involved summarizing the participants’ views by as-
signing relevant words or phrases to quotes. In cases of discrepancies 
or inconsistencies in the coding process, a third researcher was consulted
for evaluation. Furthermore, all codes were compared with written field
notes taken on the day of each focus group session. Subsequently, two 
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researchers worked on categorizing codes and assigning them to themes
and subthemes.

Table 1. General information about the interviews and study participants

Results 

Defining the concept of outdoor education is not a simple task, even
for those who are not new to the idea. This is because outdoor educa-
tion has undergone various transformations over the years, incorporat-
ing innovative trends and solutions into its principles. However, it can be
generally assumed that outdoor education is a way of learning in and for
the environment (Sabet, 2018). Do preschool teachers understand it in 
a similar way? To find out, focus group participants were asked to write
down up to 5 associations with the concept of outdoor education. Not 
all participants took the opportunity to provide a complete set of ideas.
Initially, the study participants’ nonverbal behavior showed some un-
certainty, fear and embarrassment. Also, some respondents asked if they
could give fewer answers. Once the moderator assured the participants
that the number of associations was not key, the groups began to write
down their ideas.

403Martyna Szczotka, Katarzyna Szewczuk
Outdoor Education in the Perception of Polish Preschool Teachers: 

A Focus Group Study
(pp. 395–418)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409

Number of groups 3

Number of participants 18

Gender Female preschool teachers

Age (years) 21 – 30 31 – 40 41 – 50 51 years and older

7 2 5 4

Work experience 1 and below 2 – 10 11 – 20 21 – 30 31 years 
and older

5 4 4 3 2

Place of work Public kindergarten Private kindergarten

9 9



Associations of Preschool Teachers with Outdoor Education 
Preschool teachers participating in the study provided a total of 72 as-

sociations with outdoor education. These associations were categorized,
which made it possible to identify the main thematic areas. The surveyed
preschool teachers associate outdoor education with:

– Development of children’s knowledge and skills (28%) – the oppor-
tunity to teach about ecology, about the forest, science (exploration
and cultivation of respect for nature), and to foster the overall cog-
nitive development of the child. According to the teachers surveyed,
skills that can be developed through outdoor education include in-
dependence, creativity, self-expression and the opportunity for en-
joyable play, which is a natural activity for children.

– Method of work (19%) – nature as an area for conducting experiments
and observations – if they are related to nature, of course.

– Physical activity and engaging forms of working with children (18%) –
opportunities for walks, excursions and sports activities (including out-
door games). Implementing outdoor education also provides physical
activity outdoors.

– Nature (16%) – outdoor education provides interaction with nature,
space and plants; an opportunity to engage the senses.

– Health (12%) – the beneficial effects of interacting with nature on
our health and well-being. According to the teachers surveyed, out-
door education is simply enjoyable and relaxing, which is much
needed in today’s technicized world.

– Emotions (7%) – joy as the main emotion experienced in the natural
environment, along with enthusiasm.

Methods of Implementing Outdoor Education According to Pre-
school Teachers
Renata Michalak and Teresa Parczewska (2019) indicate that there is

no room in the Polish curriculum for outdoor education. Therefore, we
decided to ask the participating teachers about how outdoor education
is implemented in their institutions. Analysis of the transcripts allowed
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us to distinguish three thematic categories: conducting outdoor activi-
ties in the immediate vicinity of the preschool facility, parental education,
and maintaining a balance between outdoor and indoor activities in the
educational institution.

Category 1: Conducting outdoor activities in the immediate vicinity 
of the kindergarten
Preschool teachers implement outdoor education primarily in areas

surrounding the preschool or close to it. These methods were most often
mentioned by teachers, often along with specific practical examples from
their professional lives.

“For example, we planted peas ourselves, and we also have a garden
in our backyard. Each group has its own garden and we get to work when-
ever we get the chance. The children plant vegetables, take care of them
and can get dirty in the process.” (Teacher 1)

“I once buried dinosaur toys in the sandbox and gave the children
thick paintbrushes. The children were instructed to find the hidden toys
themselves. And [the children] remembered much more from these ac-
tivities: the shapes, the names of the dinosaurs.” (Teacher 4)

The teachers also said that they conduct outdoor education using
primarily activating teaching methods, such as:

“In our preschool, we organize scavenger hunts, for example. We
draw a map [for the children], which can be a bit challenging for them to
read, but they try to follow its instructions.” (Teacher 1)

“In our preschool, we have a makeshift kitchen where various experi-
ments take place involving mixing ingredients and pouring and so on.”
(Teacher 2)

Teachers also pointed out that outdoor education offers opportuni-
ties for relaxation and recreation, and is an excellent learning opportunity.

“In our garden we have mats where children can lie down and relax
while listening to stories and books.” (Teacher 7)

“Sometimes it’s just educational activities conducted outdoors be-
cause it’s more enjoyable, and sometimes it’s activities that require more
space, such as discussing the universe and the solar system, where we
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show the children the approximate distances between the planets and
the sun.” (Teacher 6)

Only a few focus group participants mentioned implementing out-
door education in areas further away from the kindergarten. Teachers
suggest organizing trips (excursions, as well as visiting interesting places
or participating in workshops.

“The Geosphere Park has an ecology trail, so when we go there, we
learn about plants. We also do ecology workshops during classes. There
are also green towns that we go to.” (Teacher 5)

Category 2: Parent Education
Parents are key partners of teachers in the learning and teaching of

children. They can either help or hinder kindergarten staff in planning and
implementing outdoor learning activities. Teachers are aware of the im-
portance of parents’ attitude towards outdoor activities. They understand
that introducing new ideas into the teaching process may spark some con-
troversy among the children’s parents / caregivers as evidenced by these
statements:

“Make parents aware that getting dirty is not a bad thing for children,
that it brings them joy.” (Teacher 9). 

“First of all, you have to start by educating the parents so that they
are not afraid of it.” (Teacher 10).

Category 3: Maintaining a Balance Between Outdoor and Indoor Activ-
ities in the Educational Facility

During the focus group discussions, there were indications of a “golden
mean” in the implementation of outdoor education. Teachers are aware
that outdoor activities are essential for children’s development and that
they must take place. They emphasize their beneficial effects on children’s
physical and emotional development, sensory integration and learning
about nature. However, they also stress the vital importance of activities
held in an educational institution. They believe that outdoor and indoor
activities should be balanced (with a slight emphasis on the former) to pro-
vide children with opportunities to explore different environments.
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“Children spending time outdoors, playing in water, mud and rolling 
in the grass – these are fantastic things that bring great joy to children. How-
ever, I believe it’s important to maintain moderation and harmony, to mainly
prepare children for social life that doesn’t rely solely on the woods and the
outdoors. There should be a certain balance between outdoor and indoor
activities. Of course, these proportions can be adjusted.” (Teacher 11). 

“Let them [children] draw with sticks in the dirt, but also provide them
with paints, a table and chairs so they can experience both. We need to
strike a balance between different forms of activity, between culture and
nature.” (Teacher 12).

Difficulties (Challenges) of outdoor education according to focus
group participants
The need to integrate outdoor education with learning opportuni-

ties is widely discussed worldwide. Experiences gained through nature
activities are remembered for life, and outdoor learning becomes enjoy-
able, creative and full of adventure, even though it can be demanding. 
It was this element of difficulty that was primarily emphasized by focus
group participants. Polish preschool teachers perceive outdoor educa-
tion mainly through the challenges it can bring, rather than as opportu-
nities to be overcome. In their statements, the participants pointed to
social groups – teachers, parents and children – as well as preschool in-
frastructure as barriers to implementing outdoor activities

Category 1: Teachers
The training of teachers and their continuous professional develop-

ment make it possible to provide quality outdoor education. In their state-
ments, teachers emphasized the lack of the necessary knowledge
required for implementing outdoor activities, the shortage of practical
materials as well as a dismissive attitude of some teachers towards teach-
ing based on connecting with the natural environment.

“It would be generally helpful to have basic education for teachers 
on nature. As a child, I had the experience of learning about the struc-
ture of the amoeba, which is of no use to me to all, while I struggled to 
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distinguish the basic trees growing near my home. I believe it’s essential
to learn about the natural environment that is closest to us.” (Teacher 11).
“Tools and ideas tailored to different age groups. These are always mate-
rials that can inspire or sometimes serve as ready-made solutions if we
don’t have any better ideas, so I think the practical aspect will certainly be
helpful.” (Teacher 2). 

“I also have experience working in a private institution where the value
of going outdoors wasn’t really appreciated; it was seen more as a chore.”
(Teacher 2).

Category 2: Parents 
Parents, as partners of teachers in their children’s education, can ei-

ther support outdoor activities or effectively block them. Ambivalent 
attitudes toward outdoor learning were also mentioned by focus group
participants. They observed that parents’ opinions on the issue varied and
said that one group of parents would like their children to spend as much
time outdoors as possible:

“We often talk to parents. Because parents follow the Scandinavian
approach and ask if they can bring their children [to kindergarten] dressed
in raincoats and wellingtons.” (Teacher 14).

On the other hand, other parents are strongly opposed to such classes.
Unfortunately, statements like the one below prevail:

“I think parents limit their children a lot so that they don’t get dirty or
touch anything, because then they have to wash their hands.” (Teacher 15).

“The issue is that if it’s just a walk, it’s fine, parents don’t mind, but
where there’s a need to play and get dirty, there’s no consent.” (Teacher 16).

These opposing views of parents on outdoor education, which are
sometimes difficult to reconcile, were aptly summarized by one focus
group participant:

“In my opinion, sometimes it is difficult to fight with parents. Because
one parent may insist that the child will catch a cold, and another parent
will say that children don’t spend enough time outdoors. But they should
spend more time outside whether in the rain or in the sun. And then there
is a major conflict, and we are caught in the middle.” (Teacher 15). 
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Category 3: Children
Outdoor education has many benefits, as it supports the holistic 

development of children. It serves as a bridge in building relationships
between people and the natural environment, fostering creativity and
imagination, as evidenced by the following statement:

“We made a pirate ship using only the resources that the children
could find in the garden. It’s great that the children can relate to what
they usually have in the classroom. So, if we don’t have building blocks to
build a ship, we will use sticks or stones. If we don’t have wool or tissue
paper, we can use moss.” (Teacher 15).

However, many teachers are afraid to conduct outdoor activities as
they are unable to ensure children’s safety and potential dangers that are
difficult to foresee. This fear-based attitude was evident in the following
statements:

”Sometimes I’m afraid that when we go outside and have a sensory
garden with small stones, I’m afraid that one of the children might put 
a stone in their mouth.” ... “This fear that something bad will happen be-
cause the child is interacting with nature can make it a little difficult for
us to connect with nature.” (Teacher 17).

“A significant obstacle, depending on the season, is children’s aller-
gies. There’s a boy in my older group with a really long list of allergies,
which he obviously has no control over, but it’s also impossible to do out-
door activities with him.” (Teacher 16).

Category 4: Preschool Infrastructure 
The area surrounding a preschool usually serves as the main base for

teachers for implementing outdoor education. The space provides a sense
of security for both the staff and children, as everyone is familiar with it.
The location of the facility (access to green areas, presence of smog), the
building itself: the layout and arrangement of rooms (e.g. a large cloak-
room) and financial resources also play a significant role in this context.

“More and more kindergartens are located in apartment buildings,
with limited access to opportunities for interacting with nature. Our
kindergarten is located in an apartment building and we have access 
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to a tiny garden, which does not belong exclusively to us, but is avail-
able to all residents of this neighborhood. … Older children can go to the
park, but it is located on a busy street.” (Teacher 13).

“I think we also often face the problem of air pollution.” (Teacher 2).
“In Finland, Denmark and Sweden, kindergartens are huge, with

hangers for overalls and racks for rubber boots. In our case, we have 
a tiny cloakroom, and if all the children have wet jackets, I don’t know
where we could dry them.” (Teacher 11).

“I would also like to mention the economic aspect. We saw in a video
that these children were prepared, had appropriate clothing, and were
able to manipulate things in the water. They were well equipped. This is
what we lack. We don’t have the right resources.” (Teacher 4).

Discussion 

This focus study describes focus group interviews conducted to bet-
ter understand kindergarten teachers’ attitudes toward outdoor educa-
tion. In this area, the study focused on three issues: teachers’ associations
with outdoor education, implementation methods and the difficulties
(challenges). 

In the Polish scientific literature, there are publications (Michalak 
& Parczewska, 2019) that indicate a total absence or only marginal pres-
ence of outdoor educational activities. This study corroborates this to
some extent. Focus group participants make efforts to take children out-
side and conduct nature-connection activities, but such lessons are not
regular or frequent. Similar situations can be observed in other parts of
the Western world, such as Scotland, Canada and Australia (Perlman 
et al., 2020). Nevertheless, teachers acknowledge that children need 
to spend time outdoors, which is admittedly important for the develop-
ment of preschoolers’ knowledge and skills. They also point out the ben-
efits of better communication and improved relationships with children,
although they also note that children need time to adjust to the outdoor
environment as a learning space (Bølling et al., 2019).
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Interview participants also noted the positive impact of outdoor ed-
ucation on children’s health and well-being. This viewpoint is supported
by numerous studies that highlight the advantages of outdoor education
for both children and teachers (Deschamps et al., 2022; Mann et al., 2022).
Some teachers have mentioned increased job satisfaction, motivation,
enjoyment, positive work atmosphere and well-being after conducting
outdoor education (Fägerstam, 2014; Marchant et al., 2019).

Definitional approaches to outdoor education indicate three areas 
of its implementation: education in, about and for the outdoor environ-
ment (Donaldson & Donaldson, 2013). The teachers surveyed see out-
door education more as a way of learning in and about the environment
(e.g., through experiments, physical activity, and observation) than as 
a way of learning for the environment (e.g., ecology and respect for na-
ture). Focus group participants mentioned the educational potential (as 
a teaching method) and health benefits (sports) of nature more often than
the need to protect nature and develop respect for nature’s resources.

The respondents stressed the importance of areas located near and
around the kindergarten, which are most frequently explored during out-
door activities. This is a natural attitude, as it provides a sense of security
for both teachers who are taking their “first steps” in organizing outdoor
activities and the children who participate in them. However, it should
be remembered that the next steps should be aimed at exploring more
remote areas, experiencing the natural world and culture not only locally,
but also in a broader context, and organizing trips and camps. This ap-
proach to outdoor education is strongly recommended in the literature.
On the other hand, a strong emphasis is placed on the importance of in-
teraction with nature in the local environment, as it provides children
with practical and concrete experiences. It is easier for a child to under-
stand and observe the problems occurring where he or she lives than
global issues such as the Amazon rainforest (Sabet, 2018). Implementing
outdoor education also involves the use of various strategies and meth-
ods (Gilbertson et al., 2022). Elements of these (such as experiments, ob-
servations, games and sports) can be found in the statements of focus
group participants, although they were not very diverse.
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Statements obtained from surveyed teachers included opinions re-
garding parents’ negative attitudes toward outdoor education. They are
usually motivated by concerns about children’s health, appropriate weather
conditions and suitable clothing (including the possibility of getting dirty).
The issue of optimal preparation for outdoor education, which involves 
providing children with appropriate weatherproof clothing, was also ac-
knowledged by Parsons and Traunter (2019). The authors of a study con-
ducted in the United Kingdom note the importance of collaboration
between teachers and parents in developing strategies that promote 
active learning opportunities for children outdoors.

The discussion also raised the issue of children’s safety as a potential bar-
rier to outdoor education. Teachers’ fear of not being able to fully protect the
child outdoors has also been reported in other studies (Ernst, 2014; Kernan
& Devine, 2010). The implementation of outdoor activities should always be
preceded by a critical analysis of the benefits and drawbacks of this educa-
tional option. One must consider the risk associated with outdoor play and
the concern for children’s safety. Furthermore, the literature points to the
need for an initial adjustment period after the introduction of outdoor learn-
ing, where disciplining and supervising children is significantly less likely
once they have adapted to the new learning environment (Fägerstam, 2014).

The participating teachers were aware of their own shortcomings that
contribute to their reluctance to implement outdoor activities. Their state-
ments revealed the need for more in-depth knowledge on outdoor learn-
ing topics (training, workshops) as well as the availability of materials
(tools), ideas or good practices that would serve as inspiration for devel-
oping their own outdoor education methods. The question of training
teachers and building their confidence is extensively discussed in the lit-
erature (Lochman, 2003; Marchant et al., 2019). Special attention is given
to training that takes place not only indoors, but primarily in nature (King’s
College London. Beyond Barriers to Learning Outside the Classroom in
Natural Environments. Earth Learn Idea [Internet]. 2010; December 9,
https://publications.naturalengland.org.uk). 

However, for such training to have the intended effect, it should be
conducted on a long-term and regular basis, and the classes should be held
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on the kindergarten premises, in areas adjacent to the facilities, as well 
as during field trips. Unfortunately, given the current workload of teachers
due to various preschool duties, such lessons seems impractical.

Blatt and Patrick (2014) found that aspiring teachers who have posi-
tive experiences with outdoor activities often show more enthusiasm for
organizing outdoor teaching in their future careers. Therefore, they sug-
gest that teacher education programs introduce teacher trainees to out-
door learning environments during their studies through various projects,
field trips and research tasks, thus enabling them to gain the necessary
competencies in this area.

The implementation of outdoor activities requires adequate prepa-
ration, especially in terms of financial support. The surveyed teachers were
aware of this, as they listed several difficulties related to the general in-
frastructure of kindergartens that hinder outdoor education. Polish facili-
ties face more challenges than kindergartens in Scandinavian countries
(e.g. Finland, Sweden), where the idea of outdoor education is deeply
rooted and educational institutions are better equipped to facilitate con-
necting with nature. Polish preschool teachers lack basic amenities, such
as cloakroom space, proper weatherproof clothing for children and green
spaces, especially in urban areas. However, financial issues related to or-
ganizing outdoor education are not unique to Polish kindergartens and
schools. Similar challenges have been observed in studies conducted by
other authors, for example, in South Wales (Marchant et al., 2019).

This study demonstrates that, on the one hand, preschool teachers
are aware of the benefits of outdoor education for the holistic develop-
ment of the child. On the other hand, they strongly focus on the limita-
tions and shortcomings that hinder its implementation in Poland. In the
future, it would be desirable to conduct a larger-scale study that would
compare progress in implementing outdoor education models with the
current situation. Such studies could also serve as a source of best prac-
tice examples.
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Conclusion

The teachers participating in the focus groups recognize that the im-
plementation of outdoor educational activities in kindergartens is needed,
if not indispensable. They see outdoor education primarily as an oppor-
tunity for experience-based learning and connecting with nature. Teach-
ers are motivated enough to offer children outdoor activities so that they
can play and learn at the same time. However, many see significant ob-
stacles in the education system when planning outdoor learning experi-
ences for their students. To make outdoor education more sustainable and
integrated into preschool practices, it would be necessary to remove these
barriers and provide support at all levels of the education system and 
society. This can be achieved by:

1. Adequately preparing teachers for outdoor teaching by offering
them professional development opportunities and access to a com-
munity of experts who promote the value of outdoor education. Pro-
fessional development allows teachers to expand their knowledge of
how to organize and plan outdoor activities. Meanwhile, a commu-
nity of practitioners offers opportunities for sharing experiences, pro-
viding support in challenging situations and celebrating successes.
Experienced teachers can act as mentors, by sharing their knowl-
edge and skills with others who are new to outdoor education.

2. The surveyed teachers said that children are not properly prepared for
outdoor education, especially in terms of clothing. They mentioned
that parents are often concerned that their children will get dirty. In
order to mitigate these concerns, we propose to establish a rental
service for outdoor clothing (e.g., rubber boots, raincoats). Addition-
ally, appropriate materials for outdoor activities can be purchased
with funds allocated for outdoor learning. Such measures would al-
leviate the financial burden on families and thus ensure equal ac-
cess to outdoor education for all children. Another closely related 
inconvenience is the lack of adequate financial support, including 
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infrastructure, materials and tools for outdoor activities. Government
institutions should provide the necessary resources for at least par-
tial organization of outdoor activities outside the premises of schools
and kindergartens.

3. Many adults have no experience with outdoor learning, as evidenced
by the statements of the teachers participating in the focus groups.
They observed a generally negative attitude among parents towards
activities outside the traditional classroom setting. It is important for
teachers and students to share their outdoor learning experiences,
especially when they are successful. Promoting outdoor learning
changes perceptions and expands opportunities for learning outside
the confines of the building. Educating the public and integrating
outdoor learning into preschool practices are essential in this regard.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

415Martyna Szczotka, Katarzyna Szewczuk
Outdoor Education in the Perception of Polish Preschool Teachers: 

A Focus Group Study
(pp. 395–418)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409



References

Blatt, E., & Patrick P. (2014). An Exploration of Pre-Service Teachers' Experiences in

Outdoor ‘Places’ and Intentions for Teaching in the Outdoors. International

Journal of Science Education, 36(13), 2243-2264. https://doi.org/10.1080/

09500693.2014.918294

Bølling, M., Pfister, G. U., Mygind, E., & Nielsen, G. (2019). Education Outside the

Classroom and Pupils’ Social Relations? A One-Year Quasi-Experiment. In-

ternational Journal of Educational Research, 94, 29–41. https://doi.org/

10.1016/j.ijer.2019.02.014

Council Recommendation of 22 May 2018 on key competences for lifelong learn-

ing ( 2018/C 189/01), https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/PL/TXT/PDF/?

uri=CELEX:32018H0604(01)&from=en (access: 20.05.2023)

Deschamps, A., Scrutton, R., & Ayotte-Beaudet J-P. (2022). School-based Outdoor

Education and Teacher Subjective Well-being: An Exploratory Study. Fron-

tiers in Educiaton, 7, 961054. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.961054

Donaldson, G. W., & Donaldson L. E. (2013). Outdoor Education a Definition. Jour-

nal of Health, Physical Education, Recreation, 29 (5), 17-63. https://doi.org/

10.1080/00221473.1958.10630353

Ernst, J. (2014). Early Childhood Educators’ Use of Natural Outdoor Settings as

Learning Environments: An Exploratory Study of Beliefs, Practices, and Barri-

ers. Enviromental Education Researech, 20(6), 735–52. https://doi.org/10.1080/

13504622.2013.833596

Fägerstam, E. (2014). High School Teachers’ Experience of the Educational Poten-

tial of Outdoor Teaching and Learning. Journal of Adventure Education and Out-

door Learning, 14(1), 56-81. https://doi.org/10.1080/14729679.2013.769887

Gawlina, Z. (2001). Kształtowanie postawy czynnej ważnym celem wychowania

[Shaping an active attitude is an important goal of education]. In Z. Gawlina

(Ed.), Kształtowanie postaw czynnych i więzi środowiskowych [Shaping active

attitudes and environmental ties] (pp. 9-23). Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu

Jagiellońskiego.

Gilbertson, K., Bates, T., Mclaughin, T., & Ewert, A. (2022). Outdoor Education: Meth-

ods and Strategies. Human Kinetics.

Jagodzińska, M & Strumińska-Doktór, A. (2019). Outdoor education wzmocnie-

niem realizacji zrównoważonego rozwoju [Outdoor education strengthens

416 Martyna Szczotka, Katarzyna Szewczuk
Outdoor Education in the Perception of Polish Preschool Teachers: 
A Focus Group Study
(pp. 395–418)

IS
SN

 2
54

3-
75

85
   

  e
- I

SS
N

 2
54

3-
84

09



the implementation of sustainable development]. Studia Ecologiae et Bioeth-

icae, 17(4), 55-67. https://doi.org/ 10.21697/seb.2019.17.4.06

Kernan, M., & Devine D. (2010). Being Confined within? Constructions of the Good

Childhood and Outdoor Play in Early Childhood Education and Care Set-

tings in Ireland. Children & Society, 24(5), 375-385. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.

1099-0860.2009.00249.x

King’s College London. (2010, December). Beyond Barriers to Learning Outside

the Classroom in Natural Environments. https://publications.naturalengland.

org.uk/publication/4524600415223808

Klus-Stańska, D. (2002). Konstruowanie wiedzy w szkole [Constructing knowledge in

school]. Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Warmińsko-Mazurskiego.

Leśny, A. (2014). Pedagogika przyrody – konteksty teoretyczne [Pedagogy of na-

ture – theoretical contexts]. In A. Bąk, A. Leśny & E. Palamer-Kabacińska (Eds.),

Przygoda w edukacji – edukacja w przygodzie [Adventure in education – edu-

cation in adventure] (pp. 41-50). Fundacja Pracowania Nauki i Przygody.

Lochman, J.E. (2003). Commentary: School Contextual Influences on the Dissem-

ination of Interventions. School Psychology Review, 32(2), 174-177. https://doi.

org/10.1080/02796015.2003.12086190

Mann, J., Gray, T., Truong, S., Brymer, E., Passy, R., Ho, S., Sahlberg, P., Ward, K.,

Bentsen, P., Curry, C., & Cowper, R. (2022). Getting Out of the Classroom and

Into Nature: A Systematic Review of Nature-Specific Outdoor Learning on

School Children's Learning and Development. Frotniers in Public Health, 10,

877058. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.877058

Marchant, E., Todd, C., Cooksey, R., Dredge, S., Jones, H., Reynolds D., Stratton G.,

Dwyer R., Lyons R., Brophy S. (2019). Curriculum-based Outdoor Learning

for Children Aged 9-11. A Qualitative Analysis of Pupils’ and Teachers’ Views.

PLoS ONE, 14(5), e0212242. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0212242

Michalak, R., & Parczewska, T. (2019). (Nie)obecność outdoor education w kształce-

niu szkolnym [The (non)presence of outdoor education in school education].

Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Marii Curie-Skłodowskiej.

Parsons, K. J., & Traunter, J. (2020). Muddy Knees and Muddy Needs: Parents' Per-

ceptions of Outdoor Learning. Children's Geographies, 18(6), 699-711. https://

doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2019.1694637

417Martyna Szczotka, Katarzyna Szewczuk
Outdoor Education in the Perception of Polish Preschool Teachers: 

A Focus Group Study
(pp. 395–418)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409



Perlman, M., Bergeron, C., & Howe N. (2020, 10 maja). Scotland`s Outdoor Play

Initiative has some Lesson for the Rest of the World. https://theconversation.

com/scotlands-outdoor-play-initiative-has-some-lessons-for-the-rest-of-

the-world-132429

Roszak, B. (2018). Edukacja outdoor w praktykach studenckich a rzeczywistość [Out-

door education in student internships and reality]. In E. Musiał & J. Malinow-

ska (Eds.), Praktyki pedagogiczne przestrzenią i miejscem ewaluacji kompetencji

przyszłych nauczycieli wczesnej edukacji. Koncepcje-przemiany-rozwiązania

[Pedagogical practice as a space and place for evaluating the competences of fu-

ture teachers of early childhood education. Concepts-transformations-solutions]

(pp. 130-139). Instytut Pedagogiki Uniwersytetu Wrocławskiego.

Sabet, M. (2018). Current Trends and Tensions in Outdoor Education. BU Journal

of Graduate Studies in Education, 10 (1), 12-16.

Sendecka, Z. (2017). Style uczenia się a koncepcja outdoor education w kształceniu

przedszkolnym [Learning styles and the concept of outdoor education in pre-

school education]. Ośrodek Rozwoju Edukacji.

Strumińska-Doktór, A. & Doktór, D (2016). Atrakcyjność obszarów zielonych w dziel-

nicy Wola dla potrzeb wypoczynku nauczycieli i uczniów [Attractiveness of

green areas in the Wola district for the needs of teachers and students' recre-

ation]. Studia Ecologiae et Bioethicae, 14(3), 25-45.

Tong, A., Sainsbury, P., & Craig, J. (2007). Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Quali-

tative Research (COREQ): a 32-item Checklist for Interviews and Focus Groups.

International Journal for Quality in Health Care, 19 (6), 349–357. https://doi.org/

10.1093/intqhc/mzm042

Wholey, J.S., Hatry, H. P. & Newcomer K. E. (2010). Focus group interviewing. Hand-

book of practical program evaluation. Jossey-Bass.

418 Martyna Szczotka, Katarzyna Szewczuk
Outdoor Education in the Perception of Polish Preschool Teachers: 
A Focus Group Study
(pp. 395–418)

IS
SN

 2
54

3-
75

85
   

  e
- I

SS
N

 2
54

3-
84

09



DOI: 10.35765/mjse.2023.1224.20
Submitted: 21.01.2023
Accepted: 04.12.2023
Published: 30.12.2023

Ewa Piwowarska
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4332-3232
Jan Dlugosz University in Częstochowa, Poland 
e.piwowarska@ujd.edu.pl

Jolanta Karbowniczek
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4746-3814
Ignatianum University in Cracow, Poland
jolanta.karbowniczek@ignatianum.edu.pl

Urszula Ordon
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1176-6725
Jan Dlugosz University in Częstochowa, Poland 
u.ordon@ujd.edu.pl

(pp. 419–436)

Suggested citation: Piwowarska, E., Karbowniczek, J. & Ordon, U. (2023). Early Childhood
Education Teachers’ Encounters With Art Presented in Museums and Galleries: Selected
Aspects. Multidisciplinary Journal of School Education 12(2(24), 419–436. https://doi.org/
10.35765/mjse.2023.1224.20

Abstract

Research objectives, issues or problems: The aim of the research was to as-

certain the opinions and efforts of early childhood education teachers in or-

ganising children’s encounters with art in museums/galleries. The research

question was “what activities do teachers undertake to familiarise students

with the art distributed by institutions that provide visual objects of artis-

tic value?”

Research methods: The study used a diagnostic survey method with a ques-

tionnaire aimed at teachers teaching years 1–3 in primary school.

A short description of the context of the presented issue: Museums, 

galleries and other such institutions are organisational forms of cultural 
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activity and can be an important element of the classes prepared by teach-

ers to create opportunities for pupils to learn about, experience and value

works of art. Children’s contact with works of art in institutions providing

objects of artistic value not only awakens their interests, but also encour-

ages them to act creatively, develops their perceptiveness, practices their

ability to conduct thorough analyses, express reasoned opinions and pose

questions and develops their sensitivity and aesthetic taste.

Research findings: The results show that although the majority of teachers

perceive a very important role of venues promoting art in the process of en-

riching knowledge and forming attitudes of active consumers among early

school-aged children, a large proportion of them still do not sufficiently no-

tice the value and impact of these venues in shaping children’s intellectual

interests and personality. 

Conclusions and/or recommendations: In summary, the teacher, carrying

out the tasks set out in the curricula and supported by the institutions and

the state (e.g. teacher training, free entry for children, online offers sent to

schools and temporary exhibitions aimed at young viewers), can addition-

ally implement and/or complement activities to make museum exhibitions

attractive and effective for pupils.

Keywords: encounters with art, museums, galleries, teacher, early childhood

education

The importance of children’s encounters with the arts

The search for effective ways to teach a person concerns the knowl-
edge acquired and the skills, abilities and attitudes formed. As Irena Wojnar
(1984, pp. 9–19) emphasises in her book, Teoria wychowania estetycznego
[The Theory of Aesthetic Upbringing], besides intellectual upbringing, an
important part of the educational process is the aspect of activating spir-
itual forces and moral attitudes and stimulating the individual’s imagina-
tion and sensitivity. Writing about humanistic education, she emphasises
its important links with cultural values, among which the most impor-
tant is the concept of education through art, the theoretical foundations
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of which were formed by Herbert Read. The emergence of this term did
not contribute to the abandonment of the earlier term – aesthetic up-
bringing – but it did make it possible to present the duality of this concept:
in a narrower sense, understood as upbringing for art, and in a broader
sense, described as upbringing through art. Polish scholars also con-
tributed to the dissemination of this concept, including Stefan Szuman,
Bogdan Suchodolski, Irena Wojnar, Maria and Tadeusz Gołaszewski. 

The concepts of education for and through art are realised by con-
temporary museums – non-profit organisations – and their objectives in-
clude “collecting and permanently protecting the goods of the natural
and cultural heritage of mankind …, disseminating the fundamental val-
ues of Polish and world history, science and culture, developing cogni-
tive and aesthetic sensitivity and enabling the use of the collections” (Act
of 21 November 1996 on museums, Art. 1). Museums fulfil many pur-
poses, including educational activities and making collections available
for these purposes (Act of 21 November 1996 on museums, Art. 2). The
multifunctionality of these social institutions includes the functions of
popularising and educating (Turos, 1999, pp. 43). In a broad sense, mu-
seum education – by initiating processes and activities that support the
development of the individual in many spheres of life (knowledge, skills
and self-realisation) – becomes part of cultural education (Sani, 2013).
Among the new ones with a special dimension is the entertainment func-
tion. Museum pedagogy and museum education, as Renata Pater (2016,
2013, pp. 56) rightly states, are gradually changing the image of the mu-
seum in public perception. In their programmes of educational activities
and museum exhibitions, museum educators take into account the lat-
est psycho-pedagogical, pedagogical and sociological knowledge, refer-
ring to learning theories, cognitive processes and the concept of multiple
intelligences. 

It is also worth noting that developments in catering for museum
audiences since the 1960s (much later in Poland) have been moving away
from a passive form of receiving content, towards activating audiences
through diverse “attempts to educate them ‘to’, ‘in’ and ‘through’ the mu-
seum” (Skutnik, 2019, pp. 258). Art galleries are also organisational forms
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of cultural activity (Act of 25 October 1991 on the organisation and per-
formance of cultural activities) and, like museums, can be an important
part of teachers’ work, providing opportunities for pupils to explore, 
experience and value works of art. 

As venues for encounters with art, museums, galleries and other
such institutions are nowadays also open to the needs of children and
look for effective educational solutions to support children’s cognitive 
experiences. They create inspiring spaces of varying quality, size and di-
versity with high educational potential for those involved in the embod-
iment of culture.

The experience of the museum, the possibility of interaction and 
the enrichment from an awareness of history, culture and traditions
gained through the museum education programme promotes the multi-
intelligent development of children. Researchers emphasise above all the
cultural, educational and social significance of the museum and the con-
structive way of learning during museum visits. Particularly valuable are
the various museum situations through which attitudes, interests and 
experiences are formed. There are also international interviews with chil-
dren about what they think of museums, how they develop a sense of
belonging to a region or country and pride in its traditions, culture and
achievements and how they evaluate museum visits and contact with
museum professionals. 

Today, quantitative and qualitative research is being conducted 
on museum pedagogy in England (Tzibazi, 2018, 2022), museum edu-
cation of preschool and younger school-aged children and its impact 
on their cognitive development in China (Tan et al., 2021), the impact on
scientific and social skills in the Netherlands and Australia (Andre et al.,
2017) and forging the child as a subject by experiencing, engaging and
acting in the museum space in Norway (Yates et al., 2022). It should be
noted that learning from culture and the educational programmes of mu-
seums and galleries have been written about and researched by the Eng-
lish researcher Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (2007, pp. 252).

In Poland, research on the museum perceived as an educational
space has been conducted by Tadeusz Gołaszewski (1967, pp. 96), Bogdan
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Grzegorzewski (1978, pp. 98) and Lucjan Turos (1999, pp. 216). Today,
Jolanta Skutnik (2008, pp. 197) writes about the museum as a place of ed-
ucation, additionally created in children’s drawings. An analysis of meth-
ods of presenting and teaching about art in the context of exhibition
practices has been published by the art historian Marcin Szeląg (2014, 
pp. 92). Also, research on museum education aimed at diverse audiences,
including children, has been conducted by Renata Pater (2016, pp. 228)
and presented in a book with practical implications of her own ongoing
research project. These are just some of the names of those working on
the issue of education by and for art in museums and galleries.

An important place in the process of humanistic education is held 
by children’s museums (the first children’s museum, Brooklyn Children’s
Museum, was founded in the late 19th century), because when organising
exhibitions, they implement “programmes that stimulate informal learn-
ing and experience for children. The … children’s museum is dominated
by interactive exhibitions, designed in such a way that the youngest view-
ers do not remain passive. … The space is built with interactive play, learn-
ing and discovery in mind” (Martyka, 2012, pp. 132). It is action, creation,
design and early positive experiences that become the basis for children’s
effective learning and attitude formation as active viewers of art. 

As early as the beginning of the 20th century, in Wanda Ciot-Ma-
zowiecka’s (1907) methodological study for teachers of folk schools, one
of the tips relating to the teaching of drawing spoke of pupils visiting 
exhibitions where “the teacher will try with the right questions to stimu-
late the pupils to realise what the artist wanted to depict in his work” 
(pp. 14). To reinforce and consolidate the impression, she suggested view-
ing only a few works of art at a time. In addition, she suggested holding an
exhibition at the end of the school year, as it influences the development
of a country’s education and is one of the links “binding the school with
the broad circles of the general public” (Ciot-Mazowiecka, 1907, pp. 14).
This suggestion would also prepare children for encounters with art in 
institutions.

The natural ability to experience beauty is present from an early age.
Exposing children to works of art in institutions for objects of artistic value

423Ewa Piwowarska, Jolanta Karbowniczek, Urszula Ordon
Early Childhood Education Teachers’ Encounters With Art  

Presented in Museums and Galleries: Selected Aspects
(pp. 419–436)

ISSN
 2543-7585     e- ISSN

 2543-8409



not only awakens their interest, but also encourages artistic activity, 
develops perceptiveness, practices the ability to express reasoned opin-
ions, pose questions and conduct thorough analyses (describing objects
and distinguishing their characteristic features) and develops sensitivity
and aesthetic taste (Piwowarska, 2012, pp. 203–204). Therefore, it is im-
portant that teachers take care to organise conditions of cognition that
arouse children’s interest in art, which is a source of knowledge relating
to both ancient and contemporary human cultural heritage (Piwowarska,
2019, pp. 117).

Museums and galleries are among the many places where there is 
a direct encounter between the viewer and works of art, in this case visual
art with artistic values. Teachers, or those mediating in this process and
referred to by Stefan Szuman (1975) as “aesthetic educators”, provide
“someone who is not yet able to do so, or who is not very able to do so,
with effective assistance in discovering, learning and feeling the aesthetic
features and values of artistic works. … The naive viewer perceives a work
of art in extra-aesthetic terms. He is still aesthetically ‘blind’ to artistic
works” (p. 119).

The teacher plays a crucial role in linking educational activities with
the work of museums and art galleries. Their attitude and ability to plan,
make knowledge accessible, select exhibitions and influence their re-
ception can aid in raising children in the future to be viewers of museum
exhibitions (Pavlon, 2022). At this point, it can be asked which activities
today’s teachers take to this end and what their attitude is towards or-
ganising excursions with the younger children to make accessible col-
lections with artistic values.

Research methodology

The subject of the empirical research was the activities undertaken by
teachers to organise children’s encounters with art in galleries/museums,
while the research question was which activities are undertaken by early
childhood education teachers to familiarise pupils with art disseminated
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by the relevant institutions. Because the research was conducted from
April to the end of September 2022, when museums and galleries had
only just begun to operate without the limits and restrictions stipulated
for cultural institutions since 28 February of that year, the survey ques-
tions were related to the pre-pandemic period, the period in which the
pandemic restrictions were loosened (they had been introduced on 1 Feb-
ruary 2021) and the few months during which restrictions were lifted. 
It was important for the survey to investigate both the organisational side
of exhibition outings and the role they can play in early childhood edu-
cation. Therefore, the questions in the survey addressed the difficulties
perceived by teachers with regard to organising pre-pandemic trips to 
exhibitions in art galleries/museums (the period without restrictions 
was very short), as well as preparing children for visits, taking advantage
of events at museums, following cultural events organised by these insti-
tutions, tailoring visits to the needs of younger audiences and the role
these venues play in the process of teaching and forming the attitude of
an active audience among early school-aged children. Closed questions 
(see Figures 3 and 6) and semi-open questions (see Figures 1, 2, 4 and 5)
(15 questions) were answered by 85 early childhood education teachers
from schools in larger towns (more than 20,000 inhabitants [24.7% of 
the study group]), smaller towns (less than 20,000 inhabitants [41.2%])
and rural areas (34.1%) in the Silesian Voivodeship (mainly Częstochowa, 
Katowice and their surroundings) located within a short distance (with
access to public transport) from museums and galleries. Although most
of the questions were semi-open-ended, in only a few cases did the re-
spondents formulate their answers themselves (see Figures 1, 2, 4 and 5).

The aim of the questionnaire (100 questionnaires were sent out 
to primary schools targeting early childhood education teachers and 
85 were returned) was to ascertain the opinions and efforts of early child-
hood education teachers in organising children’s encounters with art in
museums/galleries. It became important to establish the perceived or-
ganisational difficulties of teachers in this area and the activities involved
in preparing for visits to exhibitions.
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Analysis of research results 

When asked in the questionnaire about perceived difficulties organ-
ising pre-pandemic and post-pandemic trips with pupils to institutions
promoting the arts, the teachers were given the opportunity to choose
an answer from eight suggestions and to add their own responses. As can
be seen from the data in Figure 1, they occasionally saw no need for trips
to art galleries or museums, and in a few cases the lack of support from the
school was an obstacle. A few respondents referred to the age of the
pupils and the lack of support from parents; in isolated cases, the respon-
dents did not see any obstacles. Thus, it can be concluded that the vast
majority consider such outings to be justified, and that they mainly see
the distance they have to travel with pupils to see an exhibition as a sig-
nificant obstacle.

Figure 1. Teachers’ perceptions of difficulties/barriers when organising 

outings to exhibitions at art galleries/museums
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In addition, the data relating to teachers’ perceived difficulties when
organising trips for children to exhibitions before the pandemic (Figure
1) indicated that fewer than half of the respondents noted the lack of
such institutions in the vicinity of the school. For about one in three re-
spondents, the obstacles were funding and the scarcity of interesting ex-
hibitions in museums or galleries for young children. One in five teachers
perceived a lack of time for such excursions (most likely due to over-
loaded curricula). A small number of respondents did not perceive any
obstacles or difficulties organising trips for pupils to exhibitions.

Unsurprisingly, for about half of the teachers mobility (due to dis-
tance) became the main obstacle to organising pupils’ visits to exhibi-
tions in art galleries/museums. However, the difficulties associated with
the distance between the school and venues promoting the visual arts
should not hamper the organisation of students’ first contact with the
cultural institutions – even if only once a year. 

Figure 2. Museum events selected by teachers when taking students 

to art galleries/museums

The answers to the next question about early childhood education
teachers’ practical use of museum/gallery events (Figure 2) show that most
of the respondents’ students participate in museum workshops and ac-
tivities offered by institutions that promote the arts. Approximately one in
three respondents take advantage of possibilities such as meeting with
artists and exhibition guides or competitions on art and art knowledge
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organised by galleries or museums. One teacher suggested that exhibi-
tions for pupils in years 1–3 should be accompanied by concerts. This is an
interesting solution (already used at many vernissages), but it would have
to involve setting aside time for “live” music events during the visit. How-
ever, in an age with so many possibilities, not least thanks to digital tech-
nology, combining art and music should not pose a major problem.

Figure 3. Frequency of teachers searching for cultural events organised 

by art galleries/museums 

The data in Figure 3 indicate that a few teachers follow the cultural
events organised by art galleries or museums sporadically or do not seek
them out at all. However, the vast majority of respondents are interested
in regular or occasional cultural events held by galleries and museums.
This is a positive sign that indicates a high awareness among teachers
and a need for exhibitions tailored to the needs and perceptual possibil-
ities of younger pupils.

Figure 4: Practical tips given by teachers for art galleries/museums 

regarding the needs of young art viewers
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The early childhood education teachers were asked about measures
that would be more effective at encouraging young art audiences to at-
tend exhibitions. The data in Figure 4 indicate that the majority of respon-
dents noted free entry for schools and small-scale temporary exhibitions
prepared for younger pupils as their practical tips. Quite a large group of
respondents would like to be informed (notices sent to schools) about 
exhibitions for younger audiences. The needs indicated by teachers in this
respect are an additional signal about the educational role played by chil-
dren’s visual contact with art.

Figure 5: Ways in which teachers prepare children to visit 

art galleries/museums

The data shown in Figure 5 show that less than half of the respon-
dents personally view the exhibits before going to an exhibition with
their pupils. This fact is important in that it allows for the planning of les-
sons that focus on selected works of art and that take into account the
cognitive abilities of students in years 1–3. Approximately one in three
respondents noted that they select works of art for analysis, which is very
important when introducing children to museum exhibitions. Some
teachers prepare tasks aimed at the whole class, but unfortunately much
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less often for group or individual work. One in three respondents only set
tasks for children at the exhibition. Some educators (one in five) decide
to analyse at school objects which the pupils have viewed on their own.
Occasionally, teachers indicated that they do not take children to exhibi-
tions or that they do not have a need to organise such excursions for
younger classes. In addition, in their questionnaires they ticked the an-
swer stating that children’s viewing of exhibitions is of little importance
for the process of enriching their knowledge and forming the attitude of
an active viewer of art.

Figure 6. The role of venues promoting the arts in teaching 

and developing the attitude of an active audience 

among early childhood children 

The issue of interest to us was the role of galleries and museums in
the process of acquiring knowledge and forming attitudes of active art
consumers among early school-aged children. From the data in Figure 6,
it can be concluded that the majority of respondents appreciate the im-
portance of these institutions for enriching pupils’ knowledge and build-
ing the attitude of an active participant in such cultural events. However,
almost one in three respondents believe that the role of institutions pro-
viding facilities of artistic value in this respect is minor. A few teachers, on
the other hand, do not see a role at all. In summary, although the major-
ity of teachers perceive the role of venues promoting art in the process of
enriching knowledge and forming an attitude of active consumers
among early school-aged children as very important, a large proportion
of them still do not sufficiently notice the value and impact of these ven-
ues in shaping children’s intellectual interests and personality. 
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The opinions indicated by the majority of teachers about the sig-
nificant role that venues promoting the arts play in the process of en-
riching knowledge and shaping an attitude of an active consumer among
early school-aged children can be confirmed by the majority of the re-
spondents searching for interesting cultural events (Figure 3) and the
need for organising child-orientated exhibitions and disseminating in-
formation about them to schools (Figure 4).

Conclusions of the study

The research on early childhood education teachers’ encounters
with art was conducted after the two-year epidemic in Poland. There-
fore, the questions referred to the period before the pandemic and a few
months after the restrictions were lifted. The analysis of the answers
given by the teachers leads to the conclusion that, despite the possi-
bility of travelling from schools to museums and galleries by public 
transport, almost half of the teachers consider travelling this distance as
an organisational/logistical obstacle that sometimes makes it impossi-
ble to plan excursions to exhibitions. However, contrary to this opinion,
the vast majority of them do organise such outings for their pupils. The 
follow-up questions show that they most often take advantage of 
the workshops and museum activities prepared by these institutions.
Unfortunately, they participate less frequently in such interesting and
motivating events for children’s creative activity as competitions on art
and art knowledge. This is all the more unfortunate because the final
post-competition vernissages, which open exhibitions, are an attractive
introduction for children to look at the collections and become active
consumers of art.

The vast majority of the surveyed teachers follow cultural events 
organised by art galleries or museums regularly or from time to time, thus
showing an interest in temporary or occasional cultural events that en-
rich their personal experience (self-improvement) and enable them to
use this knowledge in their professional practice.
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An important prerequisite for making the collections in museums and
art galleries more accessible, as pointed out by the teachers of early child-
hood education, is free entry for pupils to exhibitions and the wide dis-
semination of information sent directly to schools about exhibitions aimed
specifically at young art consumers. Thus, it can be assumed that the sin-
gle free visiting days designated in some institutions (especially for per-
manent exhibitions) are not sufficient; in the case of temporary exhibitions,
for which a fee usually has to be paid, many do not opt for them (financial
barrier). In addition, the respondents highlighted the need for small, re-
curring exhibitions, primarily organised with younger audiences in mind.

Visits to exhibitions by pupils in years one to three should be planned
because thorough preparation for the children’s encounter with art is es-
sential, so an important prerequisite for going to a museum or gallery
should be that the teacher is familiar with the collections in advance. Un-
fortunately, not enough teachers make use of this opportunity. And yet, es-
pecially young pupils’ first visits to museums should be an extraordinary
experience, and information about selected objects of artistic value should
be exceptionally attractive. This requires thorough preparation. Unfortu-
nately, the research shows that only a few of the respondents select works
to be analysed with children, most often choosing to assign tasks during
joint viewing and without dividing the students into proactive groups.

Although the majority of the respondents emphasised the significant
role of galleries and museums in enriching children’s knowledge and form-
ing an attitude of an active art consumer, some teachers attribute little 
importance to them. The question can be asked at this point is why? Are
we as a teaching community sufficiently prepared to perceive art? An un-
derstanding of art and the ability to feel pleasure in its reception certainly
makes it easier to introduce children to the world created by visual means
of expression.  

It is worth quoting Jolanta Skutnik (2008), who claims that a con-
temporary museum should 

both foster the process of creation and enable active reception. … That

is why today’s museums are increasingly trying to be active cultural
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centres, centres of documentation, education, as well as centres of

meetings and discussions supporting exhibition activities, combining

classical museum functions with educational and dissemination – pub-

lic functions. (pp. 20–21) 

The teacher, carrying out the tasks set out in the curricula and sup-
ported by the institutions and the state (e.g. teacher training, free entry
for children, online offers sent to schools or temporary exhibitions aimed
at young viewers) can additionally implement and/or complement ac-
tivities to make museum exhibitions attractive and effective for pupils.

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Abstract

Objectives of the research:. The purpose of this study was to determine

whether women’s childhood experiences are related to their ability to meet

their needs in adulthood. 

Research methods: The survey was conducted online with a random sample

of 402 women between the ages of 21 and 50. In order to answer the re-

search questions, text mining algorithms and cluster analysis carried out 

by data mining algorithms were used.

A short description of the context of the issue: The ability to fulfill one’s

needs is an important determinant of personal happiness, well-being and

mental health The study examined whether women who had experienced

fewer parental mistakes were better at meeting their needs, and whether

there were intergroup differences between women who were more and less

efficient at fulfilling their needs in terms of the personality traits their parents

tried to mold in them during childhood and the personality traits that the

women developed.
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Research findings: The results revealed that women who experienced fewer

parenting errors in childhood and whose parents tried to shape in them per-

sonality traits such as Stability (Alpha-Plus), Plasticity (Beta-Plus) and Inte-

gration (Gamma-Plus) indeed developed these traits and were more

effective in fulfilling their needs in adulthood.

Conclusions and recommendations: Experiencing more parenting mis-

takes in childhood is associated with the development of unfavorable per-

sonality traits and lower competence in meeting needs in adulthood.

Keywords: parenting goals, personality project, personality traits, parenting

mistakes, satisfying needs

Need Satisfaction and Experiencing Happiness

The relationship between the satisfaction of needs and the experi-
ence of happiness was one of the main themes of the work of Abraham
Maslow, who created the theory of the hierarchy of needs (Miner et al.,
2013). According to Maslow, people must have their needs satisfied in
order to achieve happiness. The link between need satisfaction and hap-
piness is confirmed by numerous studies (Drakopoulos, 2008).

Maslow described five classes of needs. Physiological needs, such as
drinking, eating, sleeping or breathing, are necessary for survival. Their
satisfaction is fundamental to human existence and the satisfaction of
other needs, such as the need for security.

The need for security concerns not only physical security, but also so-
cial and psychological security. Satisfying this need allows one to focus on
the need for belonging and love, or the need for closeness, friendship and
maintaining relationships with other people. Failure to satisfy this need
can lead to social isolation, alienation and depression. Next is the need for
esteem, respect, prestige and recognition of one’s uniqueness, as well as ap-
preciation of one’s talents and a sense of accomplishment. Satisfying this
need paves the way for satisfying the last need in the hierarchy, that is, the
need for self-actualization: reaching one’s full potential. (Winston, 2018).
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According to Maslow (1964a), some people who have satisfied the
need for self-actualization experience a so-called peak experience, which
can be similar to a mystical experience and is a profound experience of
happiness. Contemporary research seems to confirm the link between
the satisfaction of needs in the hierarchy and the experience of happi-
ness (Şimşek & Demir, 2013).

The Source of Satisfaction of Needs in Childhood

Satisfying needs is a learned skill. To achieve happiness, one must
learn to be happy. This is a process that begins during a child’s upbring-
ing (Şimşek & Demir, 2013). Parents shape their children’s competence in
meeting needs by teaching them various activities, such as eating, going
to sleep on their own, or otherwise handling their own needs independ-
ently. This is a process called scaffolding (John et al., 2018). As a result of
this process, the adult is able to take care of his or her needs. For a child
to learn how to meet their own needs, adult help is needed. When a par-
ent teaches a child the rules of social behavior, including ways of meeting
one’s needs, he/she transfers some of his/her parental control (Szymań-
ska, 2017a). While taking care of the child’s needs, the parent simultane-
ously cares for the proper development of the child’s personality (Millon
and Davis, 1996; Prince and Howard, 2002).

Satisfying needs in adulthood and the experience of 
parenting mistakes in childhood

However, for this process to be successful, parenting must proceed
without major disruptions. These disruptions can involve events and sit-
uations that can be considered erroneous. Sometimes these may include
parental behaviors that are detrimental to the child’s development. These
are usually called parental mistakes (Gurycka, 1990). Depending on the
theory, different parental behaviors are classified as incorrect. However,
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many studies confirm that certain parental behaviors, such as aggression,
excessive strictness, constraining the child’s activity, indifference, pam-
pering the child, or doing various activities for the child instead of letting
him/her learn the activity, can have adverse effects on the child’s devel-
opment (Millon & Davis, 1996). 

Can the experience of these parental mistakes in childhood interfere
with the process of learning to satisfy one’s needs, and consequently con-
tribute to lower need satisfaction in adulthood? According to psycho-
logical theories, the answer is yes. A child who often witnesses such
parental behavior experiences a great deal of stress, which disrupts the
learning process. A parent who frequently makes mistakes not only fails
to satisfy the child’s legitimate needs, such as the need for security, but
can also disturb the child’s internal balance. The child may then experi-
ence difficulties in learning how to meet these needs (Şimşek & Demir,
2013). Therefore, parental errors have an impact in two ways: on the one
hand, they disrupt the child’s current needs, and on the other, they make
the child unable to learn how to meet his/her own needs. This study
tested whether experiencing parental mistakes in childhood is associated
with lower levels of need fulfillment in adulthood. This was the first re-
search hypothesis (H1).

Parents’ upbringing goals and children’s need satisfaction in adult-
hood. In the process of upbringing, parents shape their children’s per-
sonality. They do this by, among others, by choosing parenting goals,
sometimes referred to as the personality project (Gurycka, 1979; LeVine,
1974). These selected traits can, in turn shape the children’s ability to meet
their own needs: research shows that need satisfaction is related to per-
sonality traits (Nishimura & Suzuki, 2016). Therefore, this study tested 
the co-occurrence between adult women’s perceptions of their parents’
parenting goals (what personality traits they wanted to shape in them)
and their level of need satisfaction. This was the second research hy-
pothesis (H2).

Parental goals and mistakes and the formation of a child’s person-
ality. Parental goals or the personality project, together with parental mis-
takes, are activities that determine the child’s experience (pathways in the
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model, see Figure 1). This experience consists of the following: (a) a record
of what happened (descriptive information), (b) whether what happened
was good or bad (evaluative information), and (c) how the child will act 
in similar situations in the future (programmatic information, Gurycka,
1985). Descriptive information includes data on the child’s perceptions 
of the parents’ goals and mistakes, evaluative information – data on
whether the parents’ attitudes and goals were right or wrong, and pro-
grammatic information – on how to cope in the future, for example, when
someone is being aggressive. Apart from this information, the experience
also includes data on how the child felt (emotions), what the child thought
(mental activity), what kind of relationship the child had with the parent
(relational contact), and how the child behaved (Greenberg, 2002). This
experience, when repeated, creates tendencies that later develop into 
personality patterns (Gurycka, 1990; Millon & Davis, 1996; Millon, 2010).
Of course, the child does not remember all the events that he/she expe-
rienced. According to Howe (2000), this is impossible even with highly
emotional events. However, what is remembered is a generalized repre-
sentation of these events. Therefore, examining children’s experiences 
of their parents’ goals and mistakes means examining their mental rep-
resentations.

Since the beginning of psychology, parenting mistakes and negative
childhood experiences have been associated with personality develop-
ment, especially personality disorders (Kutter, 2000; Millon & Davis, 1996).
Contemporary psychotherapeutic research confirms that people strug-
gling with severe personality problems had difficult childhoods and nu-
merous painful experiences (Millon & Davis, 1996). Is the development
of certain personality meta-traits associated with higher or lower levels of
parental mistakes experienced in childhood? This was the third research
hypothesis (H3). Is it related to the shaping of specific personality traits?
This was the fourth research hypothesis (H4). If the answers to these ques-
tions are yes, it can be said that future well-being and happiness are re-
lated to childhood experiences.

Personality traits and need satisfaction. The ability to meet one’s needs
is also related to personality type. Studies show that need satisfaction is
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positively correlated with extraversion and openness to experience, low
agreeableness and conscientiousness, and negatively correlated with
neuroticism (Nishimura & Suzuki, 2016).

Contemporary research on Big Five traits reveals that there are per-
sonality types in the population that are combinations of the Big Five
traits (DeYoung et al., 2002; Strus et al., 2014).

Guided by research findings revealing that the Big Five personality
traits are related to the ability to meet one’s needs, this study examined
whether those with higher levels of need satisfaction are more likely to
manifest certain meta-traits? This was the fifth research hypothesis (H5).

Method

Research Objective and Hypotheses
The purpose of this study was to examine whether there is a co-oc-

currence between the level of parental mistakes experienced in child-
hood, the personality traits shaped by parents, the personality traits
actually developed, and the level of need satisfaction in adult women.
Figure 1 depicts a model that shows the relationship between (a) parental
goals, or the personality project that parents shape in their children, (b)
parental mistakes, (c) the child’s perception of parental goals and parental
errors, or the child’s experience, (d) the child’s personality traits, and (e)
the level of need satisfaction.

In the proposed model, personality moderates the relationship be-
tween childhood experiences and the ability to meet one’s needs. There-
fore, depending on the child’s personality, the relationship between
childhood experiences and the level of need satisfaction may be buffered
or may lead to a synergy effect (Nowak, 2007).

The objective of this study was to investigate the potential correla-
tion between the extent of parental mistakes encountered in childhood,
the personality traits influenced by parents, the personality traits devel-
oped over time and the level of need fulfillment in adult women. Ac-
cordingly, the study verified the following hypotheses:
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H1: Women who experienced more parental errors in childhood
have lower levels of need satisfaction in adulthood.
H2: Women who have higher and lower levels of need fulfillment dif-
fer in terms of the personal qualities that their parents tried to de-
velop in them.
H3: Women who experienced fewer parenting mistakes (both moth-
ers’ and fathers’) exhibit more plus-type personality traits, while
those who experienced more parenting mistakes exhibit minus-type
traits. 
H4: Women develop more strongly those personality traits that their
parents tried to develop in them.
H5: Women with plus-type personality traits have a greater need for
fulfillment than women with minus-type traits.

Approval of the Research Ethics Committee
All procedures involving human participants in the study were in ac-

cordance with ethical standards. The research received approval from the
Research Ethics Committee of the Institute of Psychology of the Białystok
School of Public Administration on December 10, 2015.

Research Sample and Procedure
The survey was conducted online in 2018. Using the k = 2 operator,

kindergartens were randomly selected from a list compiled by the Min-
istry of Education for each voivodship. 

The study included 402 women between the ages of 21 and 50
(M = 34, SD = 5.4), with the largest representation of those between the
ages of 28 and 39. 

Variables
The main dependent variable was the level of satisfaction of the

women’s needs. The independent variables were (a) the women’s mental
representations of their parents’ parenting goals, i.e., the personality traits
that their parents wanted to develop in the women during their childhood
(according to their perceptions), (b) the women’s mental representations
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of the parental mistakes they experienced during their childhood, and 
(c) the women’s personality traits.

Representation of parenting goals. Parenting goals are the various
personality traits that parents want to develop in their children. They are
sometimes called the personality project (Gurycka, 1979). The discrep-
ancy scale was used to study the parental goals and the child’s level of 
development in terms of the traits shaped by the parents (Szymańska 
& Dobrenko, 2017). 

Representation of parenting mistakes. Parenting mistakes are situ-
ations or parental attitudes that cause adverse effects in the child’s de-
velopment (Gurycka, 1990, 2008). Parental mistakes include such parental
behaviors as (a) strictness, (b) aggression, (c) constraining the child’s ac-
tivities, (d) indifference to the child and his or her affairs, (e) the parent's
self-accentuation, that is, overly focusing on the parent’s own image of
the child, (f ) pampering the child, (g) doing things for the child, (h) ide-
alizing the child, and (i) inconsistency. 

The mental representation of parental mistakes reflects how the
child experienced these mistakes. This study analyzed women’s experi-
ences of parenting mistakes (the mistakes of mothers and of fathers were
analyzed separately). The study used a questionnaire to examine the men-
tal representation of parenting mistakes developed by Gurycka (author
of the theory of parental mistakes) to assess the children’s perceptions of
parenting errors. (Gurycka, 1990).

Personality traits. According to Cattell, they constitute the “mental
structure of personality” (Strelau, 2001, p.533). This study refers to the Cir-
cumplex Personality Model by Strus at al. (2014). In this model, the au-
thors describe eight personality meta-traits consisting of combinations 
of Big Five traits (Costa & McCrae, 1992). These are: Stability (Alpha-Plus),
Plasticity (Beta-Plus), Self-restraint (Delta-Plus), Integration (Gamma-Plus),
Disinhibition (Alpha-Minus), Passiveness (Beta-Minus), Sensation seeking
(Delta-Minus) and Disharmony (Gamma-Minus) (Strus et al., 2014a). 

Meeting one’s needs. This is a variable that consists of five corre-
sponding to the needs described by Maslow in his pyramid of needs: 
(a) physiological, (b) security, (c) belonging and love, (d) need for esteem,

444 Agnieszka Szymańska, Joanna Świderska
Childhood Experiences and Needs: Parental Goals, Mistakes, and Personality Traits  
and Their Adult Daughters’ Ability to Meet Their Needs
(pp. 437–459)

IS
SN

 2
54

3-
75

85
   

  e
- I

SS
N

 2
54

3-
84

09



and (e) self-actualization. (Maslow, 1964b). According to Maslow, human
needs are arranged in a hierarchy, and a person can meet higher-level
needs when he/she has satisfied lower-level needs. The Needs Satisfac-
tion Inventory, which was created by Lester (2013) and adapted to Polish
conditions by Jarosław Jastrzębski was used to measure needs according
to Maslow’s concept of the hierarchy of needs. 

Data Analysis Method
The study used two data analysis methods. The first was text mining

algorithms and the second was data mining algorithms that carried out
a cluster analysis (Elder et al., 2012). The text mining algorithms counted
the personality traits that the women surveyed listed as goals of their par-
ents (Szymańska, 2017b) and created new binary variables that repre-
sented each personality trait that the women mentioned. These new
variables were sequentially classified into one of the eight dimensions
described in the Circumplex Personality Model of Strus et al. (2014). In
this way, parents' parenting goals were represented in the form of a per-
sonality project. As was revealed, the minus meta-traits corresponded
only to traits considered undesirable. Accordingly, the higher the
women’s scores on the minus traits of parental goals, the more often their
parents listed these traits as undesirable (see Figures 2, 3 and 4).

The second method of analysis involved data mining algorithms 
performing cluster analysis. They extracted clusters of individuals who
were similar in terms of their level of need satisfaction, their experience
of parental mistakes, and the personality traits that their parents wanted 
to develop in them, as well as the personality traits they actually had. This
method made it possible to determine the significance of differences 
between the clusters, to determine how strong the effect size was, and,
using a standardized mean, to show how strong each variable was within
a group (whether scores were low, medium or high) (Elder et al., 2012). 
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Results

Cluster analysis identified two groups of women who had similar
scores on the following variables: (a) the perception of their parents’ par-
enting goals, (b) the level of parenting errors experienced, (c) personality
traits, and (d) the level of satisfaction of one’s own needs (see Figure 2).
The algorithms classified 192 women into the first cluster, 48% of the sam-
ple, and 210 women into the second, 52% of the sample.

There were slight differences between the two groups of women in
terms of personality traits shaped by their parents (see Table 1).

There were medium differences between clusters for experiencing
the following parental mistakes: aggression, constraining the child’s activ-
ities, and the parent’s self-accentuation. The differences were small and/or
very small for the experience of the following mistakes: strictness, pam-
pering the child, doing the child’s tasks for them, idealization and incon-
sistency. On the other hand, they were large for the experience of parental
indifference (see Table 1).

Large differences between the clusters were found for the following
variables: Plasticity (Beta-Plus), Integration (Gamma-Plus), Disinhibition
(Alpha-Minus), Passiveness (Beta-Minus) and Disharmony (Gamma-Minus).
The differences were medium for Stability (Alpha-Plus) and very small for
Self-restraint (Delta-Plus) and Sensation-seeking (Delta-Minus).

Both clusters were characterized by large effects for all needs. The
women in both clusters differed significantly in terms of being able to
meet their own needs.

Parents of women who belonged to the first cluster developed in
them the trait of Self-restraint (Delta-Plus), and also tried to ensure that
their daughters did not develop the trait of Sensation seeking (Delta-
Minus), which is the opposite of Self-restraint.

Women in the first cluster experienced parental mistakes of strictness,
aggression, constraining of activity, indifference, parental self-accentua-
tion, being pampered, being idealized, and facing a lack of consequences
at a moderate degree, which was higher than for the women in the second
cluster. Women in this cluster had also been replaced in their duties by
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their parents to a low extent, and they experienced the mistake of parental
indifference to the greatest extent.

They exhibited significantly lower levels of personality traits such 
as Stability (Alpha-Plus), Plasticity (Beta-Plus) and Integration (Gamma-
Plus), as well as significantly higher levels of Passiveness (Beta-Minus) and
Disharmony (Gamma-Minus).

Their levels of need satisfaction were also significantly lower than
that of women in the second cluster (satisfaction at a moderate level, with
a normalized mean ranging from 0.40 to 0.70). The second cluster con-
sisted of women whose parents primarily developed in them the traits
of Stability (Alpha-Plus), Plasticity (Beta-Plus) and Integration (Gamma-
Plus). They also made sure that their daughters did not develop the trait
of Sensation seeking (Delta-Minus).

These women experienced low levels of aggression, activity re-
striction, parental self-accentuation, being pampered, being relieved 
in their duties and inconsistency. They experienced strictness, indiffer-
ence and being idealized at a moderate level. Regarding personal-
ity traits, women belonging to this cluster reported high Integration,
moderate (elevated) Stability (Alpha-Plus) and Plasticity (Beta-Plus) and 
low Disinhibition (Alpha-Minus) and Disharmony (Gamma-Minus). The 
subjects satisfied the needs for belonging and love, self-esteem and self-
actualization at a high level, and physiological and safety needs at a mod-
erate level.

The results confirmed the first hypothesis. Lower levels of need sat-
isfaction in adulthood were primarily related to higher levels of parental
mistakes, above all the mistake of indifference, in childhood. Conversely,
higher levels of need satisfaction coincided with lower levels of parental
mistakes experienced in childhood.

The second research question was also answered. A lower level of
need satisfaction in adulthood was associated with having traits like Self-
restraint (Delta-Plus) developed in childhood. On the other hand, higher
levels of need satisfaction in adulthood were associated with traits such
as Stability (Alpha-Plus), Plasticity (Beta-Plus) and Integration (Gamma-
Plus) that were developed in childhood. The results clearly support the 
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validity of the first and second hypotheses. Childhood experiences are
related to the satisfaction of needs in adulthood.

The third hypothesis was also confirmed. Lower levels of experienc-
ing parental mistakes coincided with the development of plus-type per-
sonality traits, especially Integrated Personality (Gamma-Plus), which was
the most desirable type, as well as Stability (Alpha-Plus) and Plasticity
(Beta-Plus). Higher levels of parental errors were associated with the de-
velopment of minus-type personality traits, especially Passiveness (Beta-
Minus) and Disharmony (Gamma-Minus).

Finally, the fourth hypothesis was confirmed. The development of
specific personality traits co-occurred with adult women’s identification
of these traits as their parents’ parenting goals. This result held true for
the traits of Stability (Alpha-Plus), Plasticity (Beta-Plus), and Integration
(Gamma-Plus), but only for women whose parents made fewer mistakes
overall. Adult women who experienced more parental mistakes in their
childhood did not develop the traits they indicated as their parents’ par-
enting goals.

The results also confirm the fifth hypothesis. Plus-type personality
traits, that is, Stability (Alpha-Plus), Plasticity (Beta-Plus), and Integration
(Gamma-Plus), co-occurred with higher levels of need satisfaction, while
higher levels of minus features (Passiveness, i.e., Beta-Minus, and Dishar-
mony i.e., Gamma-Minus) were related to lower levels of need satisfaction.

The same analysis was made for the internal representation of adult
women’s relationships with their mothers, that is, for the women’s per-
ceptions of parental mistakes made by their mothers, as well as the per-
sonality traits that their mothers wanted to develop in them. Cluster
analysis revealed the existence of two clusters of women similar in terms
of variable scores (see Figure 3). The first cluster comprised 193 women
(48% of the total sample), while the second cluster included 209 women
(52% of the sample). Differences between the clusters were small and very
small for personality traits shaped by the parents, with the exception of
self-restraint (Delta-Plus), in which the distances between the clusters were
of medium size (see Table 2). Differences between clusters were high for
the parenting mistakes of aggression, activity restriction, indifference,
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parental self-accentuation and inconsistency Differences were average
for the mistake of strictness and small for pampering, doing things for
the child and idealization. There were large differences between clusters
in fulfilling the need for safety, belongingness and love, physiological
needs, and medium differences between the need for self-esteem and
self-actualization.

Summarizing the results obtained in this part of the analysis, it
should be noted that they confirm the conclusions of the first analysis.
The fewer parenting errors women experienced in childhood, the bet-
ter they were at meeting their needs in adulthood (H1). They exhibited
plus-type personality traits to a greater degree (H3). Better need satis-
faction was related to the fact that their parents developed Stability
(Alpha-Plus), Plasticity (Beta-Plus) and Integration (Gamma-Plus) in them,
and prevented the development of Disinhibition (Alpha-Minus, H2).
Women indeed developed those traits that their mothers wanted them
to develop more strongly, but only if their mothers did not make too
many parenting mistakes (H4). Women with stronger plus-type person-
ality traits were also better able to meet their needs (H5).

The final analysis was carried out to examine the relationship be-
tween the women’s need satisfaction, their personality traits, their mem-
ories of their fathers’ parenting mistakes, and the personality traits that
their fathers wanted to develop in them. Cluster analysis again identified
two groups of women based on outcome variables (see Figure 4). It clas-
sified 179 women into the first cluster (45% of the total sample) and 223
women into the second cluster (55% of the sample). Differences between
the clusters were small for the personality traits that their fathers had
shaped in the women, except for the traits of Stability (Alpha-Plus) and
Self-restraint (Delta-Plus), for which the differences were medium (see
Table 3). Differences between the clusters were high for the women’s ex-
perience of the mistakes of aggression, activity restriction and parental in-
difference, while they were medium for their experience of parental
self-accentuation, being idealized and facing and inconsistency, and
small for the mistakes of strictness, being pampered and being relieved
in their activities/duties. In terms of personality meta-traits, differences
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between clusters were high for Integration (Gamma-Plus), Disinhibition
(Alpha-Minus), and Disharmony (Gamma-Minus), medium for Stability
(Alpha-Plus), Plasticity (Beta-Plus), and Passiveness (Beta-Minus), and
small for Self-restraint (Delta-Plus) and Sensation seeking (Delta-Minus).
For all the needs, the differences between the two clusters proved to 
be large.

Also, an analysis of women’s recollections of their experiences in their
relationship with their fathers confirmed earlier findings. The fewer par-
enting mistakes the women experienced in childhood, the better they
were at meeting their needs in adulthood (H1). Regarding their fathers,
women in both clusters claimed that they experienced more indifference
than from their mothers. It was also confirmed that the women’s need
satisfaction was related to the fact that their fathers developed Stability
(Alpha-Plus), Plasticity (Beta-Plus), and Integration (Gamma-Plus) in them,
and prevented the development of Disinhibition (Alpha Minus, H2). The
results confirmed that fewer parenting errors of the fathers are associ-
ated with the development of plus-type personality traits in the daugh-
ters (H3). Women who developed the traits of Stability (Alpha-Plus),
Plasticity (Beta-Plus), and Integration (Gamma-Plus) in childhood co-oc-
curred with better need satisfaction in adulthood (H4). Plus-type meta-
traits were associated with women’s better need satisfaction (H5).

Discussion

The study confirmed the hypotheses. It showed that the parents of
women who had strong plus-type personality traits, especially Integra-
tion (Gamma-Plus), Stability (Alpha-Plus), and Plasticity (Beta-Plus), actu-
ally put more effort into developing these traits in them: these women
did indeed display these traits in adulthood. Their parents also tried to
prevent the development of Disinhibition (Alpha-Minus). 

Women who had stronger plus-type personality traits were also 
better able to fulfill their needs. They had their physiological and safety
needs met at moderate levels, and their needs for belonging and love,
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self-esteem and self-actualization at high levels. In turn, women whose
parents tried to develop Self-restraint (Delta-Plus) type traits (obedience,
submission, docility) had weaker plus-type traits and minus-type traits at
a similar, average level. These women were much less proficient at fulfill-
ing their needs. All their needs were met at a moderate level.

The two groups of women differed significantly in the experience in-
ternalized from their relationships with their parents. Women whose par-
ents developed plus-type traits in them and who, as adults, exhibited
these traits strongly were very good at fulfilling their needs, as well as ex-
perienced significantly fewer parental mistakes from their parents, both
mothers and fathers, during their childhood. Their experience of parent-
ing mistakes (of both mothers and fathers) was moderate/low. On the
other hand, women whose parents focused on developing restraint traits
in them (Delta-Plus), who displayed similar levels of plus- and minus-type
traits, and who were able to satisfy their needs on a moderate level, ex-
perienced significantly more parental mistakes, especially the mistake 
of indifference.

An analysis of the profiles shown in Figures 2, 3 and 4 makes it pos-
sible to clearly associate high scores in the experience of indifference with
lower levels of needs satisfaction in adulthood, and at a similar, moderate
level with plus- and minus-type personality traits. It can also be observed
that high scores in needs satisfaction are accompanied by high scores 
in plus-type personality traits, particularly in the case of integrated per-
sonality, and low and moderate levels of parenting errors experienced in
childhood.

The study was designed so that multiple groups of variables could be
analyzed at the same time. This was possible by using data mining algo-
rithms, which allowed grouping people similar to each other in terms of
the variables analyzed, showing statistically significant differences and
effect sizes between the groups. Thanks to the use of the normalized
mean, it can be very quickly discerned whether a group’s score was low,
moderate or high. The study used two proprietary tools from the creators
of the theories of parenting mistakes and the Circumplex Model of Per-
sonality, which was also a methodological advantage.
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Unfortunately, a considerable limitation of this study was the retro-
spective analysis of the experiences of parental mistakes and goals. All
data on childhood experiences were collected from adult women. Ret-
rospective studies are known to be biased (Sato & Kawahara, 2011). In
this case, however, the problem is of different nature. We examined the
experience of parental mistakes or goals related to what the adult daugh-
ters remembered and how they understood these situations, not what
happened. These aspects of the research are very important. We have not
studied the actual situation, only the subjective experience or represen-
tation of past events. However, if we had asked their parents, instead of
asking adult daughters, the material obtained would also have been ret-
rospective. Again, we would not have received information about what re-
ally happened, but rather what the parents remembered. We would
therefore be examining the subjective experiences of the parents.

However, it is the child’s experiences of these events, not the parents’,
that shape the child’s personality. Therefore, we investigated the experi-
ences of adult women, because they were more closely related to how
they function and what personality traits they exhibit in adulthood. In
order to answer the question of what really happened, how the children
experienced these situations and how their personalities developed as 
a result, longitudinal studies should be carried out (Babbie, 2007).

Funding: This research received no external funding.
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Table 1. Analysis of Variance Results for the Cluster Analysis of Parental Goals

and Mistakes, Personality Traits, and Need Satisfaction in Adult Women

456 Agnieszka Szymańska, Joanna Świderska
Childhood Experiences and Needs: Parental Goals, Mistakes, and Personality Traits  
and Their Adult Daughters’ Ability to Meet Their Needs
(pp. 437–459)

IS
SN

 2
54

3-
75

85
   

  e
- I

SS
N

 2
54

3-
84

09

Between 
SS df Within

SS df F p η2 Interpretation
of η2

Stability 17.90 1 814.15 400 8.7951 .003 .021 small

Plasticity 6.49 1 313.17 400 8.2952 .004 .020 small

Self-restraint 43.82 1 800.31 400 21.9036 .000 .052 small

Integration 6.13 1 165.95 400 14.7697 .000 .036 small

Disinhibition 18.96 1 721.97 400 10.5064 .001 .026 small

Passiveness 1.58 1 282.95 400 2.2367 .135 .005 very small

Sensation-seeking 8.65 1 672.41 400 5.1484 .023 .013 small

Disharmony 1.78 1 377.10 400 1.8829 .170 .005 very small

parents’ strictness 125.20 1 14037.75 400 3.5675 .059 .009 very small

parents'’aggression 1690.67 1 18577.91 400 36.4018 .000 .083 medium

constraining child’s activity 2194.04 1 14837.98 400 59.1466 .000 .129 medium

parents’ indifference 5832.56 1 27389.02 400 85.1809 .000 .175 big

parents’ self-accentuation 1112.54 1 16141.45 400 27.5697 .000 .065 medium

parents’ pandering to the child 603.07 1 15755.05 400 15.3111 .000 .037 small

replacing the child in their activities 75.08 1 16823.84 400 1.7850 .182 .004 very small

idealization of child by parents 891.08 1 22739.41 400 15.6747 .000 .038 small

parents’ inconsistency 1013.44 1 20130.40 400 20.1376 .000 .048 small

Stability of daughters 887.62 1 6654.43 400 53.3548 .000 .118 medium

Plasticity of daughters 3085.14 1 12616.50 400 97.8128 .000 .196 big

Self-restraint of daughters 85.38 1 13137.69 400 2.5994 .108 .006 very small

Integration of daughters 3812.29 1 7425.74 400 205.3553 .000 .339 big

Disinhibition of daughters 2622.64 1 12335.64 400 85.0425 .000 .175 big

Passiveness of daughters 2530.65 1 10408.13 400 97.2567 .000 .195 big

Sensation-seeking of daughters 70.25 1 12959.20 400 2.1683 .141 .005 very small

Disharmony of daughters 9709.76 1 11455.82 400 339.0334 .000 .459 big

daughters’ need of safety 9735.33 1 22517.58 400 172.9374 .000 .302 big

daughters’ need of belonging 11120.69 1 27647.60 400 160.8919 .000 .287 big

daughters’ need of esteem 18042.01 1 22316.57 400 323.3834 .000 .447 big

daughters’ need of self-actualization 16909.73 1 27617.79 400 244.9107 .000 .380 big

daughters’ physiological needs 8074.29 1 21319.67 400 151.4899 .000 .275 big



Table 2. Analysis of Variance Results for the Cluster Analysis of Mothers’ Goals

and Mistakes and Adult Women’s Personality Traits and Need Satisfaction
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Between
SS df Within

SS df F p η2 Interpretation
of η2

Stability 7.914 1 378.38 400 8.3657 .004 .020 small

Plasticity 1.019 1 97.03 400 4.1988 .041 .010 small

Self-restraint 41.110 1 345.20 400 47.6362 .000 .106 medium

Integration 3.055 1 105.45 400 11.5870 .000 .028 small

Disinhibition 16.269 1 329.49 400 19.7498 .000 .047 small

Passiveness .012 1 124.57 400 .0382 .845 .0009 very small

Sensation-seeking 3.255 1 308.22 400 4.2242 .040 .010 small

Disharmony 1.049 1 183.09 400 2.2925 .1301 .006 very small

mothers’ strictness 361.028 1 4860.42 400 29.7117 .000 .069 medium

mothers’ aggression 2538.109 1 5578.02 400 182.0078 .000 .313 big

constraining child’s activity 2902.162 1 4918.76 400 236.0078 .000 .371 big

mothers’ indifference 6269.727 1 7833.88 400 320.1337 .000 .445 big

mothers’ self-accentuation 1895.736 1 4039.96 400 187.6986 .000 .319 big

mothers’ pandering to the child 176.507 1 6323.40 400 11.1653 .001 .027 small

replacing the child in their activities 325.538 1 7671.40 400 16.9741 .000 .041 small

idealization of child by mothers 287.361 1 8489.68 400 13.5393 .000 .032 small

mothers’ inconsistency 1654.438 1 7246.54 400 91.3229 .000 .186 big

Stability of daughters 583.123 1 6958.93 400 33.5180 .000 .077 medium

Plasticity of daughters 273.835 1 15427.81 400 7.0998 .008 .017 small

Self-restraint of daughters 105.684 1 13117.38 400 3.2227 .073 .008 very small

Integration of daughters 1158.962 1 10079.07 400 45.9948 .000 .103 medium

Disinhibition of daughters 1324.054 1 13634.23 400 38.8450 .000 .089 medium

Passiveness of daughters 278.888 1 12659.89 400 8.8117 .003 .022 small

Sensation-seeking of daughters 120.594 1 12908.85 400 3.7368 .053 .009 very small

Disharmony of daughters 3836.018 1 17329.56 400 88.5428 .000 .181 big

daughters’ need of safety 5136.627 1 27116.28 400 75.7719 .000 .159 big

daughters’ need of belonging 8984.977 1 29783.30 400 120.6713 .000 .232 big

daughters’ need of esteem 5667.234 1 34691.35 400 65.3446 .000 .140 medium

daughters’ need of self-actualization 5414.046 1 39113.47 400 55.3676 .000 .122 medium

daughters’ physiological needs 5196.281 1 24197.68 400 85.8972 .000 .177 big



Table 3. Analysis of Variance Results for the Cluster Analysis of Fathers’

Goals and Mistakes and Adult Women’s Personal Characteristics 

and Need Satisfaction
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Between 
SS df Within

SS df F p η2 Interpretation
of η2

Stability 25.89 1 373.71 400 27.71 .000 .064 medium

Plasticity 4.57 1 177.95 400 10.28 .001 .025 small

Self-restraint 32.33 1 340.91 400 37.93 .000 .086 medium

Integration 1.09 1 59.35 400 7.33 .007 .018 very small

Disinhibition 10.01 1 257.43 400 15.56 .001 .037 very small

Passiveness 1.32 1 128.29 400 4.10 .043 .010 small

Sensation-seeking 1.70 1 257.28 400 2.64 .104 .006 very small

Disharmony 2.18 1 160.25 400 5.45 .020 .013 small

fathers’ strictness 192.99 1 7327.29 400 10.53 .001 .025 small

fathers’aggression 1639.24 1 6621.39 400 99.02 .000 .198 big

constraining child’s activity 1670.17 1 5774.11 400 115.70 .000 .224 big

fathers’ indifference 4454.30 1 7766.82 400 229.40 .000 .364 big

fathers’ self-accentuation 380.50 1 4315.37 400 35.26 .000 .081 medium

fathers’ pandering to the child 32.55 1 4296.85 400 3.03 .082 .007 very small

replacing the child in their activities 282.51 1 5956.76 400 18.97 .000 .045 small

idealization of child by fathers 852.19 1 7828.75 400 43.54 .000 .098 medium

fathers’ inconsistency 634.99 1 7737.71 400 32.82 .000 .075 medium

Stability of daughters 590.76 1 6951.29 400 33.99 .000 .078 medium

Plasticity of daughters 1745.71 1 13955.94 400 50.03 .000 .111 medium

Self-restraint of daughters 58.46 1 13164.61 400 1.77 .183 .004 very small

Integration of daughters 2232.16 1 9005.87 400 99.14 .000 .198 big

Disinhibition of daughters 2236.38 1 12721.90 400 70.31 .000 .149 big

Passiveness of daughters 1539.88 1 11398.89 400 54.03 .000 .119 medium

Sensation-seeking of daughters 2.96 1 13026.49 400 0.09 .763 .001 very small

Disharmony of daughters 5889.95 1 15275.63 400 154.23 .000 .278 big

daughters’ need of safety 7464.26 1 24788.65 400 120.44 .000 .231 big

daughters’ need of belonging 8189.43 1 30578.85 400 107.12 .000 .211 big

daughters’ need of esteem 11831.21 1 28527.37 400 165.89 .000 .293 big

daughters’ need of self-actualization 10578.68 1 33948.83 400 124.64 .000 .237 big

daughters’ physiological needs 4881.57 1 24512.39 400 79.65 .000 .166 big



Figures

Figure 1. A model of the relationship between parental goals 

and mistakes, their adult daughters’ experiences, and their personality

traits and needs fulfillment skills
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