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Abstract. The global pandemic of Civid-19 has led to significant changes in the transformation
of the system of education and teacher training. Regarding the training of prospective
preschool teachers at the institutions of higher education, there is a growing need to develop
multiple competencies so that a teacher can create an emotionally safe and supervised learning
environment. Our study highlights the importance of the responsiveness of preschool teachers
in providing supportive responses, responsibility, and guidance regulating children’s emotions
in the pedagogical activity. The aim of the study is to analyze and compare the perceptions of
students, pre-service preschool teachers, on teachers’ emotional responsiveness before the
global pandemic and during the Covid-19 emergency. The materials and methods used in the
study include the theoretical method — the analysis of literature - and the empirical method — a
survey of 600 part-time students working in pre-school educational institutions in 2018 and in
2020. The survey was conducted online. The data were processed using the software SPSS. The
results of the study demonstrate that, generally, the Covid-19 emergency has increased the
willingness of prospective preschool teachers to undertake responsibility and leadership in
regulating children’s emotions. The students have become more responsible and determined;
their understanding of the importance of emotional responsiveness in teacher’s work is higher
than before the pandemic
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Introduction

Given the announcement of the World health Organization on March 11,
2020 that the spread of Covid-19 had reached pandemic proportions and the
declaration of a state of emergency not only in Latvia and in Europe, but in the
world, new demands have been set for the transformation of the system of
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education and for teacher preparedness to work effectively under the conditions
of the pandemic.

The pandemic has had a profound impact on the world’s system of education
and has led to restrictions and the closure of educational institutions. Overall,
Covid-19 affects more than 1.5 billion learners of all ages (UNESCO, 2020;
UNICEF, 2020).

To limit the spread of the Covid-19 virus, the Latvian government also
declared the state of emergency, ordering to close all educational institutions, stop
the face-to-face study process and to provide remote learning (Cabinet of
Ministers of the Republic of Latvia, 2020).

The training of prospective preschool teachers at the institutions of higher
education is especially complicated in the situation caused by the pandemic as it
implies the need to develop a variety of competences in practice so that a teacher
would be able to provide an emotionally safe and supervised learning
environment, paying special attention to the specifics of the work of preschool
teachers in developing children’s skills at an early stage (OECD, 2019).

Therefore, high-quality training of preschool teachers in the conditions of
Covid-19 emergency is very important, with a special focus on improving
students’ social and emotional skills and raising awareness of the importance of
teacher’s responsiveness in developing child’s self-regulation and building
positive, supportive relationships with children and parents.

The aim of the article is to analyze and compare the perceptions of part-time
teacher-training students working at the institutions of preschool education on
teachers’ emotional responsiveness before the global pandemic and in the Covid-
19 emergency.

Theoretical Basis of the Problem

Several studies have identified unique features related to the implementation
of teacher education, especially preschool teacher training programs, in the
difficult situation caused by the pandemic of Covid-19. It is well known that the
acquisition of practical experience, which develops teacher’s professional identity
(Donitsa-Schmidt, Smadar, & Ramot, 2020; Velle, Newman, Montgomery, &
Hyatt, 2020), and the advancement of teacher’s social and emotional competence
In connection with the formation of teacher’s emotional responsiveness (Hadar,
Ergas, Alpert, & Ariav, 2020; Ferreira, Martinsone, & Tali¢, 2020; Lang, Jeon,
Sproat, Brothers, & Buttner, 2020) are very important aspects in the training of
prospective teachers.

The need to switch to the mode of online learning raised the topicality of
these issues; besides, students’ anxiety and stress increased (Sangiter, Stoner, &
Flood, 2020). The exceptional circumstances of Covid-19 also highlighted the

208



SOCIETY. INTEGRATION. EDUCATION
Proceedings of the International Scientific Conference. Volume 1, May 28"-29", 2021. 207-215

attractiveness of the teaching profession in the labor market (Donitsa-Schmidt
et al., 2020).

So far, research on the specific nature of the work of preschool teachers has
substantiated the findings that, in the process of learning, the teacher needs to
provide an emotionally safe and supervised environment in which children’s
social and emotional learning takes place (Denham, Basett, & Zinsser, 2012);
consequently, social and emotional abilities, including teacher’s responsiveness
as a reaction to children’s negative emotions, are very important in the
pedagogical activity of preschool teachers (Buettner, Jeon, Hur, Rachel, & Garcia,
2016; Lang, Mouzourou, Jeon, Buettner, & Hur, 2017) because they have a
significant impact on children’s general and emotional development and lead to
far-reaching consequences related to children’s behavioral problems later in life
(Fabes, Poulin, Eisenberg, & Madden-Derdich, 2002 ). Inappropriate reaction of
adults, including punishing the child and minimizing the significance of child’s
emotions, affects the development of children’s emotional competence (Periman,
Camras, & Pelphrey, 2008).

In several studies, teacher’s ability to recognize, use and manage child’s
emotions has been considered in relation to teacher’s ability to provide a
psychologically safe environment (Morris, Denham, Basset, & Curby, 2013), and
it has been argued that teachers’ responsiveness is an indicator of the quality of
childcare, which is related to the teacher’s ability to use supportive strategies in
regulating children’s emotions (Thomason & La Paro, 2013; Buettner, Jeon, Hur,
Rachel, & Garcia, 2016).

Researchers have also identified factors that affect a preschool teacher’s
ability to react appropriately to children’s negative emotions and complicated
mutual relationships, such as depression (Jeon et al., 2014), stress (Zinsser et al.,
2013), emotional exhaustion, as well as the knowledge and application of stress
management strategies in solving various pedagogical situations in teacher
education (Lang et al., 2017; Jeon, Hur, & Buettner, 2016), etc.

The aforementioned emotional responsiveness studies were mostly focused
on issues concerning the management of children’s behavior, with less emphasis
on teacher training and their social and emotional health strategies (Lang, Jeon,
Sproat, Brothers, & Buettner, 2020). At present, we can see that the amount of
research aimed at the advancement of teachers’ social and emotional skills is
increasing, including the aspect of teacher’s responsiveness and the acquisition of
stress management strategies in preschool teacher education. (Poulou, Bassett, &
Denham, 2018; Jennings, Jeon, & Roberts, 2020; Jeon & Ardeleanu, 2020).

In connection with our study, it is important that several authors (Jeon et al.,
2016) have adapted the methodology to study the responsiveness of preschool
teachers.

However, the opinions of pre-service teachers working at the preschool
educational institutions on teacher’s responsiveness have not been sufficiently
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studied so far, and we continue to study this issue (Jurgena, Cédere, & Kevisa,
2020).

It is important to study the opinions of students working at the preschool
educational institutions to identify the attitude of prospective preschool teachers
to the role of teacher’s responsiveness in pedagogical activity.

Methodology

The study was conducted in two phases — in 2018 and in 2020, when the
study process of pre-service teachers was organized remotely.

The participants of the study were 600 students, pre-service preschool
teachers, at the University of Latvia; 247 students participated in the study in the
year 2018 (Group A) and 353 students — in 2020 (Group B). Most of the
participants (87%) were 1% year students, but the rest were 2" year students. All
the respondents were women.

In group A, the average age of the participants was 28.0 years, but in group
B — 31.8 years. All the respondents were part-time students.

There was used a questionnaire for the study of the responsiveness of pre-
school teachers elaborated by L. Jeon, E. Hur, and C. Buettner (Jeon et al., 2016).
The questionnaire includes five different situations causing children’s negative
emotions with potential responses according to a 7-point scale (1 - very unlikely,
7 - very likely). Our research methodology has been tested (Jurgena et al., 2020).

The reliability (inter-item consistency) of the questionnaire according to
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .84.

The Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare two independent groups, and
the Kruskal-Wallis Test - to compare several independent groups. The obtained
data were processed with the SPSS program.

Results and Discussion

When conducting a comparative data analysis, several significant differences
were identified between two phases of the study. The results of the first study
were analyzed and published (Jurgena et al., 2020). The Mann-Whitney U test
was performed to compare the responses of group A and group B participants.
Table 1 shows the summary of teachers’ action strategies with the most significant
differences between the answers of students in group A and group B.
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Table 1 Statistically Significant Differences between the Answers of Group A and Group B

Respondents
Items M Mann-

Group A | Group B WhSney P

(n=247) | (n=353)
1d Encourage the child to express his/her 298 3.44 383800 | 011
feelings of anger and frustration
1e Comfort the child and try to make him/her 6.17 6.54 355065 | 000
feel better
2¢ Help the child figure out how to fix the toy 6.30 6.51 38082.0 | .002
2d Tell the child it’s OK to cry 4.39 4.97 35564.0 | .000
3a Comfort the child and try to make him/her 6.36 6.61 381690 | 002
feel better
3d Encourage the child to talk about his/her 544 595 360995 | 000
feelings
Elngell the child it’s OK to cry if he/she feels 363 497 35469.0 | 000
4c Su_ggest an activity that would attract his/her 6.31 6.54 375810 | 001
attention
5b Tell the child that it is OK to feel nervous 5.17 5.45 38769.5 | .018

According to the mean values M of students’ answers (Table 1), the Covid-
19 emergency situation has increased the self-efficacy of prospective teachers and
the level of confidence in their ability to execute certain actions or to achieve
certain results, which corresponds to the opinion expressed in theory (Bandura,
1997). The students believe that they could help a child to solve his or her
problems because their personal experience has also been related to dealing with
stressful emotional situations.

Self-efficacy is known to be developed through reflection on one’s own
experiences (including the negative ones). At the time when it is necessary to
adapt to the changing conditions of the labor market, people need to be flexible,
and the importance of self-management is becoming more important in their
career (Alhaddad, 2014). The students involved in the study combine work in
preschool educational institutions with studies at the university because preschool
educational institutions were not closed in Latvia during the pandemic.

Four age groups were created to identify whether students’ opinions were
related to their age: a) 17-20 years, b) 21-30 years, c¢) 31-40 years, d) 41 year and
older. Using the Kruskal-Wallis test, it was found that in 2018 (Group A) there
were no sharp differences between the opinions of students of different ages,
while in the Covid-19 situation the differences in many items are statistically
significant (Table 2). It can be concluded that the Covid-19 emergency situation
has had an impact on students of all ages, and, in these conditions, there are more
pronounced differences between the students of certain age groups (2c, 3a, 4d).
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Table 2 Understanding of Responsiveness in Group A and Group B: Comparison by Age

Groups
" Group A Group B

ems P df P P df p

1b 7.98 3 .047 9.80 3 .020
1c 3.83 3 281 5.16 3 161
le 4.19 3 242 8.50 3 .037
2a 5.74 3 125 4.56 3 207
2C 3.03 3 .387 11.06 3 011
3a 47 3 925 11.03 3 012
3e 6.14 3 105 2.63 3 452
4c 6.12 3 .106 4.80 3 187
4d 8.63 3 .035 17.13 3 .001
5a 4.66 3 .198 8.84 3 .031
5¢c 6.66 3 .084 9.43 3 024

Analyzing the distribution of group A and group B answers in each age group
separately, it was found that the Covid-19 emergency has had the strongest impact
on the students in the age group of 21-30 years. Two highly valued forms of
responsiveness stand out in this group of respondents — encouraging the child to
talk about their feelings and encouraging constructive action (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2).
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Figure 1 Encouraging the Child to Talk about Their Problem
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Figure 2 Helping the Child to Solve the Feelings and Act Constructively

Both examples (Fig.1 and Fig.2) show that group B students, compared to
group A, express their understanding of the need to respond to child’s negative
emotions and difficult situations more convincingly. Most of the group B students
are more convinced of the need to help the child act more constructively and
resolve the problem.

The results of the study show that the Covid-19 pandemic has had certain
impact on students’ understanding and attitude to learning, but the relatively short
research period does not allow us to draw conclusions on its long-term impact.

Conclusions

The results of the study conducted in 2020 show that, overall, the Covid-19
emergency has increased the responsibility of prospective preschool teachers and
their willingness to undertake responsibility and leadership in regulating
children’s emotions. It appears that students have become more pragmatic and
purposeful, and their understanding of the importance of responsiveness in the
work of a teacher is better than before the pandemic.
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