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Abstract

Within the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, inclusive quality education is 
defined as one of the main sustainable development goals (SDG 4). According to the 
UNESCO, education has also been recognised as the main vehicle for attaining all 
the other SDGs. In 2017 UNESCO published a guide for educational professionals 
(Education for Sustainable Development: Learning Objectives), identifying the key sus-
tainability competencies to be developed by all learners of all age groups – meaning 
children and adults. Recognising teachers as learners as well, in this paper, we will 
explore the meaning of key sustainability competencies for the role of the preschool 
teacher and, by comparing them with National Standards for Preschool Teachers’ Com-
petencies and National Curriculum Framework for Early Childhood Education and 
Care – Years of Ascent, consider the issues and possibilities for preschool teachers’ 
professional engagement in education for sustainable development in our national 
education policy.
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Introduction

As we write these lines, cities rise and social media burn in anger for dev-
astated rivers, increasing poverty rate and endangered values of democracy 
and humanity. We are witnessing global crises on many levels – issues of poli-
tics, of economy and ecology, calling not only human dignity but the very pos-
sibility of survival in question. According to Wilkinson and Pickett (as cited in 
Pramling, Samuelsson, 2010:183), the main reason for inequality, deprivations 
and devastations in modern society is that democracy is excluded from the 
economic sphere. Both people and the planet are in urgent need of answers 
and solutions which would support economic progress without compromising 
human rights, equality, the culture of peace and nonviolence, as well as global 
citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity, making future sustainable 
and development ethical.

Global policy perspective on education
for sustainable development

In 1987 the United Nations published the Report of the World Commis-
sion on Environment and Development which called for changes to thinking 
and behaviour patterns to meet the need for sustainable solutions and actions 
(Croft, 2017) and, through the years and many global summits (according to 
Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform, n.d.), struggled to set up 
an achievable, but comprehensive platform for policies which would enable 
that. The struggle was resolved in the year 2015, through 17 Sustainable De-
velopment Goals and 169 targets explained in The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (UN, 2015). The Agenda accentuates values of democracy and 
outlines bold determination for transformative steps needed to end the pov-
erty and other deprivations, improve health and education, reduce inequality, 
and spur economic growth while tackling climate change and working to pre-
serve the environment (according to Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge 
Platform, n.d.).

In that context, empowerment of all vulnerable groups, children and young 
people mentioned among others, (UN, 2015: paragraph 23) is set by the Agenda 
as an imperative. Inclusive quality education is recognised as a crucial way to 
do so and defined as one of the main sustainable development goals (UN, 2015: 
Goal 4). All learners of all age groups must have access to education which al-
lows them to develop values, knowledge and skills needed to live and promote a 
sustainable lifestyle (UN, 2015: paragraph 4.7), which makes education not only 
a sustainable development goal, but the main vehicle for attaining all the other 
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goals as well (UNESCO, 2017). However, as noted in Education for Sustainable 
Development Goals: Learning Objectives, published by UNESCO in 2017, not all 
kinds of education, be it inclusive or not, support sustainable development. For 
example, education focused on economic growth alone may well also lead to an 
increase in unsustainable consumption patterns (UNESCO, 2017:6). Education 
for sustainable development must not only include everyone without exception 
but ensure that all humans learn they are not independent of the environment 
and encourage them to work together and with the environment to ensure a se-
cure world for future generations (Croft, 2017).

UNESCO has published learning objectives for education for sustainable 
development (UNESCO, 2017), focused on eight key competencies necessary for 
individuals to become sustainability change-makers. Key competencies include: 
systems thinking competency, anticipation competency, normative competency 
– as a competency for reflection on norms and values, strategic competency – as 
a competency for innovative actions, collaboration competency, critical thinking 
competency, self-awareness competency and integrated problem-solving compe-
tency (UNESCO, 2017:10). Recognised as crucial for understanding and con-
structively dealing with the complex world we live in, these competencies might 
offer a platform for democratic and sustainable individual and institutional prac-
tices. But the development of such educational practices might depend on the 
way we understand the term competence itself.

According to the Education for Sustainable Development: Learning Objec-
tives (UNESCO, 2017), competencies are described as “specific attributes indi-
viduals need for action and self-organization in various complex contexts and 
situations. They include cognitive, affective, volitional and motivational ele-
ments; hence they are an interplay of knowledge, capacities and skills, motives 
and affective dispositions” (p. 10). Further, it is noted that competencies can-
not be taught but acquired by the learners themselves through action, on the 
bases of experience and reflection (UN, 2015; Weinert, 2001). The given defi-
nition partially overcomes common understanding of competence as posses-
sion of fragmented knowledge, abilities, skills or qualifications to carry out a 
specific task, but stays in the misleading domain of understanding competence 
as exclusively in the domain of individual capacity and individual responsibil-
ity. Although competence might be noticed through the actions of an individ-
ual, it is always dependent on conditions in a particular context and require-
ments of a particular situation or problem (European Commission, 2005:11), 
which makes it more of a contextual ability and systemic responsibility than 
individual possession (Pavlović Breneselović, 2014). For key competencies for 
sustainable development, this implies the need for systemic solutions which 
enable, provoke and promote complexity, unpredictability, collaboration and 
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reflective and critical thinking on each organisational level (Miškeljin, 2016) 
and for every actor of the educational process – children and adults as well. 
Key competencies for sustainable development are at the same time a personal 
challenge for each and every individual learner across the globe and a global 
challenge for the settled notions of pedagogy and education. Therefore, they 
must be included not just as educational outcomes or content, but as the main 
principles for educational practice.

Early childhood education for sustainable development

From the very beginning of endeavours towards education for sustainable 
development, early childhood did not feature as a significant part of resulting 
governmental policies (Croft, 2017). Very few studies have recognised young 
children as agents of change in connection with sustainability – the main focus 
is on the children’s relationship with nature and the children’s understanding of 
various natural phenomena while studies in which children themselves are ac-
tors are lacking (Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Sandberg 2011:189)

Later research work has shown that early childhood education has enor-
mous potential in fostering values, attitudes, skills and behaviours that support 
sustainable development and in supporting children to develop connections with 
nature and become active citizens within their communities (Pramling Samuels-
son & Kraga, 2008; Croft, 2017). More important, research has shown that very 
young children have the ability to critically judge different options, form opin-
ions about questions relevant to them and their communities and are able and 
willing to participate in actions for a sustainable society, making changes in their 
own lives and influencing the lives of their families (Pramling Samuelsson & 
Kraga, 2008; Somerville & Williams, 2015).

International workshop on the role of early childhood education for a 
sustainable society, held in 2007, provided policy, curriculum and pedagogi-
cal guidelines for early childhood education towards sustainable develop-
ment based on the key competencies. Guidelines rely on: the notion of the 
child as a right holder and active participant in society, whose perspectives 
and meanings are listened to, considered and are shaping the content and 
approaches of learning; the opportunities for children and adults to engage 
in dialogue and concrete actions regarding sustainability, to think critically 
about things taken for granted and to find creative solutions; and the promo-
tion of diversity, equality, solidarity, fairness and co-operation as the main 
principles in and through education (Pramling Samuelsson & Kraga, 2008). 
By changing the way we approach childhood, education and our own roles as 
adults in the educational process, these guidelines clearly require a shift from 
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the common notion of knowledge and education as an expertise and trans-
mission, towards the notion of co-construction and transformation (McKe-
own & Hopkins, 2014), setting new standards and challenges for educational 
policies, but also challenges for every adult involved in educational practice 
(Krnjaja, 2016).

Education for sustainable development and preschool
teacher’s competencies

Qualified teachers are recognised as key agents of change for achieving Sus-
tainable Development Goal 4: Quality Education and for establishing a broad-
er practice of education for sustainable development, and the quality of their 
education and professional development is considered a key precondition for 
current practices advancement (UN, 2015: paragraph 4.c). Although it is noted 
that further research is needed on the kinds of knowledge and skills that early 
childhood educators need in order to provide early education for sustainability 
(Pramling Samuelsson & Kraga, 2008), it is expected that preschool teachers, as 
leaders for sustainability, promote values and beliefs grounded in connectedness 
with nature and other living beings, practice personal and professional ethics of 
engagement for making change (Ferdig, 2007), have a curious and humble ap-
proach to their own work and build their own practice on collaborative, creative 
and collective way with children, colleagues and families (Pramling Samuelsson 
& Kraga, 2008; Croft, 2017). These expectations require mobilization of knowl-
edge, cognitive and practical skills as well as social and behavioural aspects such 
as attitudes, emotions, values and motivations (Rychen and Salganik, 2003). Fur-
ther, these imply the understanding of the preschool teacher as a learner who, 
through his own actions and in particular contexts and relations, develops key 
competencies for sustainable development. It is important to notice that the ap-
proach to preschool teachers’ competencies recognised by European Commission 
(2011) moves toward more relational and interactional understanding, but still 
dangerously focuses on responsibilities and characteristics of individual teach-
ers. Settled as relational and interactional, competencies of a preschool teacher 
are practical wisdom which emerges from institutional and systemic precondi-
tions for critical engagement, practical research, reflexion and life-long learn-
ing as creative and collaborative practice. Reorienting early childhood education 
and practice of preschool teachers towards this kind of pedagogy requires time, 
intentionality and effort on multiple levels (McKeown & Hopkins, 2014:5) and 
involves policy changes towards a coherent system of measures and activities 
which support preschool teachers’ competencies (Pavlović Breneselović, 2014; 
Krnjaja, 2016; Miškeljin, 2016).
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The current reform of preschool education in Serbia: 
preschool teachers’ competencies

for sustainable development

Working towards the achievement of sustainable development goals means 
setting justice, humanity and ethics – key democracy values, at the core of every 
political decision (Pramling Samuelsson, 2010). As per The 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development, governments are expected to take ownership and establish 
national frameworks, policies and measures which support key democratic val-
ues and promote sustainable development (UNESCO, 2017:6).

In 2005 and with the amendments in 2007, The Government of the Re-
public of Serbia published the National Sustainable Development Strategy (The 
Government of the Republic of Serbia, 2008). The objective of the Strategy is 
to establish a balance between the three key factors of sustainable development: 
sustainable development of the economy and technology, sustainable social de-
velopment based on social balance and environmental protection accompanied 
by rational use of natural resources, while at the same time joining these three 
factors into one whole, supported by appropriate institutions. However, through-
out the Strategy, the economic factor is strongly emphasized and education for 
sustainable development is mainly introduced in the purpose of achieving a 
prosperous, innovative and competitive knowledge-based economy. The strategy 
highlights that through education creativity, innovation, collaboration, critical 
thinking and problem-solving have to be spurred through systemic measures of 
sectors integration and collaboration of all interest groups (ibid:21), accessibility 
of education and straightening of early childhood education. But, the vision of 
an educational system in the Republic of Serbia relies on its concurrency, ad-
justment to the needs of the labour market, attractivity and modern models of 
management and financing, all related to the economic factor. Education for sus-
tainable development is seen as more than introducing contents on sustainable 
development into formal schooling, but as a system of education which supports 
a knowledge-based economy. In that context, teachers are recognised as part of 
the “modern staff ” which would establish and enable the functioning of the sys-
tem as such (ibid:38). Contradictorily, the only measure directly addressed to 
support teachers at all levels of the educational system in that role is the pro-
vision of adequate training for sustainable development (ibid:38). Even though 
creativity, innovation, collaboration, critical thinking and problem-solving are 
mentioned, said it all implies that teacher’s competencies are seen as a set of 
knowledge and skills needed to produce what the market needs, which puts in 
question the autonomy and ethics of the teacher’s profession and equals peda-
gogical work with working in the industry.
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Considering the Law on the Basis of the Education System (Zakon o osno-
vama sistema obrazovanja i vaspitanja, 2017) such a conclusion for the teacher’s 
role and position might be confirmed. Strong emphasis on the economy might 
be noticed yet again through the vocabulary of the Law and common usage of 
terms such as “efficiency” and “resources”. According to the Law, competencies 
and professional development of all practitioners working in education are regu-
lated by the standards which serve as criteria for quality rating – set of expec-
tations which practitioners should satisfy and means for regulating their work 
by external institutions and organs which have the power to order, prescribe, 
control and punish based on the judgment of efficiency of practitioners work in 
relation to economically-pragmatic goals (Radulović, 2019). The autonomy of 
the practitioner is reduced to the question of how to achieve prescribed expecta-
tions in the best and most efficient way (ibid.). Although the main principles of 
the Law on the Basis of the Education System promote accessibility, democracy, 
openness, authenticity and progressiveness, suggesting that the system is respon-
sible for providing conditions for high-level professional ethics, competency and 
professional development of practitioners working in the field of education, by 
further elaboration and operationalisation these very principles are brought into 
question. Practitioners are seen as implementers of requirements set by experts, 
detached from their personalities and decontextualised from their practices, pas-
sive and obedient towards authority. It is obvious that this kind of positioning 
of the practitioner in educational settings is inconsistent with developing key 
competencies for sustainable development.

For preschool education in Serbia, the process of comprehensive reform is 
underway. New policy documents for preschool education have been brought by 
taking into account all relevant legislature of the Republic of Serbia but paying 
attention to global strategies and recommendations as well. Although reforms 
are not initiated by the issues of sustainability as such, by the need for a para-
digm shift towards more democratic, creative, transformative and community-
oriented preschool education, a resemblance of the main principles implies cur-
rent reforms as supportive of sustainable development.

By analysing the new Preschool Curriculum Framework – Years of Ascent 
(Preschool Curriculum Framework – Years of Ascent, 2018) and the new Preschool 
teacher competency and professional development standards (Standardi kompeten-
cija za profesiju vaspitača, 2018), we will try to perceive if and how they support 
the development of preschool teachers’ key sustainability competencies. Although 
key sustainability competencies are interrelated, so it is impossible to outline any 
aspect of these documents as supportive for exclusively one competence as such, 
and although analysed documents are written as part of the same reform move-
ment and are based on the same educational theories, values and beliefs, for the 
transparency and clarity of further text we will organise the analysis in the form of 
a table, separating the documents and listing competencies one by one.
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Table 1. Analysis of key policy documents of preschool education reform
in Serbia in support of systems thinking competency

Key sustainability 
competencies
(UNESCO, 2017:10)

Preschool Curriculum Framework 
– Years of Ascent 

Preschool teacher competency and 
professional development standards
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This document is designed in con-
sultations with practitioners and to 
be used by them, as a support and 
empowerment in their deliberation 
and further development of educa-
tional practice, and provide a broad, 
systemic understanding of the pre-
school teachers’ role and position in 
the educational system.

Educational practice is understood 
as a complex, transformative and 
ethical system of dynamic relations 
between children and their social 
and physical environment.
The curriculum is understood 
as emerging from the context of 
practice, its institutional, cultural 
and social background, and devel-
oped through joint participation 
of all actors – including family and 
broader local community.
The preschool teacher is always 
confronted with new questions and 
challenges which he deals with in 
complex interrelation of beliefs, 
knowledge and aptitudes.

A competent preschool teacher is 
understood as a practitioner capable 
of autonomous and responsible ac-
tion in line with the ethical, complex, 
dynamic, context-conditioned na-
ture of the educational practice.
The competency of a preschool 
teacher is based on the creative use 
and review of professional knowl-
edge, aptitudes and values in an 
ever-changing social and educational 
context and it is emphasized that the 
development of competencies is not 
a process for which the preschool 
teacher has sole responsibility, but 
also requires the support of a sys-
temic approach.

The professional role of the pre-
school teacher is presented through 
four areas: direct work with children, 
curriculum development, profes-
sional development and professional 
public engagement (YA, 2018:34).

Competencies of the preschool 
teacher are presented through three 
areas: direct work with children, de-
velopment of cooperation and learn-
ing community and development of 
professional practice (SKPV, 2018:2).

The practice of systems thinking 
competency is noticeable through 
requirements for preschool teach-
ers’ engagements with families and 
the local community and through 
the way in which educational prac-
tice is settled in space and time of 
concrete educational institution.

Systems thinking competency is 
underlined in operationalisation of 
competencies as knowledge, apti-
tudes and values preschool teachers 
should engage, specifically focused 
on the holistic nature of child devel-
opment, integration of nurturance, 
caregiving and education; preschool 
education as mutually conditioned 
with community, culture and so-
cial and economic trends in society; 
and ability to work in complex and 
changing contexts of diversity.
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Table 2. Analysis of key policy documents of preschool education reform
in Serbia in support of anticipatory competency

Key sustainability 
competencies
(UNESCO, 2017:10)

Preschool Curriculum Framework 
– Years of Ascent 

Preschool teacher competency and 
professional development standards
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s As preschool education is directed 
towards long-term aims instead 
of short-term outcomes, the pre-
school teacher is provoked to deal 
with unpredictability and recon-
structing daily practices, create and 
continuously evaluate and to de-
velop their practice in accordance 
with it.
The preschool teacher should be 
flexible and assertive while plan-
ning the rhythm and activities of 
their practice, connecting with 
emotions, issues, provocations 
and inspirations children experi-
ence in kindergarten through all 
activities they engage in, includ-
ing play and common daily ritu-
als. This further implies the need 
for the preschool teacher to let go 
of settled beliefs, predictions and 
expectations and continuously 
rethink and anticipate a further 
vision based on the real experi-
ences in the group.

The preschool teacher is seen as an 
important model of anticipatory 
competence for children, empow-
ering them to cope with conflicts, 
stress, problems and new situations 
and challenges by practising the 
ability to cope with them them-
selves (SKPV, 2018:4).
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Table 3. Analysis of key policy documents of preschool education reform
in Serbia in support of normative competency

Key sustainability 
competencies
(UNESCO, 2017:10)

Preschool Curriculum Framework 
– Years of Ascent 

Preschool teacher competency and 
professional development standards
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The affirmation of the preschool 
teacher as a profession which strong-
ly relies on ethics and reflexivity is 
noticeable through promoting pre-
school education as a transformative 
and ethical practice (YA, 2018:9). 

The affirmation of the preschool 
teacher as a profession which strongly 
relies on ethics and reflexivity is no-
ticeable through promoting preschool 
education as essentially value-based 
and reflective (SKPV, 2018:3).

Both documents promote a community of learning, devoted to democ-
racy, solidarity, activism, creativity, welfare and personal fulfilment of all 
participants. For preschool teachers to be key actors in moving towards 
such a community, a democratic and inclusive approach to preschool edu-
cation that respects diversity is a necessity.

The preschool teacher is seen as someone who furthers reviews and builds 
values and beliefs about the child and learning and her/his personal prac-
tices. Preschool teachers should be able to develop inclusive practices that 
facilitate the participation and learning of children and involvement of the 
family, taking into account diversity, and should be sensitive to discrimina-
tion and injustice and be able to react in appropriate ways to overcome 
them (SKPV, 2018:8).

Preschool teachers should hold proactive attitudes in promoting and 
protecting the rights of the child and the family as well as the rights of 
their own profession. Preschool teachers are obligated to respect child 
rights as citizens and strive to enable their full participation in the life 
of the kindergarten and in the social and cultural life of the commu-
nity (SKPV, 2018:5).

The preschool teacher is responsi-
ble for developing democratic re-
lations in the kindergarten group, 
empowering child’s potential for 
solidarity and activism, and has the 
ability to help children understand 
unjust behaviours and how to con-
structively deal with them (YA, 
2018:20)

The preschool teacher aims toward 
constant change in practices and 
improvement of the programme 
quality and engage in professional 
associations and expert bodies, 
connect with relevant institutions 
and organizations and participate 
in consultations on creating educa-
tional policies, launching child and 
family-related campaigns and pro-
moting and protecting the status of 
his own profession (SKPV, 2018:8).

Environmental consciousness as in-
tegrated into daily activities and local 
projects which children participate 
in is explicitly recognised as a value 
and an aptitude of preschool teach-
ers competence (SKPV, 2018:5).
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Table 4. Analysis of key policy documents of preschool education reform
in Serbia in support of strategic competency

Key sustainability 
competencies
(UNESCO, 2017:10)

Preschool Curriculum Framework 
– Years of Ascent 

Preschool teacher competency and 
professional development standards
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As one of the goals, it is set that 
preschool teachers and other prac-
titioners in preschool educational 
institutions have the ability to 
manifest their autonomy, creativ-
ity and professionalism and proac-
tively advocate the best interest of 
child and family (YA, 2018:11). 

In the area of direct work with 
children, the preschool teachers’ 
autonomy and creativity are prac-
tised through project-based plan-
ning. The preschool teacher plans 
and implements projects and topics 
that are meaningful to the children, 
based on monitoring of children, 
learning through research, exchange 
and cooperation among children, 
focusing on the welfare of the child 
by supporting their abilities and in-
volvement and promoting creativ-
ity as the essential human feature 
(SKPV, 2018:5). 

An important aspect of preschool 
teachers role is to connect children 
with the local community through 
different ways of mutual involve-
ment (YA, 2018:34).

Preschool teachers implement the 
education programme through two-
sided cooperation with the local 
community, keep track of activities 
organized by the local community, 
organize activities involving fami-
lies and other members of the lo-
cal community, involve children in 
local projects, events and activities 
and further assess the needs of fam-
ilies in the local community (SKPV, 
2018).

Preschool teachers educate for 
research work and critical recon-
sideration for continuous develop-
ment of the curriculum, initiate 
and guide team activities and the 
process of developing kindergarten 
practices by starting joint practi-
tioners research of issues relevant 
for their practice and by collaborat-
ing with other kindergartens, re-
search institutions, institutions for 
initial preschool teacher education 
and other relevant institutions and 
organisations (YA, 2018:34).

The usage of digital technologies 
in planning, documenting, design-
ing activities and materials and 
for information exchange amongst 
all relevant actors is an important 
aspect of strategic competency 
of the preschool teacher (SKPV, 
2018:9).
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Table 5. Analysis of key policy documents of preschool education reform
in Serbia in support of collaboration competency

Key sustainability 
competencies
(UNESCO, 2017:10)

Preschool Curriculum Framework 
– Years of Ascent 

Preschool teacher competency and 
professional development standards
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As one of the goals, it is set that 
kindergartens and other public in-
stitutions of a local community be-
come commonplaces of joint learn-
ing, dialogue and mutual support 
(YA, 2018:11).
The kindergarten is understood as 
a place of common life, the educa-
tional process as a process in which 
children and adults learn together 
by joint exploration and meaning-
making, and curriculum develop-
ment and evaluation as common en-
deavour, with Preschool Curriculum 
Framework itself, situated as an out-
line for dialogue between teachers, 
families and children (YA, 2018:3).
The very preschool teachers’ pro-
fession is understood as reflexive 
practice, developing in the exchange 
and trust between all practitioners 
in the preschool institution. One of 
the main goals is for practitioners, 
researchers, policymakers and ex-
perts of different profiles to connect 
with the community which strives 
towards quality education through 
joint research and mutual support 
(YA, 2018:11).

Preschool teachers should be able 
to collaborate with peers from 
their own and others’ institutions 
on exchanging experiences, shar-
ing learning and research, to build 
a pedagogical knowledge through 
peer dialogue and consider differ-
ences in opinions and problems in 
practice as learning opportunities 
(SKPV, 2018:6).

The key role of the family at an ear-
ly age is recognised and supported 
through promoting partnership be-
tween families and kindergartens 
(YA, 2018:32).

The preschool teacher should stimu-
late open communication and inter-
action with families, build relation-
ships with parents and other family 
members based on mutual under-
standing, trust and cooperation, in-
volve parents in the decision-making 
process and develop pedagogical 
convictions and knowledge together 
with parents (SKPV, 2018:7).

The child is promoted as a competent partner in curriculum development 
and the preschool teacher as sensitive to the child’s needs and capacities 
and responsible for respecting them, adjusting and balancing all activities 
accordingly. Preschool teacher should be open to learning with and from 
children, building bonding relationships with them, developing a sense of 
security in the child, encouraging and supporting child’s initiatives and 
choices and listening and supporting different forms of expression.
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Table 6. Analysis of key policy documents of preschool education reform
in Serbia in support of critical thinking competency

Key sustainability 
competencies
(UNESCO, 2017:10)

Preschool Curriculum Framework 
– Years of Ascent 

Preschool teacher competency and 
professional development standards
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The Preschool Curriculum Frame-
work is explicitly intended for pre-
school teachers as a starting point, a 
set of guidelines and a cause for re-
thinking and deeper understanding 
of their own practice (YA, 2018:3), 
emphasizing the need for constant 
re-reading, constant questioning 
of one’s own values and beliefs and 
constant transformation of one’s 
own practice through which both 
understanding of theoretical con-
ception and real curriculum are 
developed. This constant learning 
in broadening the question of what 
it means to be a good preschool 
teacher and what a good curriculum 
might be is seen as subtraction of 
preschool teachers professional de-
velopment (YA, 2018:34).

Supporting preschool teachers in 
critical reflexion and transforma-
tion, Preschool teacher competency 
and professional development stand-
ards are guidelines intended for use 
by preschool teachers in the evalua-
tion of their competencies, planning 
and monitoring their professional 
learning and development with 
the aim of developing professional 
practices (SKPV, 2018:2).

Preschool teachers’ profession is 
understood as dynamic and rela-
tional, immersed in complex con-
text and deeply grounded in ethical 
responsibility for critical reflection 
on theory, practice and ones’ own 
beliefs and presumptions through 
dialogue with colleagues, families 
and children (YA, 2018).

Preschool teachers critically review 
the culture and structure of the kin-
dergarten, critically analyse and ex-
amine the capabilities and capacities 
of the preschool institution and give 
and accept proposals for providing 
various programmes and forms, criti-
cally review the compliance of the real 
programme with the conception of 
the curriculum framework and criti-
cally examine and develop their own 
practice through personal research 
and self-reflection (SKPV, 2018).

Through constant re-reading of the 
Preschool Curriculum Framework 
and critical awareness towards their 
own practice, preschool teachers are 
encouraged to explore the ways to 
support child’s learning and partici-
pation in curriculum development, 
to question implications of their own 
actions and strategies of organising 
physical and social environment in 
curriculum development and to re-
think compatibility of real practice 
with theoretical conception of the 
curriculum framework (YA, 2018).

Using pedagogical documentation 
preschool teachers are encouraged 
to engage in dialogue with children, 
family and peers, in the joint evalu-
ation and programme development 
as in gaining new insights about the 
child, learning and the very role of 
the preschool teacher (SKPV, 2018).
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Table 7. Analysis of key policy documents of preschool education reform
in Serbia in support of self-awareness competency

Key sustainability 
competencies
(UNESCO, 
2017:10)

Preschool Curriculum Framework 
– Years of Ascent 

Preschool teacher competency and 
professional development stand-
ards
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cal thinking competency might be seen as supportive for self-awareness 
competency as well.

The need for self-awareness is most 
emphasized in direct work with 
children – in the need to adjust to 
the child, to balance with different 
ways in which the preschool teach-
er participates in different situa-
tions and activities, and in teaching 
through a personal example, mod-
elling constructive approach and 
desirable behaviours in relations 
with others, in exploration, learn-
ing, in play and everyday-life rou-
tines in kindergarten (YA, 2018).

The child rights-based approach 
to preschool education and orien-
tation towards lifelong learning of 
the children and adults as a profes-
sional and ethical obligation of pre-
school teacher should be reflected 
in the proactive attitude in promot-
ing and protecting the rights of the 
preschool teachers’ profession, the 
rights of the child and the family 
and in personal engagement in ex-
pert conferences and expert bodies, 
professional preschool teacher as-
sociations, in the media, through 
publishing professional papers and 
through personal actions and con-
duct in the daily practice (SKPV, 
2018:7,8,9).
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Table 8. Analysis of key policy documents of preschool education reform
in Serbia in support of integrated problem-solving competency

Key sustainability 
competencies
(UNESCO, 
2017:10)

Preschool Curriculum Framework 
– Years of Ascent 

Preschool teacher competency and 
professional development stand-
ards

In
te

gr
at

ed
 p

ro
bl

em
-s

ol
vi

ng
 c

om
pe

te
nc

y
Th

e 
ov

er
ar

ch
in

g 
ab

ili
ty

 to
 a

pp
ly

 d
iff

er
en

t p
ro

bl
em

-s
ol

vi
ng

 fr
am

ew
or

ks
 to

 co
m

pl
ex

 su
sta

in
ab

ili
ty

 p
ro

b-
le

m
s a

nd
 d

ev
elo

p 
vi

ab
le

, i
nc

lu
siv

e 
an

d 
eq

ui
ta

bl
e 

so
lu

tio
n 

op
tio

ns
 th

at
 p

ro
m

ot
e 

su
sta

in
ab

le
 d

ev
elo

p-
m

en
t, 

in
te

gr
at

in
g 

th
e 

ab
ov

e-
m

en
tio

ne
d 

co
m

pe
te

nc
ie

s

Through all the aspects of these documents regarding their systemic ap-
proach to educational practice and curriculum development, the inte-
grated approach to problem-solving might be noticed as necessary on all 
levels and through actions of all actors of the educational system – just 
not with the narrow focus on sustainability issues.

For the preschool teachers, inte-
grated problem-solving competen-
cy is activated on every-day level, 
in many ways they support the 
child in different activities and sit-
uations in kindergarten – through 
solutions, provocations, inspira-
tions and modelling they offer in 
play, through organising and nego-
tiating time, space and relations of 
everyday routines, through deep-
ening child’s questions and broad-
ening possibilities for answers in 
organised learning activities (YA, 
2018).

Preschool teachers creatively use 
and review professional knowl-
edge, aptitude and values, develop 
a curriculum relying on different 
sources of content (authentic chil-
dren’s experiences, different life 
situations, culture, science, arts, 
technology, ecology, sports...), use 
various planning, monitoring, doc-
umenting and evaluation proce-
dures and techniques in developing 
the programme – including digital 
technologies, and take into account 
the real context of the kindergar-
ten’s educational practices (SKPV, 
2018).

Integrated problem-solving com-
petency is promoted through pro-
fessional development and profes-
sional public engagement of the 
preschool teacher. Collaborative 
work of the preschool teacher with 
other practitioners from their own 
and others’ institutions, as well as 
with researchers, policymakers and 
experts of different profiles (YA, 
2018:35), requires a flexible and 
constructive approach to issues of 
educational practice.

Preschool teachers should be able 
to take initiative and guide team 
activities and the process of de-
veloping kindergarten practices, to 
plan and guide personal and col-
lective professional development 
and training on the basis of an 
independent and shared review of 
practices, and to work with various 
databases for keeping and reflect-
ing on different types of records 
(SKPV, 2018:7,8,9).
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Conclusion

The risk of regarding the definition of competencies given in Education for 
Sustainable Development: Learning Objectives (UNESCO, 2017) lies in possibility 
of bringing sustainability just as a set of new outcomes and new contents into 
old teaching and learning practices, setting new requirements for students and 
teachers on top of tasks and responsibilities they’ve already had, without the shift 
in the core understanding of pedagogical processes and without adequate sup-
port through conditions in which these processes emerge. The risk is evident in 
the publication of the Education for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Ob-
jectives itself. Through this publication, each of sustainable development goals is 
operationalized through recommendations of teaching content and techniques, 
so that it can be directed through separated activities in educational settings, and 
learning objectives are expressed as sets of expectations from individual students 
and through cognitive, socio-emotional and behavioural domain, compromising 
the very understanding of competence as an “interplay of knowledge, capacities 
and skills, motives and affective dispositions” (UNESCO, 2017:10).

In addition, one might ask if education for sustainable development is seen 
as a process in which teachers are already competent for sustainable lifestyles and 
in charge of students’ key sustainability competencies development. In the offi-
cial publication of the Teaching the Sustainable Development Goals (Hoffmann & 
Rajeswari, n.d.) by the UNESCO Education for Sustainable Development Expert 
Net, it is clearly stated that competencies cannot merely be communicated, but 
have to be developed by an individual or group which will irreversibly change 
the reality of schooling in general and the arrangement of individualized learn-
ing processes in particular (Hoffmann, & Rajeswari, n.d.:9). However, Teaching 
the Sustainable Development Goals is not a tool for teachers to help them rethink 
their own role, institution and actions in the context of supporting key sustain-
ability competencies development. It is set as a tool for adjusting already exist-
ing teaching practice so that the teacher can “facilitate learning about, learning 
through and learning for the achievement of the SDGs” (Hoffmann & Rajeswari, 
n.d.:3), by suggesting sustainable development goals as final, predictable and al-
ready defined outcomes. This compromises the understanding of the contem-
porary world as complex and unpredictable and the need for innovation and 
critical reflexive engagement of every individual, and which suggests that the 
teacher is already an expert for both sustainability subject and educational pro-
cess, compromising the need to rethink settled practices of pedagogy and educa-
tion and makes us wonder, if teachers (and adults in general) are already experts 
on sustainability, then how come sustainability has become a global issue at all?

In the context of issues mentioned, it seems that although global agreement 
is achieved, policy documents established and even guidelines for development 
of good practices published, the question of education for sustainable develop-
ment, being complex as such, remains on slippery slope and requires thorough 



Education for Sustainable Development and Preschool Teachers’ Competencies | 79

deliberation of our understandings not only of ecological and economic subjects, 
but of different ways in which power moves and might be more ethically moved 
through organisation and realization of educational practices themselves.

The analysis of the relevant policy documents in Serbia, the National Strat-
egy for Sustainable Development and the Law on the Basis of the Education System 
shows that teachers’ competencies are seen as a set of knowledge and skills need-
ed to produce what the market needs. Strong emphasis on the economy might be 
recognised through the vocabulary of the Law on the Basis of the Education Sys-
tem and common usage of terms such as “efficiency” and “resources”. Competen-
cies and professional development of all practitioners working in education are 
regulated by the standards which serve as criteria for quality rating and means 
for regulating their work. Practitioners are seen as implementers of requirements 
set by experts, detached from their personalities and decontextualized from their 
practices, passive and obedient towards authority, which questions autonomy 
and ethics of the teachers’ profession.

On the other hand, the analysis of two key documents of preschool educa-
tion reform in Serbia – Preschool Curriculum Framework – Years of Ascent and 
Preschool teacher competency and professional development standards show that 
both documents are based on the understanding of education as a transformative 
and emancipatory process and directed at, according to Capra (1998), integrative 
values such as cooperation, protection, partnership and quality. The profession 
of a preschool teacher, as a relational practice, is perceived as an ethical practice 
based on the responsibilities and pro-activism of the teachers. This means that 
education for sustainability is recognized as a matter of the process of developing 
a “sustainability culture”, rather than reducing it to issue of contents and sepa-
rated activities associated with environmental protection. The analysis of these 
two documents also shows compliance with the Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment document in terms of understanding the meanings and characteristics of 
competencies and the compatibility of defined competencies of preschool teach-
ers with key sustainability competencies. But for transforming educational prac-
tice and the profession of a preschool teacher accordingly, it is necessary for all 
policy documents to be compatible in understanding competence itself, as well 
as for all policy measures, including initial education and professional develop-
ment of preschool teachers, to adequately support established understanding.
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