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PARADIGMS OF CHILD EDUCATION IN THE 
AWARENESS OF EARLY EDUCATION TEACHERS – 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

INTRODUCTION

The contemporary complex and multidimensional reality characterized by rapid 
changes covering both the political, socio-economic, civilizational and techno-

logical spheres determines the necessity of human adaptation to ever new require-
ments and challenges referring to almost all areas of life. In the face of many changes 
in the social and cultural space of human life, “education ceases to be an activity 
separated from life, and becomes its integral part, a kind of dialectical game between 
cognition, experience and action” (Malewski, 2010, p. 58). Changes in the sphere 
of education have their sources in wider social changes and changing ways of per-
ceiving an individual and their relationships with society (Malewski, 2010, p. 63). 
The school must, firstly, find itself in a new situation and develop in accordance 
with the direction of cultural development, and secondly, work out such methods 
of action, thanks to which it will give students the opportunity to learn and shape 
a new, complex reality based on ambiguity (Klus-Stańska, 2003, p. 47). Current 
transformations of various areas of life in Poland contribute to many changes in the 
system of education of a young child. Considering that early school education (and 
pre-school education) is the foundation for further education of students and deci-
sively determines their future successes or failures at school – as Stanisław Juszczyk 
emphasizes – conducting systematic theoretical analyses and empirical research in 
the field of integrated early school education concerning: teacher education process, 
cooperation of the school with parents, school functioning in the local environment, 
methods and forms of work of school teachers with children, teachers’ own research 
work, implementation of the substantive content and upbringing and teaching pro-
grams and many other problems, is essential for the proper development of children 
and implementation of their further educational aspirations, later also professional 
ones. Therefore, research conducted in this age group of children, their parents and 
teachers can be classified as socially important applied research (Juszczyk, 2011, p. 
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30) and should be the basis for the changes and reforms introduced on the discussed 
educational system. The changes that have been proposed and recently introduced 
in education concern the school system and are mainly related to the modification 
of the structure, organization and functioning of schools. The abolition of compul-
sory schooling for six-year-olds and the new core curriculum for early school educa-
tion introduced in 2017 (Journal of Laws 2017, item 59) have once again become  
a contribution to the general social discussion on the vision of education meeting the 
needs and expectations of the child and today’s reality in which different views on the 
essence and goals of early education, the functions of the child and the role of the 
teacher, and the ways of organizing the teaching-learning process coexist. Education, 
understood as a continuous process and inseparably connected with other areas of 
human activity, is immersed in numerous cultural discourses and shaped by chang-
ing relations between discourses (Bagnall, 1994, p. 269). Mirosław Józef Szymański 
(2000, p. 65-66) points out that there is a great variety of ways of reading, defining 
and interpreting educational facts and phenomena as well as proposing necessary 
reforms and other measures to improve the effectiveness of education and upbring-
ing. With regard to the education of a young child, many interpretative perspectives 
can be adopted, thanks to which various descriptions of educational reality arise. At 
the basis of education there are specific educational paradigms understood in this 
approach following Zbigniew Kwieciński as “sets of general and final premises in ex-
plaining some area of reality, adopted in the community of scholars – representatives 
of a given scientific discipline, and then disseminated as patterns of thinking in nor-
mal communities of science users” (Kwieciński, 1993, p. 18). According to Dorota 
Klus-Stańska: “the paradigm can be significant in various ways: for example due to 
its permanent presence, the potential for change, but also because of the popularity 
of rhetoric or, on the contrary, because it is subject to criticism and animosity” (Klus- 
-Stańska, 2008, p. 66).

In the most general terms, there are two basic ones in its definition layer, distant 
from one another, though co-existent, paradigms in education. The first of these 
results from the treatment of knowledge as a product and the related necessity of its 
dissemination. The second encompasses knowledge as a process deeply embedded 
in personal references, emotions and life experiences (Dylak, 2009). According to 
the first attitude characteristic for the so-called traditional approach (adaptive, func-
tional, behavioral) in education, referring to adaptive rationality (Kwaśnica, 2007), 
positivism, cultural transmission, naturalism and functionalism, the student is the 
object of the teacher’s influence, and therefore it can be expected that the teacher has  
a chance to fully control the process of acquiring knowledge. The teacher’s respon-
sibility includes the process of acquiring and transforming the knowledge in one’s 
mind and communicating it to the student in an accessible way. The essence of 
education understood in this way, based on the behavioral model, fully reflects the 
following statement: “To remember instead of researching, to deal with banal things, 
ignoring the fascinating, to say what the teacher wants to hear and not what one 
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thinks; think like everyone, not in an own way, compete with people instead of co-
operating” (Klus-Stańska, 2007, p. 27). A different perspective on education is out-
lined by a holistic approach (constructivist, emancipatory, critical-cognitive) which 
refers to emancipation rationality (Kwaśnica, 2007), cognitive-social development 
paradigm and views of J. Dewey and the constructivists: J. Piaget, L. Wygotski and 
J. Bruner. The discussed approach requires tuning the rhythm of educational interac-
tions to the rhythm of the developing student and treats teaching and development 
as mutually conditioning processes. At the same time, it ascribes the enormous im-
portance of the student’s own activity, understanding it as a factor determining its 
development. The task of education is to prepare children for complex life tasks in 
the future society, but above all to develop in them the awareness and skills of using 
education as a means of realizing their development goals, ensuring a sense of success 
and life satisfaction (Kawula, 2005, p. 63).

Based on the analysis of the aforementioned discourses, following Jolanta Nowak 
it can be stated that “the current educational paradigms are arranged along the ver-
tical axis, determined by the authoritarian orientation based on cultural transmis-
sion and liberal orientation, the determinant of which is readiness and openness to 
change. The choice of educational ideology determines the way of thinking about 
education, determines the teleological and axiological dimension of the educational 
process, determines the direction, scope and procedures of actions implementing 
pedagogical exemplifications” (Nowak, 2010, p. 330). Assuming that learning about 
any proposals for changes in education or maintaining the status quo is not enough 
to get to know their theoretical layer, because their practical functioning is equally 
important (Szymański, 2000), and on the assumption that “educational ideologies 
are reflected in pedagogical practice and in it, various concepts are finally being used 
or discredited” (Skawiński, 2008, p. 444), the subject of research has been the ways 
teachers think about the essence of children’s education at a younger school age and 
their beliefs about the role of a student and teacher at this discussed educational 
stage. Based on the analysis of the teachers’ statements on the indicated topics, one 
can conclude on the educational paradigms that underlie their schooling practice.

PROCEDURE AND RESEARCH RESULTS 

The aim of the conducted research was to get to know the ways of teachers’ thinking 
about the essence of the education of a small child, and indirectly to explore what 
educational paradigms lie at the basis of practical activities of teachers in integrated 
early classes of primary school. The research was carried out in the academic year 
2015/2016 through the students of post-graduate studies: “Pre-school pedagogy and 
pre-school education” at the University of Bielsko-Biala. The basis of the analysis 
was empirical data collected on the basis of surveys, which were carried out during 
the pedagogical training performed by students of post-graduate studies with early 
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school education teachers. The interviews were conducted with 64 teachers teaching 
in primary schools in the following provinces: Śląskie, Małopolskie and Podkarpac-
kie. The vast majority of respondents (57 people, i.e. 89.1%) had a Master’s degree 
in Early School Education (Integrated Education, Initial Education), and 7 people 
(10.9%) had a Bachelor’s degree in the same field (teachers during Master’s studies). 
In the group of surveyed teachers, whose work experience with children was in the 
range of 11-20 years, were most numerous. They constituted 43.8% of all respon-
dents. The second largest group was made up of teachers who worked in primary 
school classes over 20 years (21 people, i.e. 32.8%). In addition, 15 teachers (23.4%) 
participated in the study, with work experience in early school education not lon-
ger than 10 years. The characteristics of the surveyed group are complemented by 
the degree of professional promotion obtained by teachers. Qualified teachers (28 
teachers, i.e. 43.7%) were the largest group. The study also involved 25 appointed 
teachers (39.1%), 8 contract teachers (12.5%) and 3 trainee teachers (4.7%). As can 
be seen from the cited data characterizing the surveyed population, the group of 
teachers was different in terms of age and the level of achieved professional advance-
ment, which allows us to assume that the opinions obtained may be representative 
of the surveyed professional group. The research tool in the form of an interview 
questionnaire, which was deliberately designed for the use of the research, served to 
reconstruct the meanings that teachers give to the education of young children and 
the role of students and their role as teachers.

The questions included in the interview questionnaire focused on the following 
research problems:

• What educational paradigms are reflected in teachers’ thinking about the 
education of children at a younger school age? 

• What are the main tasks of the teacher in early school education in the par-
ticipants’ assessment? 

• What is the role of students in the initial grades of the primary school in the 
opinion of the respondents?

The questions contained in the questionnaire were open to the public, which 
allowed the teachers to comment broadly on the issues raised. In addition, the in-
tention was not to influence the respondents’ answers suggestively. Due to the mul-
tiplicity and diversity of the threads contained in the responses formulated by the 
respondents, each of the selected categories of answers was treated separately. The 
collected empirical material was made subject to the quantitative and qualitative 
analysis, which allowed to make some generalizations and gave grounds for deriving 
conclusions for pedagogical theory and practice.

The educational paradigms underlying the practical activity of teachers were re-
flected in the attitude to the core curriculum and curricula declared by the respon-
dents, the model of communication during classes, the type and structure of school 
tasks carried out by children, preferred forms and methods of implementation of 
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classes and functions attributed to assessing the progress of students. In the state-
ments of all the respondents on the subject of the children’s education at a younger 
school age, there were numerous references to the core curriculum as a document 
that defines the goals and tasks of early school education. In accordance with the 
provisions contained in the curriculum in force during the research (Journal of Laws 
2004 No. 256, item 2572, as amended), in the teachers’ opinion, the primary goal of 
early school education is to support the children’s comprehensive development. The 
vast majority of the respondents (55 people, i.e. 85.9%) stressed in their statements 
that early school education should be focused on the child (paidocentrism) and take 
into account differences in the pace of their development and abilities. Here we find 
references to the desired directions of changes in the education and upbringing pro-
cess, which is shaping the paradigm of subject-based education, according to which 
a student is an educational subject, and the organization of education is primarily 
determined by children’s needs, abilities and interests. The key role of the core cur-
riculum as a document defining both their activities and the role of students in the 
process of education can be inferred from teachers’ statements. For this reason – as 
it is written by Józefa Bałachowicz – the content of the core curriculum should give 
“teachers a message at the level of meta-orientation that their professional activities 
are aimed at creating a rich educational environment that supports the children’s ac-
tivity in constructing its individual relationships with culture, creating opportunities 
and places to shape its subjective and social competences, enabling children to suc-
cessfully prepare for further learning and creative adaptation in the changing reality” 
(Bałachowicz, 2011, p. 26). Meanwhile, the analysis of the core curriculum shows 
that the operators used to formulate learning outcomes mostly indicate expected stu-
dent activities, consisting mainly in listening, naming, underlining, mentioning etc., 
thus the teachers’ assumed functions are mainly: acquainting students with the new 
material, consolidation of acquired knowledge, mastering the methods of its applica-
tion and control and assessment of the level of knowledge acquisition (Klus-Stańska, 
2009). In this context, teachers’ unreflective attachment to the core curriculum as 
well as methodological materials can be a source of threats to the implementation 
of the idea of subjectivity and the paradigm of education based on the assumptions 
of humanistic pedagogy and constructivism. According to J. Nowak, teachers often 
think that “the physical and mental anchoring of the student in the school desk and 
the subordination of the educational process of implementing the program content 
for a given age group is the only right way of giving young people the dowry for an 
adult life” (Nowak, 2015, p. 42).

A large group of respondents (44 people, i.e. 68.7%) stressed in their statements 
the need to equip children with knowledge and skills which – in their opinion – 
form the basis for further education and decide on school successes. The analysis 
of the statements of the discussed group of respondents shows that the knowledge 
that children assimilate at school, and the skills learned should apply to their future 
education and life, enable the students to function better in society. However, in the 
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opinion of the respondents, the basic task of education is cultural transmission, that 
is, transferring to children the achievements of past generations: knowledge resourc-
es, norms and values (Kohlberg, Mayer, 1993). Thus, the teachers, speaking about 
the importance of the knowledge passed on to children and skills shaped at school 
in the context of adaptation to life in society and the implementation of future life 
tasks, clearly located the goals of education in the adaptive perspective. This is also 
confirmed by other results of research carried out in recent years on socialization in 
lesson in the initial grades (Nowicka, 2010), which show that the participation of 
children in socialization practices at school is usually passive, oriented towards so-
cio-cultural adaptation and acting according to specific imposed patterns. The child 
is perceived much less often as a “unique entity constructing its individuality, social 
relations and social networks, rich in the possibilities of social action and participa-
tion in its development” (Bałachowicz, Witkowska-Tomaszewska, 2015, p. 108). 
Less than one-third of respondents (21 people, i.e. 32.8%) see the essence of early 
school education in preparing children for a fast-changing world, in familiarizing 
them, according to their age, with the challenges and problems of the modern world. 
Nowadays, the role of a children’s teacher is interpreted in terms of “help in devel-
opment,” which gives him confidence in his own competences, encourages to exceed 
current possibilities with continuous stimulation and adequate support to needs 
(Michalak, 2014). The teacher is responsible for choosing such teaching strategies 
that will support the children’s development, take into account their abilities, predis-
positions and motivation. The changes taking place within each children’s life space 
impose on teachers of early school education the obligation to undertake activities 
aimed at shaping creative attitudes that are conducive to solving problems, attitudes 
respecting cultural and reflective diversity. On the one hand, in line with the out-
lined expectations for the contemporary teacher, all respondents see themselves as 
teachers supporting the development of children, showing concern for their sense of 
security and acceptance. According to the humanistic-adaptive discourse in educa-
tion, the statements of all the respondents clearly outline the vision of a teacher-carer 
whose task is to create children’s natural development environment, follow the chil-
dren and their developmental needs. On the other hand, the majority of respondents 
(45 people, i.e. 70.3%), while characterizing their role as a teacher of early school 
education, used terms such as: I pass on knowledge, I provide information, I teach 
about..., I have to enforce what is in the base program, I evaluate the information 
assimilated by the pupil, I direct, lead the child, I organize, I have to teach the child 
etc., which are characteristic for the traditional understanding of education and the 
resulting role of the transmission teacher, who is the “knowledge holder (initiated 
into what his/her pupils cannot know, before he gives it to them), the guardian of 
its correctness (watching over the content acceptable at school, but also the form of 
its expression) and the authority of giving (resulting not so much from the quality 
of work and merit, but from the fact of being a teacher)” (Klus-Stańska, 2012, p. 
27). Unfortunately, the school in which the teacher plays the role indicated above, 
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“does not match the modern world, builds the gap between its practices and every-
day practices, is archaic, reflects the old, non-existent social order, shows that such 
concepts as the teacher’s authority, the role of final truths still have the same power 
and meaning [...]. It absolutes its own assumptions, claims the right to transmit 
only the right, proven and confirmed truths. It equips teachers with the authority 
inadequate compared to their intellectual and moral competence” (Nowak-Dzie-
mianowicz, 2014, p. 107).

In the statements of several teachers (18 people, 28.1%), there are references 
to cognitive and social constructivism. Teachers declared taking actions aimed at 
creating conditions for independent learning and constructing their knowledge by 
children. Only a few (12 people, i.e. 18.7%), in accordance with the assumptions 
of social constructivism, emphasized that they are trying to organize educational 
situations conducive to cooperation of children and learning in a group. Only a few 
(12 people, i.e. 18.7%), in accordance with the assumptions of social constructiv-
ism, emphasized that they are trying to organize educational situations conducive 
to cooperation of children and learning in a group. In the opinion of the group of 
respondents, the task of the teacher is to enable children to enter into relationships 
with other people, establish interpersonal relations and perform different social roles.

Adequately to the role of the teacher-guardian-guide appointed by all the sur-
veyed, all the respondents described the role of a child as a unit requiring care and su-
pervision. On the one hand, the teachers emphasized the need for the child’s activity, 
on the other hand, they indicated a small cognitive independence and, consequently, 
the need to guide the child’s activity by the teacher. In this context, the respondents’ 
statements include references to the traditional model of education based on the 
functional-behavioral and adaptive paradigm. Referring to the discourses of early 
school education discussed by Klus-Stańska (2008), it can be said that some respon-
dents (13 people, i.e. 20.3%), according to the Sweet elf ’s discourse perceive the child 
as incompetent, but their incompetence is perceived and treated indulgently, adults 
know what is good and what is bad for a child. Less than one-third of respondents 
(21 teachers, i.e. 32.8%) perceive children as small discoverers, interested in the 
world, but still attribute them the features of an infantile researcher, i.e. a person cog-
nitively and emotionally too immature to undertake research activity. Confidence in 
children’s abilities here is somewhat limited by the requirement of a supportive pres-
ence of an adult who sets up a learning program. Some teachers (15 people, 23.4%), 
according to the Demiurge’s/Constructor’s Discourse, emphasized that children at the 
early school education stage still have a small baggage of cognitive experiences, but 
nevertheless in the course of dynamic interpersonal contacts with the teacher and 
their peers are able to construct their knowledge actively and independently. In none 
of the statements did the vision of children at a younger school age appear, embed-
ded in emancipation rationality, according to which they are perceived as individ-
uals who have the right to build an image of themselves, to realize their own goals, 
actively seeking and constructing their own vision of the world. In the respondents’ 
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statements, no statements have been made indicating giving children the right to 
learn by failures, taking risks in the name of what they consider to be important, 
and bearing the consequences. There were also a few statements (5 people, 7.8%), 
from which the image of children as the subject of educational interactions emerged, 
whose task is to absorb the knowledge and skills, norms and rules of conduct provid-
ed by the teacher and/or textbook at school. In the minds of teachers of the discussed 
group, the behaviorist-adaptive paradigm on the essence of early school education is 
well-established.

CONCLUSIONS

To understand everyday school reality, it is necessary to get to know the ways teach-
ers think about the essence of education of children at a younger school age and 
the role of the teacher and pupil in this process. Their analysis allows to determine 
which educational paradigms underlie the practical activities of teachers. J. Nowak 
writes: “It is amazing that we are constructing a building without caring about the 
quality of foundations. It is in the course of everyday meetings with children that 
the teacher fills basic educational paradigms with content. The quality of children’s 
education, and thus the quality of childhood depends on the teacher’s life wisdom, 
practical experience and pedagogical tactics” (Nowak, 2010, p. 337). The conducted 
research shows that two opposite tendencies appeared in the awareness of teachers 
about the paradigms of education of children at a younger school age. Their thinking 
about the essence of early school education is dominated by the approach consistent 
with the subjective paradigm, related to supporting the development and accentu-
ating the children’s individuality, over the traditional approach – embedded in the 
behaviorist-functional paradigm. All the respondents indicated the creation of the 
environment for the children’s natural development, following the children and their 
developmental needs as the main goal of early school education. Nevertheless, in the 
language and awareness of many teachers, a transmission approach to education has 
also emerged, according to which the essence of education is mainly seen in provid-
ing students with the development of knowledge and skills, thanks to which they 
will be primarily prepared for learning at the next stage of education. This position 
was confirmed by the opinions expressed by teachers about the role of the teacher 
and student in early school education. In this case, most teachers see their role in ed-
ucation as a “child leader,” transferring knowledge (in accordance with the core cur-
riculum), and then checking and assessing the level of mastery. In the respondents’ 
opinions on the role of the student in early school education there was dissonance 
expressed in the fact that in the respondent’s opinion, the child’s role is active acqui-
sition of knowledge, research, discovery and, on the other hand, their statements lack 
a belief in cognitive competence and independence of children.
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From the conducted research, a declared image of early school education emerged, 
which means that the verbal behavior of teachers can be a kind of teacher’s role be-
fore the researcher and may be an attempt to meet the requirements of the role, man-
ifesting, among others, in the fact that internalized norms, obligations are declared 
as real motivations and real behaviors (Kawka, 1998). However, the actual picture 
of the schooling practice may differ significantly from the teachers’ beliefs about the 
paradigms of the education of children at a younger school age expressed in the di-
agnostic survey, especially that numerous studies on educational everyday life reveal 
a picture of a school that fits into adaptive rationality, often based on a transmission 
model education, far from the doctrine of critical-emancipation education focused 
on shaping the creative attitudes, autonomy and cognitive independence of students. 
Interpretation and construction of social practices related to educational paradigms 
by early education teachers has largely an individual dimension. There is a need for 
action by educational and training institutions aimed at raising teachers’ awareness 
of contemporary paradigms of the education of small children and the possibility of 
implementing activities in line with their assumptions.
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PARADIGMS OF CHILD EDUCATION  
IN THE AWARENESS OF EARLY EDUCATION  

TEACHERS – PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Keywords: change, reform, paradigm, early school education, beliefs of teachers
Abstract: The current transformation of various areas of life in Poland contribute to many 
changes in the educational system of young children. Recently proposed and implemented 
changes in early school education concern the school system and are mainly related to the 
modification of the structure, organization, and functioning of schools. However, at the basis 
of education, there lie primarily defined educational paradigms. Awareness of them affects 
not only the way of thinking of teachers about the nature of education, the role of a teacher 
and a student in the educational process, but most of all are reflected in the school practice. 
Hence, in the context of the currently ongoing reform of early school education, the subject 
of research has focused on educational ideologies that determine the way of thinking of 
teachers about early school education and the role of its participants. The analysis presented 
in the following article has been based on empirical data based on individual surveys, which 
were conducted with early school education teachers during pedagogical practices completed 
by female students of postgraduate studies in early school education.
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PARADYGMATY EDUKACJI DZIECKA  
W MŁODSZYM WIEKU SZKOLNYM  
W ŚWIADOMOŚCI NAUCZYCIELI –  

IMPLIKACJE PRAKTYCZNE

Słowa kluczowe: zmiana, reforma, paradygmat, edukacja wczesnoszkolna, przekonania 
nauczycieli
Streszczenie: Obecne przeobrażenia różnych dziedzin życia w Polsce przyczyniają się do 
wielu zmian w systemie edukacji małego dziecka. Proponowane i wprowadzane w ostatnim 
czasie zmiany w edukacji wczesnoszkolnej dotyczą ustroju szkolnego i związane są głównie  
z modyfikacją struktury, organizacji i funkcjonowania szkół. U podstaw edukacji leżą jed-
nak przede wszystkim określone paradygmaty edukacyjne. Ich świadomość wpływa nie tyl-
ko na sposób myślenia nauczycieli o istocie edukacji, roli nauczyciela i ucznia w procesie 
kształcenia, ale przede wszystkim znajduje swoje odzwierciedlenie w praktyce szkolnej. Stąd,  
w kontekście zachodzących aktualnie reform systemu edukacji wczesnoszkolnej, przedmio-
tem badań uczyniono ideologie edukacyjne determinujące sposób myślenia nauczycieli  
o edukacji wczesnoszkolnej i roli jej uczestników. Podstawą analizy uczyniono dane empi-
ryczne zgromadzone na podstawie wywiadów indywidualnych, które przeprowadzone zostały 
w trakcie odbywanych praktyk pedagogicznych przez słuchaczki studiów podyplomowych  
z nauczycielami edukacji wczesnoszkolnej.
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