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Podstawy Edukacji 2025,t.18

Od redakcji

Z duzg satysfakcjg oddajemy Panstwu do rgk osiemnasty tom rocznika ,,Pod-
stawy Edukacji”. Jest to tom w nieco zmienionej formule, gdyz w tej edycji nie
orientowalismy nadsytanych tekstow wokét konkretnej idei. Artykuty, ktére pu-
blikujemy w niniejszym tomie, doskonale wpisujg sie w profil naszego czasopi-
sma obejmujacy szeroki kontekst edukacji jako humanistyki zintegrowanej. Pod-
stawy edukacji, budowane na pewnych fundamentach oraz tradycji, wymagaja
jednak dzis ciggtej readaptacji, rewaloryzacji, rekonstrukcji, dekonstrukcji, bycia
w procesie zmiany. Kierujac sie tym przekonaniem, prezentujemy oryginalne
studia i badania przekraczajgce dominujgce paradygmaty, a takze majace cha-
rakter interdyscyplinarny i innowacyjny.

Na osiemnasty tom rocznika , Podstawy Edukacji” sktada sie 26 artykutow,
w tym 7 stanowigcych studia i rozprawy, 18 bedacych artykutami przedstawia-
jacymi autorskie badania empiryczne i jeden artykut recenzyjny. Wszystkie tek-
sty, za wyjatkiem jednego, publikujemy w jezyku angielskim. Zdecydowalismy
o publikacji artykutu recenzyjnego w jezyku polskim ze wzgledu na podjeta
w nim dyskusje z oryginalnym wydaniem monografii Lecha Witkowskiego pt.
Whithead. Naddania i (w)zrosty dla humanistyki i edukacji.

Artykuty, ktore wypetniajg niniejszy tom, dotyczg probleméw badawczych
na wszystkich etapach catozyciowego uczenia sie cztowieka, takze ksztatcenia —
zarowno formalnego, jak i nieformalnego. Wiele artykutdw poswieconych jest
problematyce szeroko pojetej edukacji dzieci, a takze mtodziezy, studentdw,
0s6b dorostych, w tym oséb starszych. Gdyby wskazaé stowa klucze, ktére moga
stanowi¢ intelektualng klamre faczacg tom, mozna wymienié: relacje pedago-
giczng; potencjat rozwojowy, edukacyjny; lek, stres, cierpienie, a nawet szantaz
w szkole; sukces i skutecznos¢; innowacyjne, tworcze metody, w tym edukacyjne
i badawcze; kulture i jej zyciodajna relacje z edukacjg; wartosci jako drogowskazy
w etycznym i estetycznym rozumieniu Swiata edukacji. Tom jest bogatg, ciekawg
réznorodnoscig ujec i perspektyw teoretycznych oraz metodologicznych.

Mamy nadzieje, ze osiemnasty tom czasopisma , Podstawy Edukacji” wzbu-
dzi Panstwa zainteresowanie i zainspiruje do refleksji. Kierujemy go zaréwno do
0s6b zajmujacych sie dziatalnoscig naukowo-badawczg, jak rowniez do nauczy-
cieli, pedagogow, edukatoréw zakorzenionych w praktyce i poszukujgcych no-
wych, inspirujgcych éciezek dla/w edukacji. Zyczymy mitej i owocnej lektury.

Niniejszym informujemy, ze artykut zamieszczony na stronach 405-421 zo-
stat wycofany z tomu z przyczyn formalnych.

Zespot Redakeyjny
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Podstawy Edukacji 2025,t.18

Editors’ Preface

It is with great satisfaction that we present to you the eighteenth volume of
the annual “Fundamentals of Education.” This volume has a slightly modified
format, as in this edition we did not focus the submitted texts on a specific idea.
The articles published in this volume perfectly align with the profile of our jour-
nal, which encompasses the broad context of education as an integrated hu-
manities discipline. The foundations of education, built on certain foundations
and traditions, require constant re-adaptation, revaluation, reconstruction, and
deconstruction, as well as a process of change. Guided by this belief, we present
original studies and research that transcend dominant paradigms and are inter-
disciplinary and innovative in nature.

The eighteenth volume of the annual “Fundamentals of Education” consists
of 26 articles, including seven studies and dissertations, 18 articles presenting
original empirical research, and one review article. All texts, except one, are pub-
lished in English. We decided to publish this review article in Polish because it
discusses the original edition of Lech Witkowski’s monograph, “Whithead: Ad-
vantages and (In)creases for the Humanities and Education.”

The articles in this volume address research issues at all stages of lifelong
learning, including both formal and informal education. Many articles address
the broadly defined education of children, youth, students, and adults, including
older people. If we were to identify keywords that could serve as an intellectual
framework for this volume, we could mention: the pedagogical relationship; de-
velopmental and educational potential; anxiety, stress, suffering, and even
blackmail in school; success and effectiveness; innovative, creative methods, in-
cluding academic and research; culture and its life-giving relationship with edu-
cation; and values as guideposts in an ethical and aesthetic understanding of the
world of education. The volume presents a rich and engaging diversity of theo-
retical and methodological approaches and perspectives.

We hope that the 18th volume of the “Fundamentals of Education” journal
will pique your interest and inspire reflection. We aim it at those engaged in
research, as well as teachers, educators, and practitioners seeking new and in-
spiring paths in education. We wish you a pleasant and fruitful read.

We hereby inform you that the article spanning pages 405-421 has been
withdrawn from the volume for formal reasons.

Editorial Team
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Creative Ethnography:
On Its Necessity, Challenges, and the ‘Agony of
Writing’ in the Audit Culture

Abstract

The aim of this article is to recapitulate the process through which creative ethnography has
taken shape—an academic variant of non-fiction that employs techniques drawn from literary
fiction. The debate surrounding “writing culture” gave rise to experiments in ethnographic writing,
an openness to storytelling, an appreciation of anthropological poetics, the development of au-
toethnographic forms of expression, a rethinking of the category of fiction, and a renewed under-
standing of the relationship between fieldwork and textual work. The author highlights both the
benefits and risks inherent in these processes, suggesting that the absence of university-level
training in creative ethnography often leads to personal disappointments and raises questions
about the comfort of text production, in both professional and psychological terms.

Keywords: creative ethnography, fiction, autoethnography, storytelling, academic writing.

Socio-cultural anthropology is usually defined as a discipline rooted in the
unique fieldwork experiences of its researchers. In reality, however, anthropol-
ogists spend most of their time in front of computer screens or hunched over
notebooks — a fact wryly captured by Clifford Geertz, a ‘transitional figure’ for
the discipline (Rees, 2008, p. 14), in his well-known quip: ‘What does the eth-
nographer do? — he writes’ (Geertz, 1973, p. 28). Despite the originality and ac-
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curacy of this observation, in the decades that followed many researchers con-
tinued to adhere to the model concisely summarised by Adam Kuper (1987,
p. 97): the ethnographer was expected to spend at least a year — preferably two —
in the field, gradually becoming, at least to some extent, a member of the com-
munity under study. Only upon returning from the field would they begin writing
their ethnographic monograph. The tendency to downplay the importance of
this latter task stemmed from the belief that what truly mattered, scientifically
and epistemically, had already taken place, in the heat of fieldwork struggles
where the anthropological ‘steel’ had been forged.

The aim of this article is to trace the development of creative ethnography
— an academic form of non-fiction that draws on the techniques of literary fic-
tion. The debate surrounding Writing Culture that emerged in the 1980s, which
gave rise to experimental forms of writing and to a rethinking of both the cate-
gory of fiction and the relationship between fieldwork and textual work, invites
a reconsideration of its legacy as well as an assessment of its benefits and risks.
The argument advanced here points to a striking deficiency — particularly evi-
dent in Poland — namely, the near total-absence of university-level courses de-
voted to creative ethnography. Finally, in light of the reflections on ethnographic
writing, with all its sacrifices and disappointments (Starn 2022), the article ad-
dresses the question of writing comfort — both professional and psychological.

From Writing Culture to Storytelling

The tendency to overlook — or even ostentatiously disregard — writing as part
of the research process came under open challenge in the 1980s. As George
Marcus and Dick Cushman observed,

Anthropologists have finally begun to give explicit attention to the writing of ethno-

graphic texts, a subject long ignored either by conceiving of ethnography primarily as an

activity that occurs in the field or by treating it as a method, rather than a product, of
research (Marcus and Cushman, 1982, p. 25).

In a similar vein, Barbara Myerhoff and Jay Ruby suggested that ethnography
was the only literary genre that had never been subjected to analysis, adding,
‘The art and craft of producing an acceptable ethnography is learned indirectly
and accidentally. The question of the relationship between ethnography and
other literary form is seldom discussed’ (Myerhoff and Ruby, 1982, p. 23).

A groundbreaking work for raising awareness of the ‘textual’ or ‘literary’ di-
mension of the discipline was the volume Writing Culture (Clifford, 1986a),
whose title quickly came to designate a particular stage in the development of
anthropology. The book, the outcome of discussions and seminars, brought to-
gether researchers — mostly still relatively young — who wanted to rethink an-
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thropology: its goals, methods, and very meaning, and to reconfigure it. Among
them, apart from the two editors, were Mary Louise Pratt, Renato Rosaldo, Talal
Asad, Vincent Crapanzano, Steven A. Tyler, Paul Rabinow, and Michael M. J.
Fischer. As Clifford wrote on behalf of them all, “We begin, not with participant-
observation or with cultural texts (suitable for interpretation), but with writing,
the making of texts’ (Clifford, 1986b, p. 2). He added, ‘The essays in this volume
do not claim ethnography is “only literature”. They do insist it is always writing’
(Clifford, 1986b, p. 26).

The cover of Writing Culture featured a photograph of Tyler taken in India.
Inthe image, the researcher is clearly absorbed in writing something in his note-
book. Beside him lies a hat, and tucked behind the frame of his glasses is a white
cloth for cleaning the lenses. In the background, behind the anthropologist,
a few figures can be seen watching him. This, Clifford noted, is not a typical ‘field’
photograph: we are more accustomed to images of Margaret Mead playing with
children on Manus Island or talking with informants in Bali. Yet these standard
depictions are only part of the reality of fiel[dwork. The well-known photographs,
for example, never show the inside of Malinowski’s tent on Kiriwina — the very
place where the Trobriand monographs were actually conceived and written.
Clifford emphasised that

writing has emerged as central to what anthropologists do both in the field and thereaf-
ter. [...] Writing reduced to method: keeping good field notes, making accurate maps,
“writing up” results (Clifford, 1986b, p. 2).

This, he argued, is anachronistic and naive thinking. The most basic ques-
tions that must therefore be asked are: ‘Who speaks? Who writes? When and
where? With or to whom? Under what institutional and historical constraints?’
(Clifford, 1986b, p. 13). Further questions might follow: ‘What desires and con-
fusions was it smoothing over? How was its “objectivity” textually constructed?’
(Clifford, 1986b, p. 14).

The reflexive approach proposed in the volume was meant, as Clifford envi-
sioned, to encompass several perspectives: historical ethnography (Emmanuel Le
Roy Ladurie, Natalie Davis, Carlo Ginzburg), cultural poetics (Stephen Greenblatt),
cultural critique (Hayden White, Edward Said, Fredric Jameson), analyses of the
relationship between knowledge and everyday life (Pierre Bourdieu, Michel de
Certeau), critique of hegemonic ‘structures of feeling’ (Raymond Williams), stud-
ies of science and scientific communities (Thomas Kuhn), and the semiotics of ‘for-
eign worlds’ (Tzvetan Todorov). This broad and ambitiously sketched spectrum,
within which anthropological reflexivity operates, was intended to serve as a the-
oretical point of departure for research into the ‘poetics and politics’ of ethnogra-
phy. Here, the term poetics was not limited to romantic or modernist subjectivity
but, on the contrary, was associated with precision and objectivity, while politics
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referred to the broader context of the conditions — both contemporary and his-
torical — under which anthropologists must practise their discipline.

Clifford and Marcus’s volume was unquestionably groundbreaking. It may
be viewed as a kind of disciplinary watershed and a sign of a new opening in
anthropology. This might sound like a cliché, but it is justified: after the publica-
tion of Writing Culture, almost nothing in anthropology remained the same.
Among the subsequent studies that engaged with the issues it raised, the fol-
lowing are worth noting: Literature and Anthropology (Dennis and Aycock,
1989), Modernist Anthropology (Manganaro, 1990), Anthropology and Litera-
ture (Benson, 1993), Women Writing Culture (Behar and Gordon, 1995), Repre-
sentation in Ethnography (Van Maanen, 1995), Culture/Contexture (Daniel and
Peck, 1996), as well as reflexively oriented experimental writings by Kevin Dwyer
(1982), Vincent Crapanzano (1990), and Ruth Behar (1996).

Particular attention should also be given to Clifford’s The Predicament of Cul-
ture, which bears the telling subtitle Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature,
and Art (Clifford 1988). In this work, the author examines, among other things,
the category of ‘ethnographic authority’, highlighting the transitory nature of
the categories of art and science — exemplified in fascinating ways by the collab-
oration between ethnographers and surrealists in 1920s and 1930s France. By
analysing various cultural practices — anthropology, travel journals, collecting,
museum collections — Clifford demonstrates that the representations of others
constructed through these practices are always a kind of fiction. He reserves
a special place for authors deeply entangled in the multiculturalism of life and
the multilingualism of creativity, such as Joseph Conrad, Bronistaw Malinowski,
Michel Leiris, Aimé Césaire, and Edward Said.

One may therefore venture the thesis that Clifford’s statement — ‘No longer
a marginal, or occulted, dimension, writing has emerged as central to what an-
thropologists do’ (Clifford, 1986b, p. 2) —has become part of the discipline’s self-
understanding. Yet this thesis can only be accepted conditionally. Researchers
have indeed succeeded in confirming the presence of distinct authorial signa-
tures in classic ethnographic monographs (Geertz, 1988). They have also identi-
fied a distinctive anthropological style of expression known as ‘ethnographic re-
alism’ (Marcus and Cushman, 1982), highlighted manifestations of anthropol-
ogy’s authority in the form of ‘colonial textualism’ (Abu-Lughod 1991), and
demonstrated the existence of a specific ‘politics of writing’ (Ruby, 1982). De-
spite these important achievements, the literary dimension is still too often
treated dismissively. In both teaching and research practice, field experience
continues to be favoured over textual experience.

The debates and analyses initiated during this period led to a situation in
which the discipline’s identity began to be perceived through the prism of the
tension between the spaces and experiences of theory, fieldwork, and text, as
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well as through the complex and heterogeneous condition of the researcher, who

exists simultaneously ‘there’ (in the field) and ‘here’ (in libraries, offices, the acad-

emy). To grasp these interconnections, scholars turned to the concept of reflexiv-
ity, which came to dominate anthropology throughout the 1990s. In its best-
known and most accessible form, reflexivity was distilled into two directives:

1) the practice of experimental writing that foregrounds the researcher’s sub-
jectivity and makes use of literary forms of expression;

2) the recognition that the anthropological project of representing human di-
versity emerged as part of the larger Western colonial project (Whitaker,
2008; Kuligowski 2016).

The most significant textual outcomes of reflexivity were, on the one hand,
the development of autoethnography, and on the other, an opening to literary
experiments and inspirations. Although the original meaning of autoethnogra-
phy, proposed by Mary Louise Pratt (1992), referred to transcultural texts pro-
duced as a result of European colonisation, its later understanding centred pri-
marily on self-reflective (Maréchal, 2010) and autobiographical practices (Ellis,
2004), both in writing and in research. These practices, positioned in opposition
to positivist epistemology, draw on literary conventions and forms of expression
that allow for the exploration of personal emotions and experiences. As a result,
autoethnography — focused on narrative persuasiveness and the presentation
of ‘personal truths’ — helped to popularise storytelling (Bochenr and Ellis, 2006),
understood both as a specific technique and as a heuristic stance.

Literary inspirations, understood as a repository of techniques and tools for
representing reality, do not, unlike autoethnography, constitute a separate cur-
rent within anthropology. Examples include readings of Jane Austen, in which
she appears as an ethnographer of marriage and kinship within her own class in
England (Handler and D. Segal, 1990) as well as inspirations drawn from the
works of E. M. Forster (Rapport, 1994), from William Shakespeare’s plays
(Hastrup, 2004), or from Anton Chekhov, especially his documentary prose in
Sakhalin (Narayan, 2012).

Parallel to these tendencies, another field emerged: anthropological poetics.
Within this field, two distinct forms of practice became visible: ethnopoetics and
anthropological poetry (Brady, 2000, p. 95). Ethnopoetics manifested itself
through the study of the ‘art of the word’ and the presentation of local expres-
sive forms by means of creative transcriptions and translations, which high-
lighted their value as expressions of art (Tedlock, 1992). The leading voice of this
approach was the journal Alcheringa/Ethnopoetics (published between 1970
and 1980), whose editorial board included Jerome Rothenberg, Dennis Tedlock,
Stanley Diamond, Dell Hymes, and Gary Snyder. Anthropological poetry, by con-
trast, encompassed poetic expressions most often focused on the intersections
of cultures as well as on the experiences accompanying fieldwork. Illustrative
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examples include the works of Stanley Diamond, Paul Friedrich, lan Prattis, Den-
nis Tedlock, and Dell Hymes.

On Pundits and Healers

The processes outlined above — from the Writing Culture debate, ‘colonial
textualism’, and ‘ethnographic authority’, through the rise of reflexivity, to the
practices of autoethnography, storytelling, and anthropological poetics — gave
rise to innovative and experimental modes of ethnographic writing. Researchers
have successfully produced engaged works of political critique (Why America’s
Top Pundits Are Wrong: Anthropologists Talk Back, edited by Catherine
Besteman and Hugh Gusterson), acclaimed memoirs (Paul Stoller, The Power of
the Between: An Anthropological Odyssey; Kirin Narayan, My Family and Other
Saints?), social novels (Paul Stoller, Jaguar: A Story of Africans in America), an-
thropological variants of romantic comedy (Kirin Narayan, Love, Stars and All
That), collections of poetry (Dennis Tedlock, From Work with the Zuni in New
Mexico), crime novels (Jenny White, The Sultan’s Seal), and works that combine
first-person academic ethnography with third-person literary fiction (Kristen
Ghodsee, Lost in Translation: Ethnographies of Everyday Life After Communism).

The figure of the anthropologist as ‘author’, merely hinted at by Geertz in the
late 1980s (Geertz, 1988), has in the last decade evolved into the anthropologist as
‘writer’ (Wulff, 2017a). It is no coincidence that Anthropology and Humanism, the
journal published under the auspices of the American Anthropological Association,
features sections devoted to ‘Poetry’, ‘Fiction’, and ‘Creative Nonfiction’.

The examples cited above vary greatly in nature. Why America’s Top Pundits
Are Wrong is a work of polemic, advanced both in its argumentative force and
emotional engagement, challenging dominant U.S. beliefs about the contempo-
rary world, its problems, and its supposed future (Besteman and Gusterson,
2005a). The individuals responsible for propagating and legitimising these be-
liefs are the ‘pundits’ named in the book’s title. The term itself comes from an
older form of Hindi, where it originally meant ‘teacher of religion and law’ or
‘authority’, and later came to denote an ‘authoritative source of opinion’. The
contributors to the volume identify some contemporary American pundits ex-
plicitly — among them Thomas Friedman of The New York Times, Robert Kaplan
of The Atlantic Monthly, Samuel Huntington of Harvard University, and Dinesh
D’Souza of the Hoover Institution at Stanford University.

1 This is how Narayan reinterprets the memoir form: ‘It’s a we- moir.’ [...]. There really is a “me”
here—both the skinny, searching little girl in Bombay who made it through the difficult times
narrated in this book, and the grown- up who contains and narrates her’ (Narayan, 2008, p. 7).
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Why America’s Top Pundits Are Wrong opens with two chapters devoted to
Samuel Huntington (Brown, 2005; Gusterson, 2005), the author of the highly in-
fluential Clash of Civilizations (Huntington, 1996) — a book in which Huntington
devotes 300 pages to describing all the world’s cultures and civilizations without
citing a single foreign-language publication and virtually ignoring the work of
anthropologists (Gusterson, 2005, p. 25). He urges his readers to accept carica-
tured visions of cultures built from stereotypes: Muslims are essentially born
fundamentalists with a marked propensity for violence, while the Chinese are
inherently authoritarian. In his account, ahistorical essentialism is blended with
a deep-seated fear of multiculturalism, which, he argues, inevitably leads either
to genocide (as in Bosnia) or to an unpredictable and potentially catastrophic
conflict (such as the ‘Latino fifth column’ supposedly being formed in the United
States by Mexican immigrants).

Kaplan is subjected to criticism in a similar tone (Bringa, 2005; Besteman,
2005). As the author of the popular Balkan Ghosts (Kaplan, 1993), he uncritically
perpetuates an image of this part of Europe as a perpetual war zone, populated
by tribal passions and resentments harking back to the Middle Ages. According
to his narrative, everything that happens in the Balkans stems directly from their
history and is determined by it to the highest degree, with the region’s past pre-
sented in a monochromatic and sombre register.

The editors suggested:

In our national debate about such questions, some of the loudest voices belong to pun-
dits [...] Although they do not all come from the same side of the political map, they draw
on and embellish a loosely coherent set of myths about human nature and culture that
have a strange staying power in American public discourse: that conflict between people
of different cultures, races, or genders is inevitable; that biology is destiny; that culture
isimmutable; that terrible poverty, inequality, and suffering are natural; and that people
in other societies who do not want to live just like Americans are afraid of “modernity”
(Besteman and Gusterson, 2005b, p. 2).

The common feature of the pundits under critique is what might be termed
‘reactionary determinism’ — sometimes more neutrally referred to as ‘realism’.
This position rests on a ‘syndrome of inevitability’, which amounts to arguing
that ‘things must be this way’. Thus, if African Americans are disproportionately
poor, it is allegedly because they are intellectually weaker, and no social pro-
grammes can change this; rape, in this view, is the result of genetic functioning
rather than a product of culture; and people from different cultural traditions
are destined for antagonistic rather than constructive relationships.

The contributors to the volume advocate a different kind of ‘realism’. This ap-
proach, grounded in the achievements of the social sciences —and neither left-wing
nor right-wing, neither liberal nor conservative — clearly demonstrates that cultures
can change, that traditions are invented rather than eternal. As they write,
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human beings constantly misrecognize the world they have made as the natural order
of things. While the pundits whisper in our ears that nothing can be done to make the world
a better place, we know that this is wrong (Besteman and Gusterson, 2005b, p. 23).

At the opposite end of the continuum of creative ethnography lies Paul Stoller
and Cheryl Olkes’s book In Sorcery’s Shadow: A Memoir of Apprenticeship among
the Songhay of Niger (Stoller and Olkes, 1987). Before the book was written, Stoller
met the elderly Adamu Jenitongo, a healer from the Songhay people of Niger. Under
Jenitongo’s guidance, Stoller learned about medicinal plants, prayers, methods of
divination, as well as techniques of defence and attack through sorcery, eventually
becoming his apprentice. This apprenticeship lasted for sixteen years.

In the end, drawing on his field notes, Stoller wrote an academic book based
on the knowledge he had acquired. In 1984, with a printed copy of the manu-
script, he visited his teacher. After explaining the purpose of his visit, he spent
three months reading to Jenitongo, five to ten pages at a time. Jenitongo lis-
tened in silence, without correcting a single error or offering any praise. At the
end, however, he expressed his disappointment, which concerned above all the
style of storytelling, which he found inadequate. He then said something that
profoundly changed Stoller — both as an anthropologist and as a writer:

You must produce something that will be remembered, something that describes me
and you, something that my grandchildren and your grandchildren will use to remember
the past, something they will use to learn about the world (Stoller, 2017, p. 120).

Significantly, the sorcerer’s critique mirrored Stoller’s own growing sense of
dissatisfaction, as he gradually realised how many field experiences had been fil-
tered out through the sieve of ‘ethnographic realism’ and lost in a text written in
the standard academic mode (Stoller, 2017, p. 118-120). As a result, Stoller and
Olkes (who was also his wife and took part in the final phase of the research) cre-
ated an entirely different book: a first-person memoir of their fieldwork between
1976 and 1984. This work included vivid, sensory descriptions of places, detailed
portraits of key figures, and full dialogues rather than the fragmentary quotations
that had previously been accepted as the norm in anthropological texts.

Of course, this was not the first attempt to integrate two different cultural
frameworks within a single narrative. A similar ambition had once guided Frank
H. Cushing, who wore Zuni clothing and signed his letters as ‘1st War Chief of
Zuni’ (Green, 1990). Another point of comparison is Edward E. Evans-Pritchard,
who, while studying the magical practices of the Azande and recognising them
as a coherent system of thought not fundamentally different from religion, ulti-
mately adopted a stance of cautious scepticism (Evans-Pritchard, 1937). There
is also the inevitable association with Carlos Castaneda and his cycle of fictional
tales about Don Juan Matus — an author, Stoller remarked, ‘with whom | did not
want to be compared’ (Stoller and Olkes, 1987, p. 25).
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In Sorcery’s Shadow reveals the consequences of an almost complete open-
ing of the researcher to local categories — including the application of the
knowledge passed on to Stoller when a member of the Songhay asked him for
help in taking revenge on a European, and the magical means employed
achieved the desired effect. ‘I was frightened of this power as well as of the no-
tion that sorcery was real’, Stoller confided (Stoller and Olkes, 1987, p. 123). The
book’s narrative, novelistic in tone, full of events and adventures, and ostenta-
tiously rejecting the constraints of ‘ethnographic realism’, is at the same time an
account of the radical application of an emic strategy, in the strict sense of the
term (Pike, 1967).

From workshops to the embrace of fiction

Another significant outcome of anthropology’s opening to the literary di-
mension has been the emergence of classes and workshops devoted to the craft
of ethnographic writing. Anthropology curricula began to include courses aimed
at developing the skills needed to produce engaging, stylistically varied texts
that would appeal to readers. Several universities have introduced such courses
—among them Harvard University, California State University, University of Ver-
mont, Arizona State University, Rutgers School of Arts and Sciences, George Ma-
son University, Northridge, McGill University, Queen’s University, The New
School, University of Leeds, University of Oslo, and the Graduate Institute of In-
ternational and Development Studies (The Graduate Institute, Geneva). At
times, these courses have been accompanied by the publication of ‘guides’ and
‘manuals’, such as A Student’s Guide to Reading and Writing in Social Anthropol-
ogy, published by Harvard in 2010. However, this is by no means the norm, as
becomes clear when these offerings are compared to the widespread availability
of ‘Creative Nonfiction Writing’ courses at universities. These aim to encourage
a general openness to literary ways of representing reality — including in the
online environment, where digital publication forms predominate.

A crucial ally of these newly emerging courses has been a shift in the under-
standing of fiction. Previously, recourse to fiction was associated either with the
ethical frameworks of anthropological work (such as the pseudonymisation of
places and people) or with the need to conceal the authorial self — or with both
aims simultaneously, as in the case of Return to Laughter by Elenore Smith
Bowen (1954). In fact, this was a pseudonym concealing the true identity of
Laura Bohannan (Elenore was her mother’s first name, and Smith her own
maiden name). In the author’s note opening the book, she writes: ‘All the char-
acters in this book, except myself, are fictitious in the fullest meaning of that
word. | knew people of the type | have described here; the incidents of the book
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are of the genre | myself experienced in Africa. Nevertheless, so much is fiction’
(Bowen, 1954, p. 5). Return to Laughter was written as an autobiographical, first-
person narrative, and it addressed, in an open way, problems that were at the
time generally kept out of official accounts. Bowen/Bohannan did not hide her
research dilemmas. She revealed her mistakes and missteps, showing how the
fieldwork enterprise lost much of its aura as an objective effort to uncover an
external, causally structured reality.

Clifford reminds us in this context that the concept of ‘literature’ is a transi-
tional category. Beginning in the seventeenth century, Western science ex-
cluded certain forms of expression from its repertoire — rhetoric, subjectivity,
fiction — assigning them instead to the domain of literature. Thus, when it is sug-
gested that ethnography is a form of art or literature, this refers to its older un-
derstanding as the ‘skilful fashioning of useful artifacts’ (Clifford, 1986b, p. 6). In
this sense, ethnographic writing is a fiction — something fashioned or shaped, in
line with the Latin root of the term fingere — and good ethnographies are, ulti-
mately, ‘true fictions’. This oxymoronic expression was further developed by
Vincent Crapanzano, who compared the writing ethnographer to a trickster,
promising, like Hermes, never to lie, while at the same time never being able to
tell the whole truth (Crapanzano, 1986). This limitation arises from the inevita-
ble rhetorical nature of anthropological texts, which ‘are thus inherently partial
— committed and incomplete’ (Clifford, 1986b, p. 7).

Destabilising the notion of fiction and detaching it from the strictly literary do-
main of expression had significant consequences. Fiction increasingly came to be
seen as a useful tool, enabling anthropological knowledge to be applied in new
and innovative ways that, as UIf Hannerz suggests, may lead to ‘developing new
genres’ (Hannerz, 2017, p. 256). Fiction also became a complementary mode for
communicating research results with the explicit intention of reaching a broader
audience. Examples include Oliver La Farge’s Pulitzer Prize-winning 1930 novel
Laughing Boy, and, more recently, Darcy Ribeiro’s experimental novels, which
combine the language of government documents and ethnographic reports with
mythic narration and a polyphony of voices speaking in both the first and third
person (Maira). Similarly, Amitav Ghosh’s prose — such as In an Antique Land —
draws on anthropological techniques. In an interview, Ghosh explained:

The field notes were the “anthropological” part of my work; the diaries were more liter-

ary. My dissertation was based almost entirely on my field notes; similarly the first-per-
son narrative in Antique Land is based on my diaries (Stankiewicz, 2012, p. 536).

The epistemic benefits of employing fiction have also been recognised in re-
lation to anthropological poetry. Victor Turner (1983) observed that the achieve-
ments of ethnopoetics ‘bring to light’ issues of multiculturalism. lvan Brady
added to this, pointing to problems of historical politics, racism and relativism,



Creative Ethnography... 25

arguing that anthropologists’ use of diverse expressive forms — including poetry
— stems from the need to say things that could not effectively be conveyed
through other means (Brady, 2000).

At the same time, one aspect has not changed: publishing remains a neces-
sity for those working in higher education and serves as the fuel for anthropo-
logical careers. Ongoing debates about whether monographs or journal articles
are more important, the dominance of citation index regimes, and the well-
known slogan ‘publish or perish’ are all consequences of this reality. Helena
Wulff captures this tension succinctly:

Anthropologists have mostly celebrated the field experience in all its variety. Yet in fact,
they are likely to spend as much time sitting in front of the computer screen. Once it has
begun, writing is in one way a very solitary activity, but in another way, it is not: you may
be in interaction with an imagined audience of colleagues, students, as well as people in
your field, perhaps general readers, and increasingly, the representatives of academic
audit culture (Wulff, 2017b, p. 1).

Coda

Despite the processes described above, creativity in ethnographic writing —
understood as producing texts rich in meaning and employing diverse figures,
modes, and styles to engage a wide range of readers — continues to be margin-
alised. ‘How, one asks constantly, could such interesting people doing such in-
teresting things produce such dull books?’ Mary Louise Pratt asked years ago
(Pratt, 1986, p. 33). This century, Laurel Richardson expressed the same frustra-
tion even more forcefully: ‘For years | had yawned my way through numerous
supposedly exemplary qualitative studies. Countless numbers of texts had
| abandoned half read, half scanned’ (Richardson, 2005, p. 959). Pratt’s question
and Richardson’s confession remain just as relevant today, particularly where
creative ethnography — as a research, writing and teaching practice — is either
absent or treated dismissively.

This is all the more surprising given that anthropology’s past could easily be
told through the bestselling books published over the decades: from James G.
Frazer (The Golden Bough), Margaret Mead (Coming of Age in Samoa), Ruth Ben-
edict (Patterns of Culture), and Bronistaw Malinowski (The Sexual Life of Sav-
ages, A Diary in the Strict Sense of the Term), through Zora Neale Hurston (Mules
and Men, Their Eyes Were Watching God), Claude Lévi-Strauss (Tristes
Tropiques), Carlos Castaneda (The Teachings of Don Juan), and Nigel Barley (The
Innocent Anthropologist), to Marc Augé (Non-places: Introduction to an Anthro-
pology of Supermodernity), Thomas Hylland Eriksen (Small Places, Large Issues),
and Gillian Tett (Saving the Sun: How Wall Street Mavericks Shook Up Japan’s
Financial World and Made Billions). Another way of telling this story might be to
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trace the changing conventions and textual modes of representation: from eth-
nographic realism, with its typical use of the praesens ethnographicum, to later
experiments with modes of expression, the position and role of the narrator,
multi-authored formats, and the inclusion of dialogue and character descrip-
tions within the text.

Reconstructions of this kind — though perfectly legitimate —are not common.
There remains a persistent reluctance to think of anthropology as a writing en-
terprise. The flip side of this reluctance is the belief that the discipline’s identity
is rooted primarily in the specialised tools and techniques of fieldwork. As a re-
sult, agrarian metaphors dominate (field, fieldwork, fieldworker), rather than
textual ones (author, authorship, writing). And yet, despite the development
and spread of new technologies, it is textual narratives that remain the central
medium through which the results of anthropological research are communi-
cated. In this light, the absence of courses in Polish university ethnology and
anthropology programmes devoted to cultivating the skills needed to produce
vivid, engaging and compelling texts must be regarded as not only surprising,
but frankly embarrassing.

Nor is this merely a problem affecting students. Orin Starn has courageously
shed light on the range of difficulties faced by university faculty who lack ade-
guate preparation for the task of writing. He used the phrase ‘agony of writing’
to describe this experience and confessed:

My dissertation, soaked in sweat at my desk, blocked and panicked for months, my first

fall into full-blown depression. A colleague finding me, some years later, curled sobbing

on my crummy office carpet, certain I'd never finish the tenure book | needed to keep

my job. A second book, weeping once more, this time in the cellar so the kids wouldn’t
hear me, and contemplating suicide (Starn, 2022, p. 187).

Starn gives another example: a researcher isolates themselves in a remote
cabin to write a monograph after completing fieldwork, only to end up burning
their field journal and smashing their laptop. Significantly, the ‘agony of writing’
can last an entire professional life. The syndrome of bitterness, insecurity and
disappointment — described as ‘professorial melancholia’ — affects academics
even in the ‘late’ stages of their careers. According to U.S. statistics, writing is an
easy process for only 10% of researchers, a struggle for 80%, and a source of
dysfunction for the remaining 10% (Starn, 2022, p. 194). Notably, the majority
of those facing serious psychological difficulties with writing come from the hu-
manities.

Given that in most master’s and doctoral programmes in anthropology, the
skills associated with creative ethnography are still treated as secondary — and
that these same programmes often assume such skills can be acquired through
some kind of natural osmosis, without dedicated courses or textbooks — it fol-
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lows that the ‘agony of writing’, intensified by the pressures of academic audit
culture, will only become more widespread.
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Etnografia kreatywna: o jej koniecznosci, wyzwaniach
i ,agonii pisania” w kulturze audytu

Streszczenie

Celem niniejszego artykutu jest podsumowanie procesu, w ktérym uksztattowata sie twdrcza
etnografia — akademicka odmiana literatury faktu, wykorzystujgca techniki zaczerpniete z litera-
tury pieknej. Debata wokét , kultury pisania” data poczatek eksperymentom w pisarstwie etnogra-
ficznym, otwarciu na narracje, docenieniu poetyki antropologicznej, rozwojowi autoetnograficz-
nych form ekspresji, ponownemu przemysleniu kategorii fikcji oraz nowemu rozumieniu relacji
miedzy badaniami terenowymi a praca nad tekstem. Autor podkresla zaréwno korzysci, jak i za-
grozenia zwigzane z tymi procesami, sugerujac, ze brak uniwersyteckiego wyksztatcenia w zakresie
tworczej etnografii czesto prowadzi do osobistych rozczarowarn i stawia pytania o komfort two-
rzenia tekstu, zarowno w ujeciu zawodowym, jak i psychologicznym.

Stowa kluczowe: tworcza etnografia, fikcja, autoetnografia , opowiadanie historii, pisanie aka-
demickie.
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Abstract

The main topic of this article is the functioning of youth music (so-called big-beat music) in the
Polish People’s Republic in the 1960s. The educational impact of the music offered was a signifi-
cant context, as was the subjection to political pressure and the rules of party cultural policy. To
this end, it was necessary to reconstruct the social situation and historical specificity in relation to
the facts described. The methods employed included analysis of song lyrics, analysis of selected
aspects of cultural policy, and examination of historical processes influencing youth culture.
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The purpose of this article is to explore the pedagogical, educational, and
political contexts in the social functioning of Polish youth music in the 1960s and
early 1970s. Polish big beat, as a counterpart to Western rock, was under the
special tutelage of government institutions and was often charged with various
educational and propaganda tasks. In this article, | will attempt to demonstrate
the manifestations and consequences of this tutelage. Lyrical analysis will be
crucial here, as will tracing the ad hoc shifts in cultural policy aimed at shaping
youth attitudes.

Undoubtedly, three turning points are significant: the first (1956-1962)
marks the beginning of the history of youth culture in the Polish People’s Repub-
lic, and thus the history of big beat; the second (1968) marks the beginning of
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the waning period of Wfadystaw Gomutka’s government after the events of
March 1968; and the third, after 1971, when Edward Gierek took power and
changes began in the structure of the youth organizations overseen by the party.
These three turning points mark three distinct periods of the state’s cultural and
educational policies, and also illustrate how the authorities’ approach to the
phenomenon we call youth culture has changed.

The term “youth culture” is imprecise. Within its semantic field, it includes
“youth” as the subject of cultural creation, but it can just as easily be interpreted
as “culture for youth,” which ignores or at least marginalizes that subjectivity. In
fact, we are dealing with a linguistic construct that conceals two distinct worlds:
institutional culture and spontaneous culture, or in other words, the aforemen-
tioned culture for youth and culture of youth. Barbara Fatyga pointed this out,
suggesting in her book Dzicy z naszej ulicy. Antropologia kultury mtodziezowej
(Savages from Our Street: Anthropology of Youth Culture) suggests that the en-
tire sphere of youth subculturality should simply be called “youth culture”
(Fatyga, 1999; Wertenstein-Zutawski, Peczak, 1991).

Nevertheless, the history of youth as a distinct social group—assuming we
are referring to the broadly understood Western Civilization, occidentalized
forms—reveals a clear division between “official” (institutional) youth culture
and “unofficial” (spontaneous) youth culture. To explain this situation, the ex-
ample of the United States is often cited. In the early 1950s, media executives,
entertainment industry managers, producers, and fashion designers concluded
that American teenagers (especially those from the white middle class) and so-
called young adults were becoming a marketing-attractive target group, and
thus deserved attention in various business plans. Efforts were made to “top-
down” respond to the real, presumed, and culturally manufactured needs of
young people. As a result, a new popular cinema emerged aimed at youth audi-
ences (e.g., dramas starring James Dean, comedies with Elvis Presley), fashion
trends were promoted e .g. jeans (Fiske, 1989), and most notably, there was an
explosion of a new genre of popular music known as “rock’n’roll”.

Essentially, this entire offer reflected the main features of commercial pop-
ular culture (mass culture), except that its recipient was considered specific
(young, hedonistic, more emotional than reflective). Daniel Bell explained the
cultural shift in post-WWII America:

The old American value system emphasized the quality of their achievements judged
success, and a person’s character. In the 1950s, success still mattered, but it was meas-
ured by status and taste. Culture no longer cares about how to work and achieve success,
but how to spend and enjoy. Despite still using the language of Protestant ethics, Amer-
ican culture in the 1950s became hedonistic, focused on fun, entertainment, and extrav-
agance, and—as is often the case in America—there was something compulsive about
this attitude.
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Furthermore,

the success motive found its fulfillment in sex. In the 1950s and 1960s, the cult of Orgasm
replaced the cult of Mammon, which had previously been America’s main passion (Bell,
1976, p. 120).

It quickly became clear that the most important domain of expression defin-
ing the specificity of “youthfulness” was music.

Rock’n’roll stars such as Jerry Lee Lewis, Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, and Brenda
Lee became not only “style dictators” for youth but also informal opinion leaders.
Meanwhile, among older and more conservative Americans, the music gained a rep-
utation as a miasma that unleashed the worst instincts. Record labels and media,
therefore, tried to influence rock’n’roll creators and performers to soften their mu-
sical message, with Elvis Presley’s voluntary enlistment in the army serving as a sym-
bolic expression of this tendency. The idea came from Presley’s manager, Tom Par-
ker, who hoped that such a gesture would win the singer favor with more conserva-
tive and older audiences, or at least soften the views of rock’n’roll’s harshest critics,
who saw Presley as just another scandalous figure of the genre. In general, the goal
was to associate rock’n’roll with harmless entertainment for youth.

Youth music was associated with seasonal musical fashion rather than with
an aesthetic, let alone a moral revolution. The dangerous rebelliousness was
seen especially in the form of this music, in its energy, which also had a per-
formative expression during live concerts and television appearances. The en-
tertainment industry wanted to prevent a situation in which youth music would
become an element of a cultural war, and for a few years, this seemed effective,
at least until the beginning of the so-called British Invasion and the emergence
of American psychedelic rock in the mid-1960s.

Institutional youth culture in the USA during the decade 1955-1965 had
a clearly systemic character, fundamentally consistent with the political main-
stream. Apart from a few films, such as Rebel Without a Cause starring James
Dean, there was no revolution in popular culture texts. Rock’n’roll songs mostly
dealt with teenage heartbreak—joyful versions encouraged enjoying life, while
sad ones reflected on the sorrow of lost love. This resembled earlier mainstream
American popular songs, about which Samuel I. Hayakawa wrote:

[...] the lyrics of popular songs, mostly (though not all) the creation of white lyricists in-

tended primarily for white listeners, are full of delusions, vague and meaningless nostal-

gia, unrealistic fantasies, self-pity, and sentimental clichés pretending to be genuine
emotions (Hayakawa, 1955, p. 84).

There was little to no reference to social issues, let alone political ones—no
wonder, then, that student audiences largely ignored this first wave of American
rock’n’roll and instead gravitated toward politically engaged folk music (Dense-
low, 1989, p. 16).



34 Mirostaw PECZAK

Spontaneous youth culture in America, however, had earlier roots, develop-
ing since the early 20th century. It encompassed phenomena such as youth
gangs, similar hooligan groups, youth equivalents of artistic bohemia, and com-
munities of young hobos, which became particularly visible during the Great De-
pression. Except for the artistic bohemians, this entire sphere was usually la-
beled as deviant, criminal, or at least semi-criminal—requiring deep resocializa-
tion and triggering moral panic in mainstream public opinion (Thrasher, 1927;
Cohen, 1955, pp. 24-25).

This variant of youth culture was not considered a potential segment of the
cultural industry, nor a target for any marketing efforts. However, after the ex-
plosion of rock’n’roll, the world of subcultures increasingly began to influence
“official,” institutional youth culture.

In Poland at that time—the 1950s—the authorities, following the post-Oc-
tober “thaw” of 1956, began to liberalize the Stalinist-inspired political model
and allowed selective access to Western culture. However, the principles of this
selection remained unclear for many years and changed depending on the cur-
rent domestic and international political situation (Walicki, 1995, p. 107).

Regardless, the West—and especially America—was for young Poles a su-
premely positive point of reference. From America also came models of youth
subculturality. That is why the first Polish youth subculture, the bikiniarze (bikini
boys), and much later the hippies, were accused—especially in party press—of
succumbing to politically hostile influences.

Youth subcultures in Poland were often accused—especially in the party po-
litical press—of succumbing to politically hostile influences. (Peczak, 1992, pp.
12-13). The first rock’n’roll band in Polish history, Rhythm and Blues, was founded
in 1959 in Gdansk by Franciszek Walicki, a journalist from the Tricity area, cultural
activist, lyricist, and a key figure in shaping the emerging youth music scene. The
band lasted only a few months, as it was banned from performing in venues with
more than 400 seats (the reason cited was hooligan incidents during concerts).
Given the low ticket prices, this restriction made concerts financially unviable and
effectively ended the band’s activity (Walicki, 2000).

As Anna ldzikowska-Czubaj wrote:

Since Rhythm and Blues could no longer perform, the band’s name was changed—ini-
tially with the same lineup—to Czerwono-Czarni. The term ‘rock’n’roll’ was replaced
with ‘Big Beat,” and a game of hide-and-seek with the so-called official authorities began,
all in the name of fulfilling the need for fun and expressing one’s distinctiveness?.
(Idzikowska-Czubaj, 2011, pp. 134-135).

Walicki himself recalled:

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the author's own translations.
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We also stopped using the term ‘rock’n’roll,” which irritated the decision-makers. They
went crazy over that name, and there was no point in provoking them. | looked for
a Polish term to replace the outlawed ‘rock’n’roll,” but nothing came to mind. One day,
| was browsing a French magazine devoted to popular music. | looked at the title: ‘Big
Beat.’ That was it—I thought—Czerwono-Czarni: a band of strong impact! (Walicki, 2012,
p. 71).

It’s worth noting that while Rhythm and Blues performed almost exclusively
English-language songs (mainly American rock’n’roll standards), Czerwono-
Czarni and their rivals, Niebiesko-Czarni, soon after their debuts began to con-
sistently promote Walicki’s slogan: “Polish youth sings Polish songs.” This slogan
first appeared as the banner for a concert series at the Non Stop club in Sopot
in 1962 and 1963, hosted by Niebiesko-Czarni. It overlapped with an earlier ini-
tiative by Czerwono-Czarni called “We’re Looking for Young Talents,” which led to
two editions of the Szczecin Festival of Young Talents (1962 and 1963). (Idzikow-
ska-Czubaj, 2011, pp. 136-137). Walicki was the impresario for both bands.

These efforts, launched shortly after the term “Big Beat” (soon polonized as
“bigbit”) entered public discourse, gave this domestic version of rock’n’roll a dis-
tinct character, embedding it in a specific pedagogical and ideological context.
Undoubtedly, the authorities kept a close eye on the youth music scene.

The most emblematic example is Wtadystaw Gomutka’s speech at the Cen-
tral Committee Plenum of the Polish United Workers’ Party (PZPR) in July 1963.
The party leader thundered:

[...] a foreign style has crept into our cultural and entertainment life, promoting a model

of life that is easy, brutalized, and dismissive of the culture of emotions and interpersonal

relations. This model, unfortunately promoted until recently by our radio, television, and

stage activities, has caused considerable harm in our educational work with youth. It
spread among them an unhealthy cult of stardom, unsupported by honest work and

study. The greatest blame for the cultural and moral damage resulting from... (Stariczak-
-Wislicz, 2012, p. 64).

The speech left no illusions—the third edition of the Festival of Young Tal-
ents had no chance of taking place. It also became clear that Gomutka himself
remained a staunch opponent of youth culture imitating Western fashions. As
a result, the entire future of the newly established Big Beat as an official musical
offering was thrown into doubt. Promoters of this scene, such as Franciszek Wa-
licki, could no longer count on the “porosity of the system” or the confusion
among cultural policy administrators that had characterized the atmosphere of
the 1956 political thaw. A special “survival strategy” had to be devised—or
simply, “Big Beathad” to be absorbed into the mainstream of popular music in
the Polish People’s Republic at the cost of abandoning its rock’n’roll identity.

There are strong indications that the latter option was chosen. Above all—
echoing the process of taming rock’n’roll by the cultural industry in 1950s Amer-
ica—Big Beat was first reduced to the role of pure entertainment aimed at
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youth. Its creators and performers had to abandon any ambitions of supporting
the development of an autonomous youth culture. As a result, Big Beat bands
frequently served up silly, infantile songs, such as the Niebiesko-Czarni’s new
version of the children’s tune Stary niedZzwiedz mocno spi (The Old Bear Is Sound
Asleep) or Czerwone Gitary’s Pluszowy mis (The Plush Bear), which included lyr-
ics like: “the little bear was afraid to go into the forest / he trembled like a leaf /
the plush bear”.

This peculiar trend was not limited to the early days of bigbit, as evidenced
by Czestaw Niemen’s 1968 song Baw sie w ciuciubabke (Let’s Play Hide-and-
Seek). Undoubtedly, this could alienate the more demanding segment of the
youth audience. Music journalist Wiestaw Krélikowski wrote about the causes
of this situation:

[...] in the 1960s, that is, at the beginning of domestic rock’s career, song lyrics could be
described at best as ‘for youth’ rather than ‘youthful.” The difference between the two
lies in the fact that well-known rock performers mostly used lyrics written by a small
group of authors. Their age exceeded the average age of the rock audience. Over time,
many lyricists became semi-professional, and it was common for one author to collabo-
rate with several performers or bands. It’s possible that this unhealthy situation was the
result of the actual weakness and imperfection of authorial songwriting in Polish rock at
the time. Many young people with ambitions and potential to express themselves
through their own musical and lyrical creativity were drawn in the 1960s and 1970s to
the strong current of poetic song (Krélikowski, 1882).

Andrzej Pawet Wojciechowski emphasized that

the main theme of songs was love; direct, uncomplicated, and often silly or naive, they
spoke of the problems of girls and boys in love. Two recurring themes were difficulties
at school and tensions between parents and teenagers (Wojciechowski, 1976).

Anna ldzikowska-Czubaj, referring to the hit Niedziela bedzie dla nas (Sunday
Will Be Ours) by Czerwono-Czarni, observed:

Previous analyses of native Big Beat lyrics have always led to the conclusion that they
had little in common with the general idea of rock’n’roll as music expressing youth re-
bellion and generational conflict. Youth slang was not adopted in them. The lyrical sub-
jectin the songs is no rebel, but rather a hardworking role model who doesn’t even have
time to meet his girlfriend between one meeting and another (Idzikowska-Czubaj, 2011,
p. 142).

The quoted comments, of course, do not exhaust the topic, as they fail to
consider the most crucial context shaped by cultural policy. Although party doc-
uments more often relied on ideological generalities than specifics, it was easy
to infer that the leadership of the Polish United Workers’ Party (PZPR), while
allowing for a “safe” formula of youth culture, had no intention of permitting its
autonomy or relinquishing its role as political gatekeeper and party educator.
One reason was the enormous popularity of music bands and their presumed
(but also real) influence on the attitudes of young people. Perhaps that is why



Youth Culture in the Polish People’s Republic of the 1960s... 37

lyrics sung by big-bit bands began to show signs of distancing themselves from
youth culture and youth fashion. A flagship example is the song Nie bgdz taki
Bitels (Don’t Be Such a Beatle), written by Jacek Gran (artistic pseudonym of
Franciszek Walicki) and performed by Czestaw Niemen in 1964. Here is a frag-
ment of the lyrics:

“Don’t be such a Beatle,” says my dad to me.

And mom, as always: Go to the hairdresser!
Because the barber’s chasing you with scissors.
Cut that mop already, shame on you, son!

And | say to Dad: Dad, you’re backward,

Dad doesn’t even know—that’s the fashion now.
And as for mom, well, that’s the mom we’ve got,
She’s never heard of Liverpool.

Cut that mop, brother, and don’t spite your mom.
We know it’s hard—we’ve got moms too.

So when mom nags, there’s only one solution:

Go to the hairdresser, brother, go to the hairdresser! [...].

In my book on subcultures in the Polish People’s Republic, | wrote in refer-
ence to the lyrics above:

Let’s try to empathize with the situation and emotions of the person being addressed.
As a fan of Anglo-Saxon rock, he has a clear vision of the world: the West is a space of
freedom, the cradle of new music, and young people there look however they want. The
People’s Republic of Poland, on the other hand, wants to raise its youth according to the
convictions of the communist authorities and the imaginings of a peasant-style conserva-
tive older generation. Polish youth music, as soon as it becomes an object of fascination,
is immediately ‘pedagogically corrected’. A comprehensive educational and repressive
front is formed, comprising actions by schools, the militia, families, and the media. The
message of this front is clear: this is the East, not the West—we will eradicate all foreign
moral decay, noisy music, and ‘mops’ included. Yet those ‘mops’ seem very attractive to
the young Pole, and all attacks on this appealing aesthetic are perceived as ideological,
malicious interference and humiliation. (Peczak, 2013, p. 78).

The intergenerational conflict over boys’ long hair in the 1960s and 1970s
thus grew into a symbol. Long hair was worn by the Beatles and other British
rock bands that conquered America between 1963 and 1965; later, such hair-
styles became associated with hippies and counterculture. In any case, these
long locks—fought against by conservative parents, teachers, and of course the
militia—were above all a sign of defiance and, naturally, a hallmark of Western
youth culture.

Of course, there were exceptions. For instance, hits by Niebiesko-Czarni
from the late 1960s referenced ecology (Na betonie kwiaty nie rosng — Flowers
Don’t Grow on Concrete) or, in a slightly veiled form, the ideology of flower
power and the hippie symbolism of long hair (Mamy dla was kwiaty — We Have
Flowers for You). A more direct manifestation of youth culture’s independence
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can be found in earlier songs by Karin Stanek—Tato kup mi dzinsy (Dad, Buy Me
Jeans), Autostop (Hitchhiking), and Trzysta tysiecy gitar (Three Hundred Thou-
sand Guitars). These songs celebrated youth fashion (jeans being its emblematic
symbol in the 1960s), the practice of free movement via hitchhiking (Robotycki,
2005, p. 26) and, finally, the guitar—an instrument that became a symbol of
youth music.

The guitar, as an emblematic instrument of youth music, became a symbol
of generational identity. After the events of March 1968, the distrust of party
officials toward Western pop culture intensified—ironically, in direct proportion
to the growing interest of political authorities in youth music. A pivotal moment
was the assessment of two Warsaw concerts by The Rolling Stones in April 1967.
Following riots outside the Congress Hall, where the band performed twice,
Minister of Culture Lucjan Motyka wrote to Wtadystaw Gomutka the next day,
informing him that he had issued a ban on “[...] inviting to Poland bands whose
performances might cause similar public disturbances” (Bittner, 2017, p. 76).

In June 1969, the Culture Department of the Central Committee of the Polish
United Workers’ Party (KC PZPR) conducted a critical review of entertainment
programming on Polish Television (TVP). In Karolina Bittner’s book analyzing the
cultural policy of the PZPR in the realm of musical entertainment, we read:

Faced with the popularity of Big Beat, the Culture Department of the KC PZPR supported
all initiatives promoting the so-called middle-of-the-road song. The Opole Festival, as
well as television programs—Kabaret Starszych Panow (The Old Gentlemen’s Cabaret),
Listy Spiewajgce (Singing Letters), and Lucjan Kydrynski’s shows, such as Gietda Piosenki
(Song Exchange)—shaped Polish musical tastes. Among the valuable and beautiful songs
promoted by Giefda Piosenki, the Culture Department listed: Niepewnos¢ (Uncertainty),
Gondolierzy znad Wisty (Gondoliers from the Vistula), Zapomniatam (I Forgot), Opolskie
dziouchy (Opole Girls), Jest batatajka (There’s a Balalaika), and Cata sala Spiewa z nami
(The Whole Hall Sings with Us) (Bittner, 2017, p. 193).

A clarification is necessary here: Lucjan Kydrynski hosted the television pro-
gram Muzyka lekka, tatwa i przyjemna (Light, Easy and Pleasant Music), while
the creator and first host of the TV show Giefda Piosenki (Song Exchange) was
Lech Terpitowski. Kydrynski occasionally appeared as a presenter on the radio
show of the same name. Additionally, the authors (and main performers) of Ka-
baret Starszych Pandw (The Old Gentlemen’s Cabaret) were Jeremi Przybora and
Jerzy Wasowski, and Listy Spiewajqgce (Singing Letters) was created by Agnieszka
Osiecka. The Department justified its evaluation as follows:

We care about every new, good song that brings joy to people. We especially care about
attractive and modern youth music that reflects the interests, joys, reflections, and
sometimes even doubts of the younger generation. It must be said clearly that we par-
ticularly care about songs that speak not only of love and joy, but also embed in the
subconscious of the listener such values as love of the homeland and pride in a job well
done (Bittner, 2017, p. 76).
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The essence of the Department’s position boiled down to the authorities’
expectation that songwriters fulfill propagandistic functions. “Pride in a job well
done” suggests a nostalgic longing among party ideologues for the socialist re-
alist version of popular culture—an approach unlikely to enhance the appeal of
songs built on such premises. However, “love of the homeland” quite often be-
came a theme in Big Beat compositions.

In the second half of the 1960s, especially after the events of March 1968,
a “partisan-soldier” trend emerged in youth music, most prominently repre-
sented by bands such as Czerwone Gitary and No To Co. The rise of this phe-
nomenon was tied to immediate ideological demands and the influence of na-
tionalist currents within the party apparatus. The goal was to highlight the
younger generation’s tribute to war heroes, counteract so-called cosmopolitan
tendencies, and resist youth fashion imported from the West.

Songs serving this purpose included Po ten kwiat czerwony (For That Red
Flower) by No To Co, Niebieskooka (Blue-Eyed Girl) and Biaty krzyz (White Cross)
by Czerwone Gitary, and the hit Juz lat 25 (It’s Been 25 Years) by ABC, written to
commemorate the 25th anniversary of the end of World War II. “Boys and girls
walk the streets / Thinking of the soldiers who fought for them,” sang Wojciech
Gassowski with a group ABC.

All these songs were hits at the Soldiers’ Song Festival in Kotobrzeg, whose
repertoire consistently reflected the current propagandistic definition of patri-
otism. It is worth noting, however, that these songs almost always wrapped their
“patriotic” messages in a seemingly modern pop format. “Girls walk the streets
/ Thinking of the soldiers who fought for them” — sang Wojciech Ggssowski with
ABC. All the songs mentioned above were hits at the Soldiers’ Song Festival in
Kotobrzeg, whose repertoire consistently reflected the current propagandistic
definition of patriotism. It is worth emphasizing, however, that these songs al-
most always wrapped their “patriotic” messages in a quasi-modern pop format
(Peczak, 2015).

Nevertheless, the content of these works was most often derived from
a heavily trivialized poetic style. In addition to the formulaic partisan ballad, we
find here sentimental depictions of native landscapes. Perhaps the most striking
example is the song Najpiekniejsza jest moja ojczyzna (My Homeland Is the Most
Beautiful), composed by the band No To Co to mark the 25th anniversary of the
Polish People’s Republic:

My homeland is the most beautiful
When it awakens from sleep in spring.
Its day begins with birdsong

And the scent of jasmine and lilac.

By the roads, tall poplars

In summer nearly reach the sky,

Sad willows braid their tresses,
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The sun ripens in the clouds like a lily.

When the hot summer passes

And storks fly across the seas,

Golden autumn in a leafy dress

Paints colorful pictures, paints.

Winter puts on white dresses,

Brings snow stars to the roof,

Bows with its branches in the wind,

As if inviting us for a walk.

Where forests and mountains are more beautiful,
Where the lark sings so sweetly in the fields,
Where clouds rush across the sky,

Where wheat ripens golden, ripens.

Our homeland is the most beautiful

When it awakens from sleep in the morning.
Its day begins with birdsong

And the scent of jasmine and lilac.”

It is difficult to determine whether this was a conscious inspiration, but the
character of the lyrics strongly resembles the poetry of “domestic” romantics—
Pol, Syrokomla, Lenartowicz—whose depictions of rustic landscapes were in-
tended, among other things, to evoke the “love of the homeland” cited earlier
in the party document. There are, however, songs in the Big Beat repertoire in
which the tradition of nature descriptions merges with soldierly and veteran
themes. One such example is the song performed by Jacek Lech, vocalist of Czer-
wono-Czarni, at the Opole Festival in 1969: Gdzie szumigce topole (Where the
Whispering Poplars Grow), with music by Piotr Figiel and lyrics by Janusz Kon-
dratowicz. At the Opole Festival in 1969, Jacek Lech of Czerwono-Czarni per-
formed the song Gdzie szumigce topole (Where the Whispering Poplars Grow),
with music by Piotr Figiel and lyrics by Janusz Kondratowicz. The lyrics read:

Dust from the road beneath my feet
First green fields before my eyes
Once my father returned here from Oka river
Once he came back, back to this place
Where the whispering poplars

Reach high into the sky

Where the willow bows

To wandering clouds

Where on the Vistula’s sandy banks
Nets tangle across the paths

Where birds seek shelter

Before flying on

Where every house

Has open doors

Where the whitewashed orchards
Bloom with colorful flowers

Where cornflowers and poppies
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Guard the quiet by the roadside
Where a stranger passing by
Is a welcome guest

A spectacular culmination of Bigbit’s political engagement on the side of the
authorities was undoubtedly the song Union of Polish Socialist Youth from Czer-
wone Gitary’s repertoire, composed in 1975 (music by Seweryn Krajewski, lyrics
by Krzysztof Dzikowski). Here is a fragment:

From all corners of the land

A common song is heard;

From the factories, from vast steelworks,
From fields where bread grows:

The Union of Polish Socialist Youth

Unites, unites youth from towns and villages.
The Union of Polish Socialist Youth —

Our shared path, the slogan of our days.

The Union of Polish Socialist Youth

Leads us forward through work.

The Union of Polish Socialist Youth

Builds a better world through shared struggle [...]

In Marek Gaszynski’s book Czerwone Gitary. Nie spoczniemy..., We read that this
anthem was written exclusively for a contest announced to celebrate the creation
of the Union of Polish Socialist Youth. The song was, in fact, commissioned by Zdzi-
staw Kurowski, a member of the Secretariat of the Central Committee of the PZPR
and newly appointed chairman of the main council of the Union of Polish Socialist
Youth. The offer was personally extended to Krzysztof Dzikowski, who later au-
thored multiple lyrics and worked in UPSY as “the song expert.” Marek Gaszynski
adds that in 1975, another song by the Krajewski—Dzikowski duo was created on
a similar theme: Mfodos¢ naszq sitq (Youth Is Our Strength). Both songs were per-
formed at a ceremonial concert in Warsaw’s Congress Hall, celebrating the unifica-
tion congress of youth organizations, and both were included on a commemorative
album. (Gaszynski, 2005, p. 151). 1960s Big Beat generally followed the mainstream
of musical entertainment, coexisting on festival stages with more traditional genres.
Moreover, as a highly popular genre, it felt ideological pressure and often suc-
cumbed to it. This was especially evident in moments when Big Beat performers
were engaged in propaganda activities and tasked with fulfilling objectives set by
the party apparatus. Such was the case after the events of March 1968.

One manifestation of this engagement was the practice of incorporating folk
music into Big Beat repertoire. This practice dates back to the very beginnings
of bigbit, when bands like Niebiesko-Czarni performed songs such as Ptynie Wi-
sta, ptynie (The Vistula Flows), Gteboka studzienka (The Deep Well), and Kawaliry
(The Cavaliers)—songs known from the repertoire of state folk song and dance
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ensembles. Skaldowie boldly drew on highland folklore, while Trubadurzy mod-
eled their songs on East Slavic, especially Russian, folk traditions. However, the
greatest contribution in this field undoubtedly came from the band No To Co
(full name: Grupa Skifflowa No To Co).

Founded in £6dzZ and led by Piotr Janczerski, the band was present at all ma-
jor popular music festivals and consistently generated enthusiastic responses
from audiences—thanks both to their musical craftsmanship and the specific
nature of their songs, nearly all of which appealed to mass tastes. Press coverage
also played a role. In July 1968, Krystian Brodacki wrote in “Polityka” magazine:

| attended a concert featuring the group No To Co. What | saw and heard defied all ex-
pectations. No To Co took the stage dressed in... Polish folk costumes, and they even
brought a turor with them. Then they began singing Polish folk melodies in a Big Beat
rhythm! And something even stranger happened—the youth gathered in the hall began
singing along in chorus: Zasiali gérale (The Highlanders Have Sown), W murowanej piw-
nicy (In the Stone Cellar), Hej, gorol, ci jo gorol (Hey, Highlander, | Am a Highlander). | do
not hesitate to say that the boys from No To Co performed a miracle that no one in
Poland had achieved before. Through Big Beat ‘profanation,” they opened teenagers’
ears to the beauty of our folk music and taught them to sing! And if they wanted to
transfer this experiment to the realm of mass songs with social and educational themes,
| believe they could succeed again (Michalski, 2014, p. 326).

The Lublin-based magazine “Kamena” reported with peculiar enthusiasm in
June 19609:

They dress colorfully, but when they took the stage! Kierezyje, kapy, pasy stuckie—a mix
of styles, eras, and regions, yet somehow it all looked folk-like. Stefanek in a purple suk-
mana! Rybinski, who plays bass guitar and wears the hair and mustache of a typical peas-
ant, in an embroidered peasant shirt. Piotrek in red trousers, boots with high tops, and
spurs (Michalski, 2014, p. 364).

The idea of folklorism—or more precisely, neo-folklorism>*—when applied to
the social function of this musical genre, clearly had political and educational
significance. Broadly speaking, it aimed to neutralize the “cosmopolitanism” ex-
pressed in fascination with Anglo-Saxon rock by opposing it with musical (and
not only musical) “localness.” These efforts were designed to incorporate the
expectations and tastes of more traditional audiences, aligning with their “folk”
taste, as Pierre Bourdieu would define it (Bourdieu, 2005, pp. 43-48). The au-
thorities found it especially useful to exploit generational divides in musical pref-
erences, particularly since this “folk taste” could—contrary to Bourdieu’s con-
cept and after appropriate ideological and aesthetic processing—serve as a “le-
gitimate taste,” that is, a hegemonic one.

2 For distinction from the well-known and frequently described “primary” version of folklorism,
I introduce this term assuming that neo-folklorism does not have to be based on so-called folk
authenticity, but often turns to forms resulting from prior stylization (folklorization), or treats
said authenticity as a purely symbolic or even entirely conventional frame of reference.



Youth Culture in the Polish People’s Republic of the 1960s... 43

The folklorization (neo-folklorization) of Big Beat undoubtedly contributed
to stabilizing the genre’s place within the mainstream of Polish popular music.
At the same time, however, it clearly distanced Big Bit from the universal idiom
of rock. As a result, Big Bit ceased to be attractive to younger audiences and, by
the 1970s, had become a musical relic—an element of the repertoire for less sig-
nificant events or wedding receptions. A new era had begun: the era of the disco.

In the process, the concept of youth culture also lost its edge. It could be
said that the term "youth culture" had outdated itself, just like the youth it orig-
inally referred to, and just like the concept of big beat. Furthermore, educational
institutions were unsure how to cope with a situation defined on the one hand
by disco, and on the other by the growing appeal of youth subcultures. The true
effects of this situation, however, would come later — in the last decade of the
Polish People’s Republic.
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Kultura mtodziezowa w PRL lat 60. XX wieku.
Pedagogika big-beatu

Streszczenie

Gtownym tematem niniejszego artykutu jest funkcjonowanie muzyki mtodziezowej (tzw. big-
beat) w Polskiej Rzeczypospolitej Ludowej w latach 60. XX wieku. Istotnym kontekstem byt wptyw
edukacyjny oferowanej muzyki, podobnie jak poddanie jej presji politycznej i zasadom partyjnej
polityki kulturalnej. W tym celu konieczne byto odtworzenie sytuacji spotecznej i specyfiki histo-
rycznej w odniesieniu do opisywanych faktow. Zastosowane metody obejmowaty analize tekstow
piosenek, analize wybranych aspektéw polityki kulturalnej oraz badanie proceséw historycznych
wptywajacych na kulture mtodziezowsa.

Stowa kluczowe: mtodziez, kultura mtodziezowa, muzyka mtodziezowa, big-beat, polityka kul-
turalna, Polska Rzeczpospolita Ludowa.
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Abstract

The article discusses the issue of literary education in primary school in the context of cultural
change brought about by new media. The concept of intermedial plays a key role here — under-
stood as the in-between space of art and life, encompassing both the functioning of a media soci-
ety, cultural phenomena, and the individual experience of a person in a mediated world. Literary
texts, especially those addressed to young readers, are increasingly characterized by narrative
heterogeneity, and fit into the media competencies of contemporary children, who use a "naviga-
tional" way of reading. At the same time, the sketch emphasizes the need to develop symbolic
interpretation skills, which are important in the context of losing contact with the symbolic lan-
guage in the era of visual overload. An example of the practical implementation of the concept of
intermedia literature in early school education is the interpretation of the book Zgubiona dusza
by Olga Tokarczuk and Joanna Concejo. The symbolic nature of the work enables such early school
literature practice, which through conversation and analysis of metaphors, supports the process
of understanding symbols, symbolic thinking, and the language capabilities of the student. Inter-
media literature also provides a space for reflection on human existence and humanity, and a way
to slow down life in a world dominated by acceleration.

Keywords: intermediality, symbolic literature, semiotic code, early school education, symbol,
reflection, dialogue withliterature, conversation in school reading.
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Introduction

Awareness of the change that has taken place in the cultural and civiliza-
tional space over the last fifty years due to new media has led to scientific re-
flections on specific phenomena occurring within the arts: literature and media®.
The actions taken by literary scholars involved evaluating individual fields, des-
ignating their individual status quo, but simultaneously revealed mutual influ-
ences, defined relationships, multilaterally illuminated the connections that oc-
cur between heterogeneous communication structures of both types of speech,
and led to certain normative determinations for the latest literature (Hejmej,
2022; Hopfinger, 2010; Bodzioch-Brytfa, 2011; Regiewicz, 2021)? also directed at
a juvenile reader (Warzocha 2020, 2018 a, b).

At the same time, the instrumentarium of literary texts poetics has been ex-
panded, which, according to Andrzej Hejmej, is now treated as a transdiscipli-
nary discipline, capable of describing polysemantic and multi-media phenomena
(Hejmej, 2016, p. 13-14), and for which the current audiovisual culture becomes
the background (Hopfinger, 1997). It is the audiovisual nature that rearranges
the communicative hierarchy, which has highlighted the need to verify literary
works for adult and child readers through an analysis of the action of images and
sound in various media environments, while considering current scientific find-
ings regarding the perceptual capabilities of contemporary audiences.

Such a reality evokes definitions well-known from the repertoire of social
and humanistic concepts, which are essential for further argumentation: media
society and intermediality (Hejmej, 2014; Goban-Klas 2025)>3. First, in the broad-

1l accept the definition of media as an art by Ryszard W. Kluszczynski, who wrote: “The concept
of media art, or media art, refers in the most direct and most reasonable way to the complex
of artistic phenomena that use media, i.e. mechanical or electronic techniques of recording,
producing and transmitting audio and visual information, as a means of expression. In this
sense, media arts should include, for example, photography, film, video, diorama, radio art,
television art, computer animation” (Kluszczynski, 2000, pp. 167, all translations into English of
the original texts are the author’s own translations). In short, media (technical: audiovisual,
digital) can be treated as art, because they have their own language, influence the recipient
and shape his aesthetic sensitivity.

2 It would be remiss not to mention one of the most important Polish authors of works inquiring
into the correspondence between the arts of literature and media, Maryla Hopfinger. Her nu-
merous articles, but above all her monograph Literatura i media, have, as we know, become
an inspiration for many researchers of the subject. (Hopfinger, 1985, 1992, 1997, 2010; Bo-
dzioch- Bryta, 2011; Regiewicz, 2021).

3 “In today’s scientific reflection — wrote A. Hejmej in 2014 — the issue of the media society is
most often addressed, which is completely understandable, from the perspective of media
studies, the science of mass communication, sociology, there has been a kind of ‘appropriation’
of the issue of media (mediality) by social communication theorists" (Hejmej, 2024, pp. 244—
245). And for example, according to Tomasz Goban-Klas, a media society is a society in which
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est sense, it defines the current social state in which, with unprecedented force,
there is a dependence of man on media mechanisms. To the extent that, be-
cause of mediatization, the social system is under media compulsion and begins
to be guided by logic as such, but media logic (Michalczyk, 2008, pp. 8). There-
fore, it describes an individual/child as a media entity (Hejmej, 2022, pp. 28),
articulated by audiovisual cultural experiences (Hopfinger, 2003). These, in turn,
cause anthropological changes, redefining human possibilities, needs, and ex-
pectations, which determine the transformations of culture and, further, the
conversion of its texts, including literary ones (Hopfinger, 2010; Bodzioch-Bryta,
Pietruszewska-Kobiela, Regiewicz, 2015; Regiewicz 2021 a, b).

Meanwhile, intermediality, introduced as a scientific horizon in 1965 by Dick
Higgins as the so-called inter-space connecting various forms of expression in avant-
garde art (Chmielecki, 2008; Chmielecki, 2007), has now decisively expanded onto-
logical boundaries and is currently situated in virtually every dimension of technol-
ogy-driven reality. It is a sign of current social communication and a feature of the
realization of today’s art and media hybrids (Hejmej, 2022). Intermediality is becom-
ing a symbol of current culture, with strongly expansive media increasingly shaping
the expectations of their participants, changing the meaning order that has been in
place for years. They subject areas of reality and human attitudes to semiotics.

In fact, writes Andrzej Hejmej, it would be necessary to state that in the contemporary
world, three dimensions of intermediality inevitably overlap: the first is related to the
functioning of the modern society (the“postmodern”, “in-
formational”, “network”, “media” “society”, etc.), which is characterized by networks of
communication and their interactions in the sphere of ideology, politics, science, and
other areas; the second, in this case, is rightly referredtoas artistic inter-
mediallty — with contemporary art [...]; the third — with existence or, as some
researchers propose, e xi st e n ce inter-esse (individual experience conditioned by
the situation of mediatization, being in a media and mediated reality)” (Hejmej, 2022,

pp. 42).

”u

In other words, the phenomenon of intermediality takes on another form
from this perspective. He builds an inter-space not only in art, but also in the life
of every human being. In a world dominated by media, the existence at the in-
tersection of the real and virtual environments, which expands experiences, be-
comes an important issue. As Umberto Eco said in Dziefo otwarte, this is one of
the ways of shaping one’s worldview (Eco, 2008). Therefore, the way a media
society participant interprets reality differs from the way a person who does not
know or use the Internet interprets it. Human-technological symbiosis expands

“interpersonal contacts and relationships are predominantly of an intermediated, media na-
ture; a society in which the media create (produce) a specific virtual reality, media culture;
a society in which the media infrastructure, and in particular telecommunications, is the basis
of information networks and circuits of various scales (from local to global), essential for effective
individual and organizational actions and contacts in all spheres of life [...]” (Goban-Klas, 2015).
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the possibilities of perception and reception of the representative of homo-irre-
titus, while proposing a new way of receiving the art of the word.

The interpretive approach to the latest children’s literature involves a di-
mension of intermediality that encompasses all topics and issues related to in-
terartistic and intermedia relations. This is therefore intermediality, which, in
the opinion of Adam Regiewicz (Regiewicz, Warzocha, 2023, p. 15):

It does not so much analyze the way in which “media substitution” or “intermedial trans-
position” occurs in a literary text, the circumstances under which a given text adapts
another medium, or the way in which the text functions as a hybrid — a variant of inter-
medial literature, but rather focuses on all kinds of intermedial transformations: recy-
cling strategies, collages, montages, borrowings, adaptations, remediations, transposi-
tions, convergence phenomena, etc. However, the most important thing is the aware-
ness that in the center of attention remains the human being in the contemporary media
reality (Regiewicz, Warzocha, 2023, pp. 15).

We are dealing with a comparative phenomenon that, by addressing issues
related to the latest readings in relation to new media, highlights the heterogene-
ity of the message in the literary test, which consists of compositional elements of
different generic origin — literary and audiovisual (Regiewicz, Warzocha, 2023, pp.
133). As a result, the recipient receives a polymorphic, audiovisual work.

Looking at contemporary reading dedicated to the immature reader, it is im-
possible not to notice that intermediality and audiovisuality are becoming more
and more visible in it. This is due to the various artistic means used to create the
literary world, which include both traditional literary devices, such as evoking
a musical narrative through onomatopoeia, phonetic instrumentation, and
rhythmic speech, as well as new techniques and schemes symptomatic of the
poetics of audiovisual/digital productions (film, advertising, music videos, the
internet, etc.) (Szczesna, 2018; Szczesna, 2007). Heterogeneous narrative can be
found more and more clearly in texts proposed to children, which weaves the
literary world through intersemiotic mechanisms.

It is a response to the media skills of the young person caused by the devel-
opment of digital technology (Carr, 2021), who reads cultural texts with audio-
visuality, can decode meanings in the way of internet navigation, and for whom
hyperlink literature, at least due to his immersion in new media that induce hab-
its, seems more friendly than a traditional, linear work (Warzocha, 2020).

On the other hand, there is a need today in early education to carefully de-
velop students’ ability to understand symbols, because, as Manfred Lurker
wrote, in times of visual overfeeding through television and film, the person liv-
ing today has little contact with the symbolic language. Symbols, according to
the German researcher, are phenomena that transcend tangible reality, and
their exploration serves to seek a sense of meaning in human life lost due to
civilization sickness (Lurker, 2011).
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Symbols are found in dreams, myths, or fairy tales. They accompany a per-
son throughout their life, and this is why there is a need for teaching activities
that will gradually reveal them to the student in the school process.

For a younger student, who, as Wiestawa Limont notes, “can find very dis-
tant, yet close and apt metaphorical expressions for the presented drawings
[...]” (Limont, 1996, pp. 58), and also, as Ewa Guttmejer reports, is in a break-
through phase when it comes to the symbolic interpretation of literary works
(Guttmejer, 1982, pp. 151), and considering the situation of a child of a media
society and their activity marked by visual and audiovisual characteristics,
a joint, school reading of intermedia texts marked by symbolism will allow for
the preservation and development of their natural abilities (Zuchowska, 2017;
Ktakéwna, 2016).

Exemplification

The practice of interdisciplinary literature in primary education. Olga Tokar-
czuk and Joanna Concejo’s Zgubiona dusza.

To illustrate the discussed issues, which in translation to early school prac-
tice may mean respecting the above-mentioned assumptions and ideas of liter-
ature practice designated by literature teachers, let us consider an individual
example that corresponds to the assumed concepts.

Reflection on the potential of symbolic intermedial texts in the process of
literary education of children in the early school age leads once again to the
analysis of a work in which form and content create an inseparable whole. In
this context, Olga Tokarczuk’s book Zgubiona dusza with the iconic text by Jo-
anna Concejo (Tokarczuk, Concejo, 2017) takes on special significance.

This is a different work from the rest of the Nobel laureate oeuvre, which
has so far been associated primarily with adult literature. This time, the text is
addressed to a reader sensitive to the coexistence of words, images, and sensory
experiences in a cultural text. He should be willing to discuss fundamental topics
related to questions about human beings, time, interpersonal relationships,
happiness, or loneliness. The recipient can be either an adult or a child. It is im-
portant that he is ready to meet literature filled with symbols, which proposes
their deciphering and combining into one via a hybrid code composed of verbal,
iconic, and tactile signs. It also becomes significant to access another way of
reading, because the work, looking at the cover itself, consistently leads the
reader to decoding the typography of the text, characterized by changes in the
size of the interline used, with places covered by print, but with emptiness on
the pages of the book. On the one hand, such typography builds upon the con-
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tent, and on the other hand, it gives the reader a chance to reflect on what they
have read, to start an internal dialogue.

At the same time, an integral part of the narrative in Zgubiona dusza, whose
material dimension recalls an old photo album, is the dual type of paper. The
presence of parchment emphasizes the impression of holding a collection of
photos with translucent inserts. Also introducing an additional layer of meaning
into the text: it can also be interpreted as a symbol of the human soul, memory,
transience, or the passage of time.

The narrative of the piece is created in parallel through the thoughtful and
consistent use of colors. Joanna Concejo proposes illustrations that simulate
photographs, which gain color as the action develops, but also proportionally to
the emotional barometer of the main character. It is a young, contemporary
man who, in the pursuit of duties, success, and the pace of life, loses his own
soul. The monochromatic colors of the invocation, which presents the world be-
fore the era of accelerated culture in images, evoking a state of security, peace,
silence, and human closeness, emphasize the intimacy and contemplative mood
of the book. With the appearance of verbal text, which depicts a man entangled
in his thoughts, they mean something completely different. They are a reference
to Jan’s emptiness, alienation, misfortune, and fear. The gradually appearing
palette of colors symbolizes the process of the hero’s slow transformation, the
time of seeking peace, finding oneself, one’s identity, and the harmony of life.

This intermedial story becomes a pretext for a conversation about a person
for whom, as Chantal Delsol wrote: “The only wealth of a human being is the
time that remains for them to live. With time, everything is possible. Without it,
nothing is” (Delsol, 1998, pp. 146).

With this assumption, the events depicted in the referenced story converge.
The book by the Tokarczuk/Concejo duo becomes an invitation to reflect on dif-
ferent ways of experiencing existence. On the one hand, it shows a rhythm sub-
ordinated to the maxim "time is money," in which everyday life appears as
a constant rush, a pursuit of benefits and productivity. In the philosophical
sense, this corresponds to the having attitude — based on accumulation, posses-
sion, and measuring value in material terms. The novel’s images, dominated by
chaos, emotional emptiness, and growing tensions between people, can be read
as a critical reflection of the realities of a consumer culture in a media society
that threatens relationships and a sense of meaning.

The second model of life that the Nobel laureate opposes to this vision is the
perspective of being, associated with the experience of harmony, a calm rhythm,
and simplicity. It is a peculiar story about a lost land of happiness — a world
where security does not stem from the wealth of one’s wallet, but from inner
peace and closeness. Finally, there is another dimension in John’s story: recov-
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ered Arcadia. Its foundation is the hero’s inner transformation, returning to one-
self and the ability to find meaning beyond the logic of possession.

Therefore, reading the schoolbook Zgubiona dusza with ten-year-old stu-
dents, whose interpretation we will follow on an individual example, can begin
with questions directed to students about: How do they feel when they are in
a hurry? How do they feel when they have time to rest peacefully? What hap-
pens to them when they are in a hurry? What happens to them when they have
time? What do they miss when they hurry? What they pay attention to when
they are calm. What can people do when they have time? What don’t they do
when they don’t have it? Why does a person hurry, and what is the result? How
important is family time to them?

The discussion that follows is a form of introducing the atmosphere of the
work and is a way of opening students to a dialogue about the literary text. It
approaches the subject of classes, which aim to interpret the symbolism of the
soul and discuss issues that seem difficult to realize in the context of a child. The
issue of man and time, or one’s own temporality, is usually dealt with by great
philosophers, physicists, and people of great imagination. However, the unlim-
ited imagination characteristic of the youngest allows them to solve problems
in a way that would surprise an adult. A child’s cognitive activity is characterized
by a significant intensity that surpasses the mental operability of adults in many
ways. While adults often submit to routine, mechanical regularity and certain
behavioral patterns, children manifest a disposition to explore reality from the
perspective of a researcher who transcends the boundaries of the known world.
Alison Gopnik frames such events in terms of a functional division of roles: chil-
dren play the role of a kind of evolutionary laboratory in which new cognitive
models and innovative adaptive strategies are generated, while adults focus on
maintaining the stability of the social system through production and manage-
ment processes. Childhood appears here as a period of intensified epistemic ac-
tivity — children act as natural experimenters, using inferences, constructing em-
pirical tests of hypotheses, and producing theoretical concepts whose originality
and creativity exceed the possibilities of an average, schematic adult (Gopnik,
2010; Fresse, 2008).

At the same time, as Zofia Agnieszka Ktakdwna reports, the book should be
discussed in school:

These conversations, which are of course not a methodical revelation, are intended to
discover deeper meanings in the text being read and to include the text being read in
a broader cultural context. They require various accompanying activities, including ana-
lytical ones, reflection, and exchange of observations. [...] The entire sense of engaging
in reading in school depends on the organization of these activities and these conversa-
tions, and on their quality. Today, in the face of a reading crisis, it would be wise to read
to students aloud a lot and well (Ktakéwna, 2016, pp. 283-284).
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The source for a discussion about the referenced work can be a passage from
the text read aloud by the teacher, which is not the beginning of the verbal text.
Choosing to read it does not mean giving up on the entire text, which should be
further interpreted over the next few days. It was cited as an introduction to
further work with literature and at the same time as characteristic of the issue
under discussion. Its value is the marriage of the real world with the fantastic
and human problems resulting from living in a hurry and lack of time. Here the
symbol of the soul also appears. Animation humanizes and realistically depicts
it, and therefore requires analysis and the use of tools that separate fiction from
reality, notice the symbol, and point out metaphors and epithets.

If someone could look at us from above, they would see that the world is full of people
running in a hurry, sweating and very tired, and their late, lost souls that can’t keep up
with their owners. It creates a big commotion, people lose their minds, and they lose
their hearts. | know that souls have lost their owners, but people often don’t even realize
that they have lost their own soul (Tokarczuk, Concejo, 2017).

It is now worth directing the teacher’s spotlight on the students’ level of un-
derstanding of the read passage, which may differ significantly among students
in the same class. At the age of ten, children’s symbolic thinking, according to
Ewa Guttmejer’s research, is most often at its first level (factual). However, the
individual possibilities of each of them, as is known, can deregulate this state
(Guttmejer, 1997). The pedagogical diagnosis posed here becomes the starting
point for further activities, but above all questions that can be asked about the
read passage: What images did you see while listening to this passage? What is
happening to the people here? Why is this happening? Who is also the hero of
this passage? Why do souls get lost here?

The interpretation of the phrase “souls lose their heads and people lose their
hearts” is particularly interesting, as is the statement “Souls know they have lost
their owner, but people often don’t even realize they’ve lost their own soul”
(Tokarczuk, Concejo, 2017). The methodological actions taken by the teacher to
lead students to identify these messages from the text depend on the teacher
himself, who analyzes the intellectual capabilities of the students (individual
work of the child with the text, in pairs, drawing attention to the thesis pre-
sented by the teacher himself: emphasizing with the voice, or asking a question:
what does the phrase mean, etc.).

A philosophical analytical tradition that focuses on the analysis of the con-
cept (linguistic approach) with a pragmatic approach, trying to base considera-
tion of problems that are significant in the life of the whole society, including
children (Cam, 2020), may be a good solution for understanding the above, but
also a specific symbol: the soul.

The illustration by Joanna Concejo, placed alongside the verbal content, ad-
dresses the recognition of the meaning of the sentences mentioned in the quote
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and the child’s need to explore the world. The scene of Jan sitting alone in the
hotel restaurant, shot in shades of gray, symbolizes a sense of emptiness, diso-
rientation, and loneliness, and shows the automatism of everyday life.

Itis also worth stopping at this point at the adjectives that describe the state
of souls and people. The suggested line of thought is related to the stages of
didactic work on language development and children’s fascination with words,
as designated by A. Ktakéwna (Ktakéwna, 2016, pp. 132). In this case, activities
that help maintain and develop it can be games such as: replace an adjective
with another one so that the sentence still has the same meaning or: come up
with your own word that means the same as the chosen adjective; it can be
a competition to find the largest number of synonyms in the dictionary.

The material dimension of the book and the translucent pages it contains
also help in understanding the symbolism of the soul, which students will most
likely associate with the concept of the soul being analyzed (for example: by as-
sociating it with the animated fairy tale: Casper the Friendly Ghost). Such sensory
immersion in literature and the defined definition, in the context of primary ed-
ucation, promotes the activation of students’ imagination and in-depth inter-
pretation of the work, as well as develops children’s ability to decode multi-lay-
ered messages.

Finishing work on the discussed fragment, which consists of a narrative
about heterogeneous code, it is worth asking: how do students imagine their
soul and what adjectives could they attribute to it? They can briefly describe
their soul while maintaining the style of the song. At the same time, it is worth
referring to what was the beginning of the meeting with the reading of the Zgu-
biona dusza — to the time — thanks to which there is often a reflection on the
opposing to have or to be.

Conclusion

Reflection on the place and function of interdisciplinary literature in early
school education leads to the conclusion that contemporary texts for children
become not only a space for the encounter of word, image, and sound, but also
a field for the confrontation of the student with the demands of the media soci-
ety. Intermediality and audiovisuality, which are part of narratives dedicated to
young audiences, reflect the realities of everyday life, in which a young person
learns to navigate between the real and digital worlds. An analysis of the book
Zgubiona dusza by Olga Tokarczuk and Joanna Concejo reveals that such works
can serve as a mirror of anthropological changes in the educational process, as
well as a teaching tool that allows for the development of symbolic thinking and
interpretive skills in children.
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Using intermedial literature in education helps students discover the multi-
layered nature of cultural texts, enables them to engage in dialogue with verbal,
iconic, and tactile signs, and creates the conditions for experiencing the depth
of reading. In this sense, literature opens itself up to the needs of the media
audience, but at the same time it poses challenges to them — it demands that
they stop, reflect, and re-read. Therefore, if school practice is to remain relevant
to the demands of the audio-visual culture, it should not only develop the media
skills of young readers, but also nurture their symbolic sensitivity, which is at risk
of disappearing in the era of visual overload.

From a pedagogical perspective, it seems particularly important that reading
intermedial literature, as in the case of the Zgubiona dusza, be linked to the ex-
perience of conversation, reflection, and the search for meaning. This means
that reading becomes a process that is not so much mechanical, but rather spir-
itual and existential, opening the young reader to questions about time, the
meaning of life, human relationships, or the human condition in a world domi-
nated by technology. At this point, literature can serve as a compensatory func-
tion for media logic: reminding us of the need to slow down, the value of being
beyond possession, and the importance of closeness and mindfulness.

Cannot be overlooked is the fact that contemporary humanities are increas-
ingly subject to the pressure of measurability and utilitarianism. Meanwhile, as
Matgorzata Piasecka notes:

In today’s world of reductionist tendencies, associated with the concretization, quantifi-
ability, and applicability of post-culture, subtle phenomena with their non-opportunistic
nature may seem unworthy of attention. All these brilliant, flashy, trendy discourses of
contemporary humanities are not, in fact, a true representation of the struggle for the
individual, his autonomy, the depth of his spiritual world. The storyitself, which | describe
as the Dreamer’s tender and universal narrative about a better world, is, in my opinion,
a discourse from which new and unknown, universum-sized, objectified worlds, possible and
desirable cultural worlds, can emerge and become present (Piasecka, 2019, pp. 59-70).

From this perspective, media literature, included in the school curriculum,
appears as a tool that opposes the superficiality and acceleration of modern
times. It reminds that literary education should not be limited to the develop-
ment of technical skills but should also support the spiritual and axiological de-
velopment of the child. Ultimately, introducing young audiences to the world of
symbols, metaphors, and hybrid narratives is not only a didactic task, but also
an act of caring for the preservation of sensitivity and contemplation in a culture
that encourages haste.

Intermedia literature, especially that which, like Lost Soul, combines layers
of words, images, and sensory experiences, should become a way of learning
a different pace of life in education. Her presence in school creates the condi-
tions for building a culture of mindfulness, reflection, and existential depth,
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through which the young reader can shape their own worldview. In this sense,
intermedial literature becomes not only a reflection of the changes in media
culture, but also an antidote to its dominant reductionisms — a space in which
a child learns to see that the most important thing is not to have, but to be.
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Praktyka intermedialnej literatury w edukacji wczesnoszkolnej.
Odstanianie symboli — egzemplifikacja

Streszczenie

Artykut podejmuje tematyke zwigzang z ksztatceniem literackim w edukacji wczesnoszkolnej
w sytuacji zmiany kulturowej wyznaczonej przez nowe media. Kluczowe miejsce zajmuje tu poje-
cie intermedialnosci — rozumianej jako ,miedzy-przestrzen” sztuki i zycia, obejmujgce zaréwno
funkcjonowanie spoteczeristwa medialnego, zjawiska kulturowe, jak i indywidualne doswiadcze-
nie cztowieka w zmediatyzowanym sSwiecie. Literackie teksty, zwtaszcza adresowane do mtodego
odbiorcy, nacechowane coraz czesciej heterogenicznoscig narracyjna, wpisuja sie w medialne
kompetencje wspoétczesnego dziecka, ktére postuguje sie ,nawigacyjnym” sposobem lektury. Jed-
noczesnie zostaje w szkicu podkreslona potrzeba rozwijania zdolnosci interpretacji symboliczne;j,
istotnej w kontekscie utraty kontaktu z jezykiem symbolicznym w epoce wizualnego przesytu.
Przyktadem praktycznej realizacji koncepciji literatury intermedialnej w edukacji wczesnoszkolnej
staje sie interpretacja ksigzki Zgubiona dusza Olgi Tokarczuk i Joanny Concejo. Symboliczna natura
utworu umozliwia takg wczesnoszkolng praktyke literatury, ktéra poprzez rozmowe, analize me-
tafor, wspiera proces rozumienia symboli, myslenia symbolicznego i mozliwosci jezykowych
ucznia. Literatura intermedialna stanowi takze przestrzen do budowania refleksji nad egzystencja
cztowieka i cztowieczeristwem, sposobem na zwolnienie tempa zycia w zdominowanym przyspie-
szeniem $wiecie.

Stowa kluczowe: intermedialnos$é, literatura symboliczna, kod semiotyczny, edukacja wcze-
snoszkolna, symbol, refleksja, dialog z literatura, rozmowa w szkolnej lekturze.
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Self-Care Learning of Educators in the Thriving
Workplaces — Examples from Australia

Abstract

In this article self-care learning of educators is analyzed through the lens of thriving workplaces
—arenas shaped by Australian factors to enact educational change through overcoming arising
problems. This article puts into consideration the features of Australian strategies for thriving
workplaces. There are presented Australian ways of supporting others and self-care learning of
educators.

The document-based method was selected because governmental publications and official
statements offer invaluable insights into the social reality that shaped educational change. In line
with Wodak and Krzyzanowski (2008, p. 156), the methodology draws on micro-level themes of
discourse, identifies the broader framework of educational change within self-care learning of ed-
ucators and practices of thriving workplaces.

The article results revealed that self-care learning of educators and their autonomy within
thriving workplaces sustain new directions and opportunities in overcoming emerging problems,
as ,learning is the work”. There is put an emphasis on constant work on problem solving skills of
educators and a zero tolerance for bullying and harassment.

Keywords: self-care learning, thriving workplaces, teachers.

Introduction

Modern schools or organizations that thrive successfully operate on the
principle that “learning is the work”. Reupert (2020, p.17) says “educators need
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a welcoming, supportive, safe and intellectually stimulating environment to
thrive”. So, there is need for self-care learning of Australian educators, within
well-led community of educators. Each successful workplace put an emphasis
on a strong moral purpose within relationships. As Fullan (2020, p. 63) notes, “moral
purpose, relationships, and organizational success are closely interrelated”.

Theoretical approach

Relations shows how we treat people—colleagues, and students —as we
follow strategy and structure. Self-care learning and the concept of a healthy
lifestyle, has been studied since ancient times (Albuck M, Gillis L., 2021). Lewin
and Regine (2000, p. 27) claim that relationships emerge from authentic human
connection and true care. Reupert (2020, p.18), defines wellbeing as “enjoy-
ment in life, an ability to cope with stress and sadness, work productively, the
fulfillment of goals and a sense of connectedness with others”. Relations influ-
ence on solving problems by educators, their interactions with children, families
and colleagues (Cumming, 2017; McMullen, et al., 2020).

The level of good relations of educators stimulates mental health, which is
defined by The World Health Organisation (2022, p.1) as “a state of mental well-
being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realise their abilities,
learn and work well and contribute to their community”. Self-care is a pattern
according to which teachers take care with themselves conscientiously, being
aware of their needs and compassions. Teachers who possess a strong sense of
efficacy are more likely to take initiative and overcome obstacles well in the face
of challenges. So there is need for self-care of educators but also for systematic
ways of solving the problems and creating of meaningful change.

The driver of systemic change in education, as Fullan (2005) claimed de-
mands transformation across three interrelated levels: the individual educator,
the school or particular organization and community in relation to the district
and state (Fullan, 2005, p. 58). The central goal is to change within education
both based on individuals and systems at the same time. Achievements within
this change is related to the transformation and demand what Fullan calls
“learning in context”. From the above perspective, modern organizations need
to involve essential elements of happiness, which are after Haidt named as love,
which is based on meaningful relationships; meaningful work, that offers en-
gagement and a sense of contribution. Haidt also mentioned about vital enga-
gement with positive feelings and cross-level coherence — alignment each per-
son values and the culture in which we live. If you get “these relationships right,”
Haidt concludes, “a sense of purpose will emerge” (pp. 238-239).
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Australian Government, Departament of Health and Aged Care?, by recognising
deep, ongoing connection to Country, pays respect to Elders, ,past and present, [...]
put an emphasis on the continuation ,,of the cultural, spiritual and educational prac-
tices of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples” (Beyond self-care, p.1). Edu-
cators’ wellbeing stays at the heart of caring for children and young people together
with continuation of practices of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People, espe-
cially in culture, and education. "Be You" supports educators in tools and knowledge
which enable them to create positive learning communities contributing to menthal
health. According to The Monash University research there are entrenched issues
in the Australian education contributing to stress of educators, so there is need for
self-care learning of them being conducted in a meaningful way.

Methodology

The document-based method was selected because governmental publica-
tions and official statements offer invaluable insights into the social reality that
shaped educational change. In line with Wodak and Krzyzanowski (2008, p. 156),
the methodology draws on micro-level themes of discourse, identifies the
broader framework of educational change within selfcare learning of educators
and practices within thriving workplaces.

In this article self-care learning of educators is analyzed through the lens of
thriving workplaces —arenas shaped by Australian factors to enact educational
change through overcoming arising problems. There are presented Australian
ways of support others and self-care learning of educators.

Towards mentally healthy workplaces and self-care of educators

The National Mental Health Commission (2022) prepared suggestions (three
pillars) which enable the creation of a mentally healthy workplace. Firstly, there
is underlined the need for identification of work-related risks within mental
health (named as Protect). Secondly, after identification there is Respond based
on support of those who experience stress or issues related to mental health.
Thirdly, the next step is based on recognising and enhancing the positive work
aspects which could contribute to the promotion of mental health (Promote).

On the other side, there are steps (principles), which are needed for healthy
workplace to thrive and to start changing into learning community where edu-
cators thrive. The most important step within thriving workplaces is a creation
of a positive culture and environment which supports educators.

1 Australian Government, Departament of Health and Aged Care founded “Be You” organization.
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Figure 1
Building mentally healthy workplaces (author’s source)

Secondly, thriving workplace put an emphasis on recognition and respect
towards educators as professionals. Thirdly, there is indispensable acceptation
of educators’ autonomy together with their wellbeing. To build mentally healthy
workplaces with self-care there is put an emphasis on the promotion of respect-
ful relationships on the wave of collaboration.

Wellbeing stays in the centre of heart of working organization which also
includes easy accessible resources. To make wellbeing and self-care stronger all
educators have an access to inititives which acknowledge their cultures, experi-
ences and support their work with children. Fifthly, evidence-informed practice
are used within educators learning communities to create high-quality, when
design wellbeing initiatives. Sixthly, wellbeing initiatives, which are adaptable,
need to be applied within the daily work of learning communities.

Positive
culture and
environment

Wellbeing
initiatives are Educators as
practical and professionals
adaptable
Guiding
Learning principles
communities Acknowledge
use evidence educators’
informed autonomy
practice
Wellbeing
resources are PRz
accessible res_pecth_JI
i el e relationships

Figure 2
Guiding principles for healthy workplace to thrive and to start changing into learning community
(author’s source)
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Six layers indispinsable for educator wellbeing

The collected documents revealed factors which contribute to Australian ed-
ucators’ wellbeing. The significant factors for each person are as follows: ,Colle-
gial relationships, Workplace culture, Leadership, Community, Governance and
policy” (Beyond self-care, p. 6).

Governance and
policy
Community,

parents,
children

Leadership

Workpla
ce
culture

Collegial
relation
ships

Figure 3
Contributors of wellbeing (Beyond self-care, p.6)

All above factors contribute to healthy workplaces and means that work-
place is going to thrive. Self-care leaning of educators is very important and in
this approach it is also the way to support self-care of a whole community.

On the other side, factors which are presented below make difficult to
achieve educators’ wellbeing. These factors are as follows:

— “unsupportive leadership

— discrimination

— competition

— high or low workload

— lack of role clarity

— remote or isolated work

— emotional labour

— feeling undervalued

— jobinsecurity

— toxic culture” (Beyond self-care, p.6).
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Australian strategies for thriving workplaces, towards self-care
learning of Educators

Meaningful change is possible if there is focus on self-care (Beyond self-care,
p.6). There is also significant to follow the three components within learning
communities. Educators underlined the importance of certain factors in building
self-care of educators. Firstly, Collegial relationships, if they are poor quality
within its interactions within workplace often contribute to ,bullying, gossip,
conflict and criticism can harm an educator’s wellbeing” (Beyond self-care,
p. 12). Secondly, there is taken into granted Workplace culture within thriving
workplaces. , Inclusion and belonging nurture wellbeing. Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander and LGBTQIA+ educators emphasised the value of having their
identity acknowledged and feeling comfortable to be themselves” (Beyond self-
care, p.12). The third factor is Leadership. It is significant to prioritize staff well-
being. As a result, leaders design a culture of care, full of autonomy and trust.

4 N N\ ( -Culture of help- \
. seeking, support
-Collegial -To buid growth and trust of .
relationships, and development educators, -Self-care Iearnu:ig of
.. . . educators, build
- Workplace -Active listening -Supporting their growth and
culture, and open elimination of confidence
-Leadership communication unhealthy
communication
\_ J \_ )\ styles /
Figure 4

Strategies to reinforce self-care learning of Australian educators (authors’ source)

On the other hand, there are presented certain examples of strategies to
reinforce self-care learning of educators (Beyond self-care. An Educator wellbe-
ing guide, p.6-7). There is underlined planning optional social events for educa-
tors to attend. At the same time, educators have an allowance to choose learn-
ing developments which build their growth and confidence. It is related to pro-
motion of access to the Employee Assistance Program (EAP). Moreover, there is
inderlined a step towards ,,a culture of help-seeking, mutual support and trust”
(Employee Assistance Program, p.13) in which workers , maintain a welcoming
physical environment”.
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On the other side, in case of Australian Collegial relationships, teachers,
who work together, present , positive practice” in a workplace. In case of Colle-
gial relationships there are needed procedures based on time and response to
avoid overt or casual discrimination with elimination of unhealthy communica-
tion styles. Additionally, there are welcomed opportunities for full team plan-
ning and working together. All expectations are based on open communication
and active listening of educators who work together, care and rely on each other.
There is put an emphasis on health promotion within inclusive relationships.
Moreover, procedures are timely and eventual conficts are solved skillfully.

On the other hand, in the clear Australian policies and procedures there are
actions than only static documents. All strategies involve procedures to buid re-
spectful interactions between staff and educators to make pople feel supported
in the workplace.

Collegial relationships and importance of speaking freely

Table 1
Collegial relationships within Australian educators (author’s source)

Working together

Inclusivity

— respectful communication including individ- —

ual views and ideas,

opportunities for team planning and working
together with respect to each other

open communication,

listening to each other,

educators work together with the aim to for —

each other and rely on each other,

»respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
lander Peoples’ knowledge and a climate
where non-Indigenous people assume respon-
sibility for learning and embedding appropriate
protocols within learning communities” (Be-
yond self-care, p. 10),

a workplace culture based on respect of educa-
tors,

staffrooms promote healthy, inclusive rela- — there are prepared policies to identify and in

tionships,

educators feel a sense of belonging,
procedures are design to be timely and re-
sponsive,

procedures to react quickly in a case of or
casual discrimination and unhealthy commu-
nication styles,

constant work od problem solving skills for
educators.

an approproate way to respond to exclusion of
educator groups, ,LGBTQIA+, culturally and
linguistically diverse, Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander”, (Beyond self-care, p. 10).

The policy of staff communication has a specific rules in case of what’s ac-
ceptable in the real communication within workplaces. There is not acceptable
to to use bullying and harassment. “It’s not just words on a piece of paper. See-
ing the piece of paper come to life, it’s not just sitting in a folder” (Beyond self-
care, p.7). Moreover, it is really significant to be able answear on questions if
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and how each learning community contributed to individual self-care? What
ways can be used to create thriving workplaces if there is trully educators’ well-
being? To sum up, there is needed to provide a healthy and safe environment in
which all staff and educators speak freely.

Self-care learning and wellbeing — priorities

If leaders create the opportunities for educators to discuss the issues of well-
being it makes the standards of wellbeing better. There is need for normalisation
of conversations about wellbeing, if community is interested in achieving
a higher level towards collegial relationships. People, who work together, should
feel safe and supported at workplaces. All self-care of educators priorities make
the workplace a better place (Beyond self-care, pp. 8-10).

We started looking at how we can improve staff mental health and wellbeing and we thought
it would have a knock-on effect for the students. We had worked hard to create a positive
culture in the school but we could see that was changing. It weighs on you all the time as a
leader. It's about living it well, not just saying we do it well. We had to really dive into that —
| posed some questions to the staff. What do we do well? What are three wishes for improve-
ment on what we do well? We got an array of responses for both. It took about a termand a
half to do this process — we opened up discussions with our staff and they fed back, it was
collated and presented back. All the way along they had input and they could have ownership
over the process. Some things we were able to fix really quickly. We spoke to them about that
process. They could see it came from the right place. The ability to be able to feed back openly
and honestly without feedback (Beyond self-care, p. 8).

Supporting others and self-care learning of Educators — examples
from Australia

There were prepared suggestions to thriving workplaces among Australian
educators, according to collected documents.

— The first suggestion among Australian educators means to have a conversa-
tion and to show concerns and willingness to support, which invites other
educators to look for help.

— The second suggestion is embodded in Stop Reflect Act framework in which
if someone worries about someone when he/she experieniences stress or
a concern, there are supportive ways to overcome problems.

— The key is to understand feelings and experiences of an educator and offer
practical support which do not cross educators’ professional boundaries. In
this perspective, it is suggested in Australian workplaces to encourage self-
care which works as a protective shield for mental health. Moreover, it is
adviced to promote help-seeking and exploring all potential and options.
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Stop Reflect Act moments within Australian community of educators, towards self-care learning

(author’s source)

After the conversation with an educator, there is suggested to find time for
own feelings and use self-care plan (named as STOP). The conversations
among educators teach the community to create and maintain a self-care
culture, where people are constantly learning.

After all steps, it is suggested to stop (take a brief break, listening to your
feelings) and try to find out time for Reflections (consider thoughts, feelings
and physical and emotional safety).

ACT- each step in ACT among Australian educators should be purposeful and
intentional. It is not the aim to fully solve a problem, issues or find out an-
swers to questions, these processes often go through a series of simple Stop
Reflect Act moments.

Through dialogue, educators explore different perspectives, and make the
process of change more effective through meaningful engagement. If edu-
cators are involved in a truly collective vision within workplaces, they should
foster clarity, transparency, enthusiasm, open communication, and deep
commitment in their workplaces (Senge, 1990, p. 227).

Results

Fullan (2005) underlined demands transformation across three interrelated

factors, included the individual educator, the school or particular organization
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and community in relation to the district and state (Fullan, 2005, p. 58). The ar-
ticle revealed that self-care learning with its improvement contribute to healthy
workplaces. These workplaces are safe and stimulating towards growth of all
educators, enabling them to cope with stress, learn and work well.

The article also presented that a sense of purpose of educators emerges if
relationships are respectful, within positive culture, environment and a sense of
belonging. There is need for self-care of Australian educators but also for sys-
tematic ways of solving the problems and creating of meaningful change.

There is needed an open communication of educators, full of active listening
and rely on each other to follow the principle ,learning is the work”. The article
also revealed that self-care of educators and their autonomy within thriving
workplaces sustain new directions and opportunities in overcoming emerging
problems. There is put an emphasis on constant work on problem solving skills
of educators and a zero tolerance for bullying and harassment.
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Nauka dbania o siebie wsrdd nauczycieli w dobrze
prosperujacych miejscach pracy — przyktady z Australii

Streszczenie

W niniejszym artykule analizie poddany jest proces samoksztatcenia nauczycieli przez pryzmat
dobrze funkcjonujgcych miejsc pracy (obszaréw uksztattowanych przez czynniki australijskie), co
ma na celu wprowadzenie zmian w edukacji poprzez pokonywanie pojawiajacych sie problemoéw.
Dodatkowo przedstawiono australijskie sposoby samoksztatcenia nauczycieli.

W zakresie metodologii skorzystano z analizy dokumentéw, poniewaz publikacje rzgdowe ofe-
rujg nieoceniony wglad w rzeczywisto$¢ spoteczng, ktéra uksztattowata zmiany w edukacji. Analiza
dokumentéw opiera sie na mikropoziomowych tematach dyskursu, ktéry identyfikuje szersze
ramy zmian w edukacji w ramach samoksztatcenia nauczycieli i praktyk w dobrze prosperujgcych
miejscach pracy.

W dobrze prosperujacych miejscach pracy uwydatnia sie konieczno$¢ ciaggtej pracy nad umie-
jetnosciami rozwigzywania problemoéw przez nauczycieli, w tym réwniez zerowej tolerancji dla
znecania sie i molestowania. W artykule podkresla sie rdwniez, ze nauka dbania o siebie samych
nauczycieli oraz ich autonomia zawodowa wspierajg nowe kierunki i mozliwosci w pokonywaniu
pojawiajgcych sie problemow.

Stowa kluczowe: nauka dbania o siebie, dobrze prosperujace miejsca pracy, nauczyciele.
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In Search of Opportunities for Development in Old
Age. The case of Gerotranscendence Theory

Abstract

Gerotranscendence seems to be a promising construct in research on successful/positive age-
ing. The gerotranscendence theory approach to ageing does not focus on the losses associated
with the ageing process, but points to opportunities for harmonious living when these losses are
inevitable. The theory may be attractive from the perspective of research on the education of
seniors, as it shows the possibilities for development even for people who are very advanced in
age and in poor health and physical condition.

This article aims to present Lars Tornstam’s gerotranscendence theory from the perspective of
a researcher dealing with learning in late adulthood. The text presents the main assumptions of the
theory, its origins, and a brief overview of research on gerotranscendence conducted to date, including
research conducted in Poland. Areas that have been the subject of debate with the author of the gero-
transcendence theory have also been identified in articles published in the subject literature. The last
part has been devoted to the educational and practical implications of the theory in question.

Keywords: gerotranscendence, learning in late adulthood, late adulthood.

Introduction

In 1985, and then in 2008, Swedish sociologist Lars Tornstam conducted
a survey on the feeling of loneliness among young people and older adults
(Tornstam, 2011). Analysis of the data collected, both from 1985 and from the
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study conducted 23 years later, showed that, contrary to common sense as-
sumptions, the degree of loneliness not only does not increase with age, but
even decreases. This would mean that older people are more adept at managing
the challenges of daily life than younger individuals and are less prone to feelings
of loneliness. According to Tornstam, the key to explaining these results may lie
in his gerotranscendence theory. According to the author himself, this is a the-
ory of ‘positive ageing’ (Tornstam, 2011), the basic element of which is a change
in the perspective of perceiving oneself and the surrounding world. The theory
states that human development towards gerotranscendence is related to rede-
fining oneself and one’s relationships with other people. In the course of this
development, there is also a change in the interpretation of the existential ques-
tions one asks oneself throughout life. Thanks to this modification of perspec-
tive, people are better able to cope with the changes taking place in their lives.
According to Tornstam (2011), approximately 20% of the population achieves
a high level of gerotranscendence.

In recent years, interest in Tornstam’s theory has grown in scientific literature
(cf. systematic literature review by Pamuk et al., 2025). Publications cover areas
such as nursing, psychology, psychiatry, religion, education and educational re-
search, public, environmental and occupational health, medicine, and linguistics.

In studies on learning in late adulthood, the gerotranscendence theory can
be inspiring because it allows us to see the potential for development in old age,
showing that even very old people can develop and that a person can mature
towards wisdom until the end of their life.

In this article, | present the main assumptions of the theory and its origins. In
the next section, | provide a brief overview of the research conducted to date on
gerotranscendence, discussing the most commonly used research tools in quanti-
tative analyses of this phenomenon. Next, | focus on polemics with the author and
articles critical of the theory published in the literature on the subject. In the last
part, | show the educational and practical implications of the theory.

The gerotranscendence concept and its origins

The term ‘gerotranscendence’ was introduced into the language of psychol-
ogy by Lars Tornstam in 1989.

The core of this term is the concept of “transcendence”, understood as transcending the
boundaries of the existing worldview, including the boundaries of one’s own self (in this
context, we are talking about self-transcendence), aimed at achieving full humanity, per-
sonal perfection and a deep sense of meaning in life (Stras-Romanowska, 2017, p. 567)1.

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the author’s own translations.
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For Tornstam (1989), gerotranscendence development is related to wisdom.
In older people, the process of gerotranscendence plays an important role in
adapting to old age. This process consists of a personal transformation leading
to the attainment of life wisdom. Tornstam (1989, p. 60) formulated the follow-
ing definition: ‘a shift in meta-perspective from a materialistic and rational view
to a more cosmic and transcendent one, normally followed by an increase in life
satisfaction.’

The changes that occur as part of the gerotranscendence process take place
in three dimensions (Tornstam, 2011): the cosmic dimension, the self dimen-
sion, and the social and personal relationships dimension.

The cosmic dimension is characterised by signs of development towards
gerotranscendence, such as: redefining the perception of time, space, and ob-
jects, redefining the perception of life and death, and a reduction in the fear of
death, a sense of cosmic unity with the spirit of the universe. With these
changes, the distance between the present and the past becomes blurred.

Changes in the Self dimension are manifested in less self-focus and a de-
crease in egocentricity. People begin to spend more time ‘meditating’ and be-
come more reflective. As part of the changes in the Self dimension, people con-
front themselves and realise they are not the centre of the universe. The way
they perceive their own bodies changes. They accept them as they are and aban-
don the obsessive struggle for beauty (in the sense of a youthful appearance).
Their attention is focused on the needs of other people, especially their children
and grandchildren.

Changes within the social relationships dimension involve a decline in inter-
est in unnecessary, superficial social interactions. Instead, there is an increased
need for positive, contemplative solitude or care for a specific person (e.g.,
a spouse). People learn to transcend unnecessary conventions and norms that
once limited their freedom of self-expression. Material possessions cease to
have their former significance , and people get rid of unnecessary things, i.e.,
those that do not serve to satisfy their essential needs.

At the root of the gerotranscendence theory is the disengagement theory by
Elaine Cumming and William Henry (1961), or more precisely, the controversies
and scientific debates that took place in the 1970s around the accuracy of this
theory (Tornstam, 2005). According to the disengagement theory, ageing indi-
viduals tend to gradually withdraw from social life. It is both social and psycho-
logical withdrawal. Social withdrawal involves limiting social contacts and roles.
Psychological withdrawal, on the other hand, involves a decrease in interest in
one’s surroundings and a minimisation of emotional involvement in other peo-
ple’s affairs. The disengagement theory states that not only are older people
prone to disengaging from social life, but the process also works in the opposite
direction — society is also prone to disengaging older people. According to the
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authors of the theory, this is a completely natural process and, if individuals are
able to withdraw skilfully, disengagement processes can be beneficial for both
society and ageing individuals and can be associated with a sense of life satisfac-
tion and inner harmony among older people. In the 1970s, this position of the
proponents of the disengagement theory was at odds with the then widely ac-
cepted theory of activity and the assumption accepted by many researchers that
the lifestyle in late adulthood should be a continuation of the lifestyle preferred
in middle age. Moreover, as Tornstam (2005, pp. 33-36) points out, many ger-
ontologists, including himself, already believed at that time that there was prob-
ably something underlying the disengagement theory that had not yet been dis-
covered and articulated, and that this should be sought in order to avoid simpli-
fications or inaccuracies. The intuition of scientists went hand in hand with the
feelings of employees (practitioners) who work with seniors on a daily basis.
Some of them expressed their doubts about the validity of the approach known
as ‘activating’ the elderly. Reflection on the possible theoretical foundations of
the disengagement theory is one of the factors that influenced the development
of the gerotranscendence theory.

When discussing the origins of the gerotranscendence theory, Tornstam (2005,
p. 40) mentions the work of Erik H. Erikson. According to E.H. Erikson’s concept
(1982), human development throughout life is an evolutionary process. Develop-
ment occurs in successive stages, each of which requires a change in the way a per-
son functions, each of which is marked by a crisis (the transition between stages
takes the form of a crisis). Each time, coping with the crisis facilitates the further
development of the individual’s identity. The last, eighth stage is a conflict between
ego integrity and despair. As a result of successfully passing through the eighth
stage, a person achieves a state of integrity, accepts their life as it was, and is able
to come to terms with the fact of the finiteness of their own existence. If they do
not achieve a state of integrity, they experience despair and fear of death. By win-
ning the battle between integrity and despair, a person gains wisdom. Tornstam
(2005, p. 40) points to a fundamental difference between his concept and E.H. Erik-
son’s proposal. In his opinion, individuals who have reached the stage of gerotran-
scendence do not refer to their past lives solely with satisfaction and acceptance of
what has happened in that life, as is the case in E.H. Erikson’s model, where an indi-
vidual achieving integrity is described. On the contrary, in his opinion, such individ-
uals perceive the previous stages of their lives as a period of immaturity and judge
their earlier lives as unconscious. Referring to E only direction, but one of many pos-
sibilities that can.H. Erikson’s concept of wisdom, Tornstam suggests that E.H. Erik-
son, in describing wisdom, ‘intuitively have come close to what here [in the sense
adopted by Tornstam —note by A.K.] is referred to as gerotranscendence’ (Tornstam
2005, p. 40). However, gerotranscendence in E.H. Erikson’s view is not the lead to
wisdom. Bugajska describes it as follows:
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the wisdom of the last stage of life, combined by E.H. Erikson with the philosophical na-
ture of ritualisation and ethical social ethos, opens a person to a world of existentially
significant values, which can lead to various ways of “being in the world” even in the face
of death itself, without excluding gerotranscendence but also without recognising the
need to transcend the meta-perspective as the only, most appropriate path of develop-
ment in old age (Bugajska, 2015, p. 27).

Joan M. Erikson (1997) directly referred to the term ‘gerotranscendence’ in
her proposal to expand E. Erikson’s theory with yet another, ninth crisis in the
course of life. The crisis of the ninth stage is an intensified version of the crisis
of the eighth stage. It is characterised by an even more intense struggle in the
integrity-despair conflict. According to the author, at this last stage of life, the
scale of challenges is greater than at the previous stage. People are forced to
devote all their attention to their own deficits: their senses lose their sharpness,
memory problems arise, cognitive disorders and physical limitations make
themselves felt. According to J.M. Erikson, the force that has a chance to arise
as a result of struggling with the crisis of the ninth stage is gerotranscendence.
Although she has, in a sense, integrated Tornstam’s theory with her own, it is
worth noting the fundamental differences between the positions of these two
authors (Verbaak 2000). Tornstam conceptualizes gerotranscendence as a reor-
ganisation of one’s relationship with the outside world, encompassing a trans-
formed understanding of one’s place in society within the broader universe. This
process is based on ‘natural, structural developmental changes taking place in
the mind of an adult’ (Stras-Romanowska, 2017). In J.M. Erikson’s view, on the
other hand, the condition for gerotranscendence is the resolution of a develop-
mental crisis, which results in personal transformation. For Tornstam, overcom-
ing such a crisis is not necessary to achieve gerotranscendence. Rather, he treats
this process as natural changes accompanying the last stage of life, which occur
when certain conditions are met (Verbaak 2000). According to Tornstam (1989),
the process of gerotranscendence is continuous, gradual (rather than ‘sudden’)
and lifelong. J.M. Erikson’s proposal to add a ninth stage to the life cycle is con-
sistent with the currently accepted distinction between two stages of old age:
the third and fourth ages. Arguing against J.M. Erikson’s position, Polish re-
searcher Beata Bugajska (2015, p. 27) notes that accepting gerotranscendence
as the driving force of the last stage is ‘a narrowing of E.H. Erikson’s theory,
a kind of shift towards the ideology of success, which E.H. Erikson warned
against, and a certain forced limitation of individual independence.” Bugajska
presented her own proposal to add a ninth stage, but in the eighth position (be-
tween E.H. Erikson’s seventh and eighth stages). The crisis of this new eighth
stage can be related to people in the so-called third age. It plays out between
commitment and resignation; within its framework, a person is confronted with
their own old age in the dimensions of soma, psyche, and ethos (Bugajska, 2015).



76 Agnieszka KOZERSKA

Commitment is understood here as ‘choosing one’s own way of being in the
world [...] with a sense of acceptance of the changes that are a consequence of
the ageing process’ (Bugajska, 2015, p. 29). Resignation, on the other hand, is
the belief that it is pointless to take any action for one’s own development. How-
ever, it is important to note the author’s observation that resignation is not the
same as withdrawal. It is possible to be engaged despite withdrawal, deriving
joy, for example, from contemplating nature. As a result of a person’s struggle
with the crisis between engagement and resignation, courage is born. This is the
courage to live in one’s own unique way, the courage to search for oneself and
self-fulfilment, to change one’s life according to cherished values, to cope with
life’s adversities (Bugajska, 2015, p. 32). In the last, ninth stage, courage is a basic
life need. In the last, ninth stage, as a result of the conflict between integrity and
despair, wisdom has a chance to develop, which may (but does not have to) lead
a person towards gerotranscendence.

Returning to the presentation of the origins of the gerotranscendence the-
ory, one more source of inspiration for its author can be mentioned. It is the
scientific work of Erich Fromm. Tornstam (2005, pp. 38—39) refers primarily to
Fromm’s reflections on the search for analogies between psychiatry in Western
countries and Zen Buddhism. Against this background, he uses a metaphor to
illustrate the contrast between the two ways of thinking. Namely, when a rep-
resentative of Western culture observes a Zen Buddhist meditating, he may de-
scribe him as withdrawn. The Buddhist, on the other hand, would disagree with
this description. He would rather describe himself as transcendent. His level of
engagement is high, but the representative of Western culture does not see this
because he uses a different definition of engagement. As we age, Tornstam
writes, we become more and more like Zen Buddhists. We change our way of
thinking, our perception of ourselves, the world around us, including other peo-
ple. We change our understanding of engagement. Note that the above meta-
phor also illustrates well the fundamental differences between the withdrawal
theory and the gerotranscendence theory.

Empirical research on the phenomenon of gerotranscendence

Below is a brief overview of existing knowledge in the form of scientific texts
on gerotranscendence. The overview is narrative in nature and is not a typical
systematic review. However, in this study, | take into account, among other
things, several scoping reviews recently published by other authors.

According to Tornstam (2005), the theory was formulated based on the re-
sults of qualitative research involving interviews with older people. However,
there are also opinions in the literature (Hauge 1998) that there are many indi-
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cations that the theory was developed by deduction, as a logical conclusion
(combined with personal feelings) resulting from analyses and doubts about
other theories. Nevertheless, empirical data were certainly crucial for the for-
mulation of the theory.

The author intended to go beyond the framework of positivist gerontology
and turn towards phenomenologically oriented gerontology. The analysis of the
content of qualitative interviews was an attempt to show how older people un-
derstand the concept of ageing. The author sought to ensure that older people,
above all, had an influence on the development of the theory, including the def-
inition of basic concepts related to the theory (Tornstam, 2005). The theory of
gerotranscendence has been repeatedly verified by the author in both qualita-
tive (Tornstam, 1997b, 1996) and quantitative (1994, 2003, as cited in Tornstam,
2005) studies.

In longitudinal studies conducted over 7 years among people over 80 years
of age, Agren (1998) showed that, indeed, more than half of them revealed
a change in perspective characterised by deeper altruism, religiosity and life sat-
isfaction. She also noticed a narrowed perception of time and a more active life
in the present among the subjects. When it comes to religiosity, it is worth not-
ing that Tornstam did not include it in his theory: ‘concept of gerotranscendence
does not specifically include a relationship with a higher power’ (Jewell, 2014;
Dalby, 2006, p. 11). Tornstam clearly stated that he does not use the concept of
transcendence in a religious or metaphysical sense. However, there is a whole
series of studies showing a positive relationship between gerotranscendence
and religiosity (Abreu, Araudjo, Ribeiro, 2023). Studies conducted among people
of different cultural backgrounds have confirmed the relationship between re-
ligiosity (understood as a cultural context) and gerotranscendence. It has been
shown that religiosity can influence the development towards gerotranscend-
ence (Lewin, 2001). On the other hand, studies have shown that in non-religious
individuals, the relationship between geotranscendence (spiritual/cosmic) and
a sense of meaning in life is stronger (Braam et al., 2006). In a scoping review
conducted by Abreu et al. (2023b), six scientific databases were searched for
empirical studies examining the correlation between religiosity and gerotran-
scendence. Seven of the nine studies included in the analysis showed a positive
correlation between gerotranscendence and religiosity; one study showed an
ambiguous correlation and one showed a negative correlation. The authors of
the scopin review point to the weaknesses of previous studies related to the
measurement of religiosity as a variable. In eight of the nine studies, religiosity
was not assessed using a validated tool, and in some studies, participants were
simply asked about their religious affiliation.

Pamuk et al. (2025), on the other hand, used systematic analysis to examine
the main themes and new trends in gerotranscendence research. A total of 139
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articles published between 1992 and 2024 were retrieved from the Web of Sci-
ence database. The authors of the review identified the following thematic areas
of interest in the literature: care for the elderly and counselling for the elderly,
religiosity and reminiscence, intergenerational relationships, and family life. Re-
cently, new areas have also emerged, such as marketing, environmental design,
and gerontology. Although the theory of gerotranscendence originated in Swe-
den, Pamuk et al. (2025) note that its application is becoming increasingly global,
with significant research in countries such as India, China, and Turkey.

Research on the theory of gerotranscendence has been conducted in various
parts of the world. So far, the theory has attracted the most interest from schol-
ars representing Scandinavian countries. An interesting discovery is the identifi-
cation of a pattern whereby difficult life situations and crises can accelerate the
development of gerotranscendence. Positive changes following trauma (post-
traumatic growth) can be seen as an accelerator of gerotranscendence (Weiss,
2014). This connection is also recognised by older people based on their own
experiences. Participants in qualitative interviews (Tornstam, 1997b) described
life crises as an important source of transformation towards gerotranscendence.
The relationship between negative life events and high levels of gerotranscend-
ence in the spiritual (cosmic) dimension was also observed in the studies by Read et
al. (2014). At the same time, these studies showed that the absence of such events
is associated with low levels of gerotranscendence in the cosmic dimension.

Among the three dimensions identified, the cosmic (spiritual) dimension is
treated by Tornstam (1989) as the central element of the theory. The scale for
the cosmic dimension in quantitative studies also proved to be the most con-
sistent in terms of psychometric properties (Braam et al., 1998). It has been
tested and confirmed that cosmic (spiritual) transcendence is associated with
a sense of meaning in life (Braam et al., 2006). People who had lost a loved one in
the last year scored higher on the cosmic transcendence scale (Tornstam 1994).

The relationship between gerotranscendence and life satisfaction has been
analysed many times. Such studies have been conducted in various countries, in
relation to people living in culturally diverse societies. Tornstam (1989) as-
sumed, based on qualitative research, that as gerotranscendence develops, the
level of life satisfaction increases. Attempts to empirically verify this assumption
have not always confirmed this hypothesis. For example, no such correlation
was observed in studies conducted among Swedish residents (Tornstam, 1997).
The expected correlation between life satisfaction and the level of gerotran-
scendence did not appear in studies conducted among Japanese people (Nak-
agawa, 2007). The relationship was also not confirmed by analyses conducted
by Kavalar et al. (2015) in India. On the other hand, there are also numerous
research results confirming that as the level of gerotranscendence increases, so
does the level of life satisfaction. Examples include research conducted in Swe-
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den among religious and non-religious Iranians living there, as well as among
religious and non-religious residents of Turkey (Lewin, Thomas, 2001). Another
example is the work by Wang (2011), in which a structural model of bio-psycho-
social-spiritual factors influencing the development of gerotranscendence in el-
derly people in long-term care facilities was constructed on the basis of data
collected in Taiwan. In the final model, life satisfaction, alongside meaning in life
and social support, is a factor significantly related to gerotranscendence. Life
satisfaction and religiosity proved to be significant correlates in subsequent
studies in Taiwan (Ling Yu 2008, as cited in Tornstam, 2011). In Portugal, a com-
parative study was conducted of elderly clergy and consecrated persons (monks
and nuns) and non-clergy (90% of whom were Roman Catholic). The analysis
showed that the level of gerotranscendence and life satisfaction was higher in
the first group. According to the authors, the results suggest that consecrated
life may be more closely related to gerotranscendence than secular participation
in a religious community (Abreu, Ribeiro, Araljo, 2023).

A longitudinal study was conducted in the Netherlands —four cycles of inter-
views with seniors every three years between 1995 and 2006 (Braam et al.,
2016). The results did not confirm Tornstam’s assumption that gerotranscend-
ence develops with age, or at least that this is not the case in old age. The level
of the analysed variable did not change significantly over time in the same indi-
viduals. However, the oldest respondents scored slightly higher. The authors of
the study concluded that the historical period in which individuals lived and
grew up may be significant. The Netherlands has been undergoing a process of
secularisation since the 1950s, which may have had an impact on inhibiting the
development of gerotranscendence in younger seniors. A higher level of gero-
transcendence is predicted in this study by variables such as age, the importance
of prayer, membership of the Roman Catholic Church, a low sense of control
over the situation, higher cognitive abilities, and coping with humour.

A team of researchers from Japan (Gondo et al., 2013) obtained interesting
results. Among other things, they showed that development towards gerotran-
scendence is a factor that protects against the negative impact of age-related
changes in functioning on mental health. Research conducted among Polish and
Czech seniors (Kozerska, 2025) showed a positive correlation between gerotran-
scendence in older people and the presence of meaning in life. Furthermore,
gerotranscendence proved to be an intermediary variable between the pres-
ence of meaning and the search for meaning in life. It was shown that the pres-
ence of meaning in life not only promotes life satisfaction among older people
but can also be the foundation for the development of spirituality (cosmic gero-
transcendence), leading to greater openness to seeking new ways of under-
standing the world and new meaning. As far as research conducted on the Polish
population is concerned, in addition to the said study, a number of articles pre-
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senting the results of empirical research have appeared in recent years. These
include, for example, an analysis of the determinants of marital satisfaction in
late adulthood, which adopted the perspective of gerotranscendence theory
(Brudek, Korulczyk, Ciuta, 2018). Another example is a study of the relationship
between subjective health assessment and dimensions of psychosocial function-
ing in early and late adulthood, which refers to Torstam’s theory in its interpre-
tation (Brudek et al., 2019). In Poland, young and older women were also com-
pared in terms of their level of gerotranscendence, and the determinants of this
variable were analysed separately for each age group (Kozerska, 2021). The level
of cosmic gerotranscendence was higher in older women. In both the younger
and older women’s groups, the level of the dependent variable increased in in-
dividuals who were actively seeking meaning in life and who were characterised
by high levels of empathic wisdom and religiosity. In the group of younger
women, experiencing difficult life situations in the last 6 months emerged as an
additional predictor (this relationship did not emerge in older women). Research
by Brudek et al. (2023) showed that forgiveness plays a mediating role in the
relationship between gerotranscendence and wisdom in late adulthood. The re-
sults of Brudek, Krok, Steuden (2022) indicated that wisdom is an important el-
ement of the system of religious meanings and social support that people use as
they mature towards gerotranscendence in order to cope with life’s difficulties
and challenges. Anincrease in gerotranscendence is associated with an increase
in forgiveness and wisdom.

In Polish literature, the adaptation of the gerotranscendence scales (Brudek,
2018, 2021) is noteworthy. Several works of theoretical reflection have also ap-
peared in Poland, including attempts to review selected scientific positions and
attempts to evaluate the theory. These categories include, for example, the works
of Jerzy Halicki (2006), Stanistawa Steuden (2011), Marcin Muszynski (2016), Mat-
gorzata Malec (2012), Maria Stras-Romanowska (2009, 2017), and Pawet Brudek
(2016, 2017). Also noteworthy is the attempt to characterise wisdom as a variable
resulting from changes arising from the process of gerotranscendence (Steuden,
Brudek, Florczyk, 2016). However, | cannot find any description in Polish literature
of attempts to use the potential of this theory in practice, in the process of insti-
tutional support for the development of older people.

Research tools used to study the course and signs of
the gerotranscendence process

Lars Tornstam has developed two scales to measure the course of the gero-
transcendence process. The first is the Gerotranscendence Scale Type 1 (GST-1).
The GST-1 scale allows us to capture the ‘dynamics’ of changes related to the
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process of gerotranscendence. The second is the Gerotranscendence Scale Type
2 (GST-2), which comes in two versions: a longer one consisting of 25 items and
a shorter one consisting of 10 items. The GST-2 scale allows for the identification
of signs of gerotranscendence. The author of the Polish adaptation of Types 1
and 2 scales is Pawet Brudek (2018, 2021). As Brudek (2018) notes, the GST-1
and GST-2 scales are complementary, and each refers to different aspects of
gerotranscendence, so each serves to formulate and solve different, separate
research problems.

The GST-1 scale consists of 10 items. Examples of items in the Polish adap-
tation are (Brudek 2018, pp. 91, 92): Today, | feel that the boundary between life
and death is less clear than when | was 50; Today, | am less interested in super-
ficial acquaintances. The original version of the scale was constructed on the
basis of the results of a qualitative study (Tornstam, 1997). On the basis of sta-
tistical analyses, two subscales were identified: Cosmic Transcendence and Ego
Transcendence -. The GST-1 scale has been adapted and used in research in
other countries as well, with a view to conducting cross-cultural studies in the
future that would verify one of Tornstam’s assumptions — the cultural independ-
ence of the process of gerotranscendence. Such research was conducted, for
example, in the Netherlands among 556 adults aged 56-74 (Braam et al., 1998).
It confirmed the existence of two dimensions (Cosmic Transcendence and Self
Transcendence). It also showed, among other things, that the results are higher
in the group of the oldest respondents (the changes perceived by the respond-
ents are greater compared to when they were 50 years old). In Poland, 481 peo-
ple aged 60-85 participated in such a study (Brudek, 2018). The results obtained
were consistent with those obtained by Tornstam, confirming the two-factor
structure of the tool.

Debate with the creator of the gerotranscendence theory

Tornstam’s belief in the universality of his theory is one of the subjects of
scientific controversy in journals related to gerontology and related fields. Ac-
cording to Kristen Thorsen (1998), the gerotranscendence theory , like other
theories of ageing, is constructed within a specific culture, and therefore its pro-
ponents should abandon the assumption of universality. The ageing process
takes place in specific historical and cultural conditions and cannot therefore be
considered in isolation from this context. Changing cultural ideas leave their
mark on both the worldview of individuals and the way they perceive them-
selves. In fact, as Thorsen sees it, the phenomena observed by Tornstam are
probably situated in a specific context that is conducive to their emergence.
Therefore, they are not, de facto, exclusively related to the individual experience
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of ageing, but the historical period in which a tendency towards transcendence
emerged (perhaps not only among seniors) may also be significant here. Nor are
we certain that this is not a cohort phenomenon (a specific generation charac-
terised by the changes described). Moreover, Thorsen sees several inconsisten-
cies in the reasoning of the author of the gerotranscendence theory. On the one
hand, it is supposed to be a gradual, continuous process, but on the other, it is
described as a transcendental and radical, ‘sudden’ change. On the one hand,
a person developing towards gerotranscendence becomes more and more open
and tolerant, and on the other, they reduce their contacts with other people to
those closest to them. Finally, another objection raised by Thorsen is that
Tornstam’s ‘spiritualisation’ of older people results in a denial of their physicality
and a marginalisation of the significance of gender. Yet there is no doubt, both
on the basis of research and everyday observations, that old age varies accord-
ing to gender.

Tornstam emphasises the need to move away from the dominant paradigm
in gerontological research, arguing that previous studies have been ‘tainted’ by
assumptions unconsciously accepted as obvious and requiring no proof by the
researchers themselves. According to Donald Ebel (2000), this fact contributed
to the theory being ignored by the scientific community for a long time. In his
opinion, the theory was simply too confrontational, radical, and abstract for
those involved in gerontology at the time it was developed. Another barrier to
the acceptance of the theory was that in the 1990s, researchers focused mainly
on health issues and the related biomedical model of successful ageing. The de-
scriptive language, parallels and metaphors did not favour approval by the sci-
entific community. Moreover, according to some critics (e.g. Hauge, 1998), the
fundamental flaw of the theory is the lack of a clear definition of its most im-
portant concept (gerotranscendence). The definition presented by Tornstam is
considered to be insufficiently precise. The reader is therefore forced to rely on
a kind of intuitive understanding of the phenomenon described, which in turn
may raise doubts about the scientific nature of the entire theory. Tornstam uses
terms such as mysticism, meditation, and blurred boundaries between time and
space. These are concepts that are foreign to representatives of Western cul-
ture, who consider them unscientific and difficult to understand in a logical
sense (Hauge, 1998). For Solveig Hauge, it is also unclear whether, if transcend-
ence is natural in old age, it is also natural in middle adulthood. If not, does this
mean that Tornstam considers a materialistic attitude to be biologically more
natural in middle age? After all, he claims that old age is qualitatively completely
different from middle age. If it is true that we are more materialistic and rational
in middle age, Hauge wonders, should this not apply to everyone, including
those who live in the East?
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Jewell (2014) points to the similarity between Tornstam’s theory and
E.H. Erikson’s theory and wonders whether the former really offers any addi-
tional explanatory value. This raises the question of which theory’s constructs
are more useful for conducting research.

Another subject of controversy (Hauge, 1998) is the inconsistency between
Tornstama’s harsh criticism of the positivist paradigm in his scientific texts and the
way he verifies his own theory (quantitative research). The author’s fascination with
Eastern philosophy and his use of concepts originating in this philosophy are also
subject to criticism. Why doesn’t he look for concepts in the main Western religion,
Christianity? asks Hauge. He goes on to comment: “Perhaps many of the people in
the West would have felt more familiar with Tornstam’s ideas if he had based his
theory on Christian philosophy”. In Poland, similar suggestions were made by Pawet
Brudek (2018) in an article describing the Polish adaptation of the Gerotranscend-
ence Scale Type 1 (GST-1). In his research, he writes, he focused on a faithful trans-
lation of the scale, but he considers the adaptation of GST-1 using the theoretical
background of Christian philosophy, which is closer to Poland in terms of mentality
and culture, to be worth considering. According to Brudek, Stras-Romanowska’s
(2005) concept of quality of life, which takes into account the transcendent/spiritual
dimension in the image of man, may be helpful in this regard. The subject of the
research tool used to measure the variable of gerotranscendence is an important
element of the debate. Jewell (2014) provides examples of publications in which the
authors indicate that some items on Tornstam’s scale were not understood by some
of the respondents. This applies to the concepts of time and space, and the bound-
aries between life and death, which can be difficult to understand, especially for
people with a low level of education.

The educational potential of the theory

From the perspective of research on learning in late adulthood, it is im-
portant that the theory of gerotranscendence draws attention to the possibility
of development even in people of very advanced age and regardless of their
health and physical condition. As the author of the theory himself emphasises,
development in this direction is characteristic of only a few:

Already from the first qualitative study it was obvious that gerotranscendence cannot be
regarded as any uniform development which is the same for all ageing individuals. It is
rather a developmental possibility, which can take different forms from individual to in-
dividual. Metaphorically, it may be that “the seed of gerotranscendence” is within us all,
but needs proper watering to grow (Tornstam, 2005, p. 193).

Furthermore, what is important from the perspective of education research
is that the process of gerotranscendence can be accelerated, but it can also be
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inhibited or hindered (Tornstam, 2005). Intensification of development often
occurs as a result of difficult life experiences. Inhibition, on the other hand, may
be a consequence of prevailing cultural beliefs about old age. Tornstam (2005,
p. 43) identifies many such inhibiting factors in Western culture. In his opinion,
these include, among others, the prevailing belief in the value of activity,
productivity, efficiency, independence, and sociability. Taking this view as an ax-
iom, older adults may feel guilty about developmental changes that lead to
other outcomes. It is also worth emphasising that we can talk about the gradu-
ality of development towards gerotranscendence, about different stages of this
development (Tornstam 2011). In this context, Pawet Brudek’s (2018, p. 14) ob-
servation that the changes that make up the process in question are rather po-
tential in nature — they may or may not manifest themselves in everyone in old
age —is noteworthy.

From the perspective of research on the education of older people, atten-
tion should be paid to the potential associated with the use of the assumptions
of gerotranscendence theory to develop methods of supporting older people in
various types of institutions involved in the care of seniors, or to promote ways
of nurturing mental and spiritual health among older people. An example of re-
search showing the possibilities in this area is the experiment conducted by the
team of Wang, Lin, and Hsieh (2011). The results of this study suggest that sup-
porting seniors using methods based on gerotranscendence theory has an im-
pact on their mental health indicators. As a result of the experiment, the partic-
ipants’ life satisfaction improved significantly, symptoms of depression de-
creased, and the level of gerotranscendence increased. Wadensten (2010), on
the other hand, uses qualitative research to show that implementing certain
guidelines derived from gerotranscendence theory in the work of nurses in nurs-
ing homes could help to treat residents in a more individualised manner and
could influence the quality of their ageing.

Some authors emphasise the particular importance of gerotranscendence
theory in the process of supporting the oldest seniors (Gondo et al., 2013). In
their opinion, support programmes based on Tornstam’s theory have the ad-
vantage of being successfully applied even to people experiencing a significant
decline in cognitive abilities. In some cases, it may be difficult to apply the Se-
lective Optimisation with Compensation model (Baltes, Baltes, 1990), which re-
quires rational management of internal and external resources, to such individ-
uals. Furthermore, Gondo et al. (2013) point out the unique challenges faced by
the oldest people, e.g., the increasing dependence on others daily assistance,
and, the prospect of approaching death. According to the authors, these issues
are easier to overcome by adopting a spiritual perspective than by using meth-
ods based on logical or strategic reasoning (Gondo et al. 2013).
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The topic of gerotranscendence also appears in texts on dying and ageing as
a tangible experience of human finitude. A review of the literature on this topic
can be found in the article by Kellehear and Garrido (2023). Among other things,
it shows that gerotranscendence can be a way for individuals to adapt to a situ-
ation in which they realise the inevitability of their own death. An example of
educational activities related to supporting older people in developing a new
perspective on life and death is the Psychoeducational Approach to Transcend-
ence and Health (PATH) Programme. It was described by McCarthy et al. (2018).
According to the authors, the PATH programme has the potential to be used in
various places where older people meet, such as retirement communities, reli-
gious groups, adult day centres ,and nursing homes.

A current review of experimental interventions conducted in various loca-
tions around the world, examining the impact of gerotranscendence-related in-
terventions on the well-being of older adults, can be found in Abreu et al.
(2023c). The results of this meta-analysis confirm the positive impact of the in-
terventions on the mental health and life satisfaction of the participants.

Summary

The gerotranscendence theory can be treated as a theoretical framework
for developing strategies for the effective adaptation of individuals to the con-
ditions associated with the ageing of the body. It is, of course, one of many pro-
posals that have emerged in the field of educational gerontology (cf. Mollaei et
al., 2025). What distinguishes this theory from others is its perception of ageing
as an opportunity for existential development. It does not emphasise the deficits
associated with the ageing process or the need to cope with them. The approach
to ageing from the perspective of gerotranscendence theory does not focus on
losses, but points to the possibilities of harmonious living in a situation where
these losses are inevitable. Unlike the theories of activity (Havighurst, Albrecht,
1953) and withdrawal (Cumming, Henry, 1961), which emphasise social roles and
place the individual as part of a system, gerotranscendence theory focuses on in-
dividual goals and internal development, strengthening human subjectivity.

Gerotranscendence appears to be a promising construct in research on suc-
cessful/positive ageing (Carver, Buchanan 2016). A model of successful ageing
that incorporates the theory discussed here would go beyond biomedical criteria,
which some researchers consider discriminatory and perpetuating the misconcep-
tion that illness and disability lead to ‘unsuccessful’ ageing. Viewing the ageing
process from a spiritual perspective would make the model of successful ageing
more inclusive. Furthermore, this model would be more consistent with older
people’s subjective understanding of successful ageing (Abreu et al., 2025).
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W poszukiwaniu mozliwosci rozwoju w okresie starosci.
Przypadek teorii gerotranscendencji

Streszczenie

Gerotranscendencja wydaje sie byé obiecujgcym konstruktem w badaniach nad pomysl-
nym/pozytywnym starzeniem sie. Podejscie do starzenia sie z perspektywy teorii gerotranscen-
dencji nie koncentruje sie na stratach zwigzanych z procesem starzenia sie, ale wskazuje mozliwo-
$ci harmonijnego zycia w sytuacji, gdy te straty sg nieuniknione. Teoria moze by¢ atrakcyjna z per-
spektywy badan nad edukacjg senioréw, poniewaz pokazuje mozliwosci rozwoju oséb bedacych
nawet w bardzo zaawansowanym wieku, stabym stanie zdrowia i kondyc;ji fizyczne;j.

Celem artykutu jest przedstawienie teorii gerotranscendencji Larsa Tornstama z perspektywy
badacza zajmujacego sie uczeniem sie w okresie poznej dorostosci. W tekscie przedstawione zo-
staty gtéwne zatozenia teorii, jej geneza oraz krotki przeglad dotychczas prowadzonych badan nad
gerotranscendencjg, z uwzglednieniem badan prowadzonych na terenie Polski. Zidentyfikowano
tez obszary bedace przedmiotem polemiki z autorem teorii gerotranscendencji w artykutach pu-
blikowanych w literaturze przedmiotu. W ostatniej czesci pokazano edukacyjne i praktyczne im-
plikacje dotyczgce omawianej teorii.

Stowa kluczowe: gerotranscendencja, uczenie sie w poznej dorostosci, pézna dorostosé.
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The Pedagogical Relationship — in Search of
Responsibility for the Process of Changing the Face
of Suffering Experience

Abstract

RESEARCH OBIJECTIVE: The article focuses on the issue of pedagogical relations discussed
among researchers inspired by Max van Manen’s concept of ‘phenomenology of practice’. To
what extent does restoring the importance of pedagogical relations in pedagogy matter in relation
to reflections on changes in education and care, as well as socio-cultural change? Reflect on this
issue from the perspective of pedagogical seeing or pedagogical community. PROBLEM AND RE-
SEARCH METHODS: The research method used in this work is content analysis (Babbie, 2008,
pp.168-169). Publications in which concepts such as ‘pedagogical seeing’, ‘pedagogical commu-
nity’ and the issue of moral disquiet, closely related to the pedagogical relationship, are brought
to the fore, will play a special role in the presented issue. PROCESS OF REASONING The main part
of the issue developed in the article concerns suffering, fragility, otherness and the place for the
pedagogical relationship in the reflection developed by researchers such as Max van Manen, and
in particular Tone Saevi and her colleagues, including Andrew Foran, Tone Eikland. The beginning
of building a pedagogical relationship is the awareness of one’s own ‘incompleteness,’ lack of per-
fection, and constant journey towards maturity. It is the ability to distinguish between what is
pedagogical and what is non-pedagogical. The profound meaning of change, which can be sourced
from the pedagogical relationship, will be revealed in the process of discovering the meaning of
the experience of fragility or disability in the relationship between the caregiver and the care re-
cipient. RESULTS OF SCIENTIFIC ANALYSIS: Understanding otherness and suffering is a process of
deepening the capacity for pedagogical seeing. Pedagogical seeing is an embodied perception of
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people and situations that somehow reveal not only what we see, but how we see. This is im-
portant, especially when the gaze of a teacher or carer, intentionally or not, tells the student
something meaningful about how their uniqueness, otherness, or weakness is seen. A guardian of
change is someone who preserves the personal experience of a person’s fragility and suffering.
They reflect on the human experience of fragility and suffering, which is part of our existence, and
make it a significant dimension of human maturity and the foundation for community building.
CONCLUSION: this pedagogical relationship is the source of individual and social change, and
above all, change in care and education. We need a pedagogical seeing, which is guarded by the
ability to experience and understand moral disquiet and concern for the presence of trust in in-
terpersonal and social relationships

Keywords: pedagogical relation, pedagogical seeing, change, vulnerability, moral disquiet, ped-
agogical community, trust.

Introduction

The starting point for these reflections is the European tradition of human
science research, which tends to blur the boundaries between school and home,
professional and non-professional bonding with children, referring to the culti-
vation of the inner life or soul of a child or young person, and the introduction
to culture, tradition and humanism (Friesen, Saevi, 2010, p. 126). The essence
of this European tradition is not based on theoretical concepts or the develop-
ment of methods of their doctrines, but on living relationships, felt, experienced,
existentially described and interpreted. The lived and alive experience of the
meeting and relationship between the child and the adult, the caregiver and the
care recipient, precedes the methods and procedures associated with education
in the guise of pedagogical intention and deeply tests pedagogical practice and
reflection, challenging it (Saevi, 2011; Foran, Olson, 2008).

The article focuses on one of the important contemporary approaches to the
concept of pedagogical relations, which developed on the basis of phenomenologi-
cal pedagogy. The roots of this concept can be found in the thought of one of the
most important contemporary researchers in this field, Max van Manen. This con-
cept strongly and multifacetedly confronts us with the awareness that pedagogy
‘draws’ us into the ethical dimension of human experience, allowing us to distin-
guish between good and evil in reflection and practice, between what is just and
supportive, what serves the development of personality and the improvement of
life, what allows us to go through suffering and crisis, from what is destructive, un-
just or harmful in our way of acting and forming a pedagogical alliance with the child.
This constant attempt to restore the humanistic dimension in pedagogy is also con-
firmed by the persistent insistence that pedagogy is an experience of good and
a way to discover its meaning (Van Manen, 2015, p. 20). Reflection on the relation-
ship with the otherness and suffering of a child or care recipient cannot lead us in
any other direction than towards such an alliance with them.
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Can methods, techniques, procedures be a real source of change in educa-
tion and care? Criticism of contemporary education is often based on the as-
sumption that schools do not prepare students to respond to local and global
realities and needs. On the one hand, relationships between teachers and stu-
dents have become something obvious. On the other hand, in pedagogical re-
flection, the pedagogical relationship often escapes attention. Past experiences
can often reveal and capture what is unexpressed in moments that are taken for
granted. Therefore, phenomenological sensitivity is needed (Foran, Robinson,
Eliffsen, Munro, Thurber, 2020, p. 39). The main part of the issue developed in
the article deals with reflection on the pedagogical relationship as a source of
change. In approaching this topic, we will focus on the meaning in the process
of individual and, consequently, social change of concepts such as ‘pedagogical
seeing’ and ‘pedagogical community’.

Educational relationship and ethical responsibility

The environment created by researchers inspired by Max van Manen’s ideas
persistently asks what is hidden at the very source of the pedagogical relation-
ship as a ‘promise’ for the theory and practice of education? Contemporary dis-
course in this area is affected by the increasing barrenness of ethical content.
We are aware of the destructive tendencies to move ever deeper towards total-
izing rationality. As a result, we face a permanent threat to the unique meaning
hidden in the concepts of pedagogy and pedagogical relationship (Van Manen,
2015, pp. 42-45). Creating such a space, Max van Manen points out, would re-
quire that the individual and social activities around which educational institu-
tions are “organized” give them the opportunity to remain democratic and ped-
agogical. Professional wisdom would mean recognizing that the fundamental
concept of education cannot be created within the current technical-rational
framework (Van Manen, 1999, pp. 85-89). It is also difficult to build a mature
concept of individual and social change within this framework.

It is worth highlighting the term of ‘pedagogical seeing’ as a source of
change. Initiating individual and social change is a process of deepening the ca-
pacity for pedagogical vision. What does it mean to ‘see pedagogically’? Tone
Saevi points out that it is about understanding and experiencing the relationship
with the student in accordance with specific pedagogical and ethical standards.
To see a student pedagogically means to serve the good and to be oriented to-
wards understanding the pedagogical good of one’s own or others’ actions with
respect for the life of that particular child. The effort to see a child pedagogically
in this sense is the main challenge for a teacher. In a way, pedagogical seeing
understood in this way is an unachievable goal due to the complexity and un-
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predictability of the pedagogical relationship. To see with pedagogical eyes
means to practice pedagogy as a way of being and acting that will follow the
student or care recipient, intentionally directing oneself towards helping, caring
for and supporting his or her personal and educational growth (Saevi, Foran,
2012, pp. 2-3).

The term ‘seeing’ appears in various contexts of everyday human life. This
small word ‘to see’, anatomically related to the organ of sight, conceals a range
of meanings, intentions and possibilities of interpretation that help to express
the enormous diversity of the human condition. Beyond seeing people, things,
nature and art with our physiological organ of sight, often with the help of other
senses, we seem to be able to ‘see’ thoughts, reflections, ideas, memories, im-
ages, dreams and fantasies. Experience shows that there are ways (‘modalities’)
of seeing that are not solely physiological in nature, even if some of them as-
sume this to be the case. For educators, this particular concept of seeing and
the different ways of seeing the world contribute to the essential meaning of
pedagogical seeing (Saevi, Foran, 2012, pp. 2-3).

There are many ways in which the phenomenon of seeing, understood in
this way, is deeply experienced and reveals successive layers of meaning. The
diversity of physiological, mental, literal, metaphorical, concrete and measura-
ble ways of seeing are well known to our way of being, which is based on what
is empirically experienceable and based on imagination and intuition. Tone Saevi
and Andre Foran emphasize that seeing, in a more ontological sense, is a way of
being in the world. It is the embodied perception of people and situations that
somehow reveals not only what we see, but how we see. A teacher’s gaze, in-
tentionally or not, tells the student something meaningful about how their
uniqueness, otherness, weakness — or, for example, disability — is seen (Saevi,
Foran, 2012, pp. 2-3).

Accepting what is difficult: suffering, weakness, disability or a different way of
perceiving and experiencing the world is a significant part of the discourse in the
area of the concept of pedagogical relations of researchers focused on the idea of
‘phenomenology of practice’ and drawing on the tradition of human science re-
search, such as Tone Saevi. Reflection on these phenomena is closely linked to
reflection on otherness. Let us recall some of her reflections on disability.

Relationship in the experience of suffering —
does weakness still exist?

When reflecting on the pedagogical relationship as a source of change, it is
worth asking about our attitude towards fragility, weakness and suffering. Tone
Saevi devotes a lot of space in her intellectual work to the experience of disabil-
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ity. How is disability perceived pedagogically? People with special educational
needs are assigned various labels. Despite socio-political and educational efforts
aimed at inclusion and an attitude characterized by the pursuit of egalitarianism
in our culture, there is no doubt that the situation of certain specific groups of
students is still different (Saevi, 2004, pp. 43—44). The pedagogical atmosphere,
understood, among other things, as the general attitude of the rest of society,
is a challenge for this group and raises questions for everyone. It is a source of
many new pedagogical issues. These changing circumstances, as well as the call
for equal treatment of every human condition, raise fundamental human (an-
thropological) questions. Some of them are new, some are old, but often forgot-
ten. One of them is the question of the distribution of power. This raises funda-
mental human (anthropological) issues. Some of them are new, some are old
but often forgotten. One of them is the issue of power distribution (Saevi, 2004,
pp. 43-44).

Tone Saevi points out that in the pedagogical discourse around suffering,
weakness or disability, we cannot limit ourselves to an interest in empower-
ment, strengthening positions, political correctness or teaching theories and
pedagogical methods of education in special education. What is important here
is to focus on the embodied, at least in part inexpressible and indescribable ex-
perience of being together as a student with an experience of suffering or disa-
bility and a teacher in a pedagogical meeting. Can disability be seen pedagogi-
cally in some way? How can pedagogy truly meet ethical and pedagogical chal-
lenges and bring out the qualities and values associated with every pedagogical
meeting by confronting it with the experience of disability? What does this con-
frontation offer in terms of understanding what the experience of disability is?
(Saevi, 2004, pp. 43-44).

As she emphasizes, the entire European pedagogical tradition has produced
an innumerable number of books, dissertations and articles on the pedagogical
meeting. Yet, to a very small extent, they are focused on discovering the mean-
ing of the experience of fragility or disability in the relationship between student
and teacher. Part of this experience is learning about disability. Research men-
tioned by Tone Saevi confirms that people who are somehow on the sidelines
because of different needs experience being outside and inside at the same
time. They experience being citizens of two cultures. This lack of a place is more
debilitating and destructive than, for example, the lack of an organ. The problem
of being different, a situation in which someone does not fully meet certain uni-
versal standards, was solved by access to rehabilitation, which would bring the
person back to a state consistent with standards considered ‘normal’. (Saevi,
2004, p. 104).

Tone Saevi points out that people with disabilities are programmed to ‘dis-
solve’, to disappear. Rehabilitation marks the appearance of a culture that at-
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tempts to bring about the end of identification, making everyone ‘the same’.
This act causes people with disabilities to disappear, and with them everything
thatis ‘lacking’, that is ‘not enough’, disappears in a stubborn social assimilation,
dissolving into a larger, single social world that is the same for everyone and
serves as a point of reference for everyone. Society is becoming increasingly
rigid, manifesting itself through the denial of differences and otherness in the
name of social equality (Saevi, 2004, p. 22).

She points out that it is important to highlight a certain contradiction here:
the process of empowerment and independence, which supports the strength-
ening of personal freedom and the right to make choices, as well as the ideal of
independent living, somehow removes the concepts of ‘weak’ and ‘needy’ from
social and pedagogical language. In this sense, the belief that no one should be
‘weak’ or ‘needy’ is promoted. Does “weakness” still exist? Or is it just a creation
of social welfare, behind which there may be good intentions, but also paternal-
ism? What if some of us are still ‘weak’ even if, in an optimal perspective, we
should not be? Are weakness and suffering not rather a personal experience
than a specific concept that defines individuals or social groups? Does the expe-
rience of human fragility no longer exist simply because of the introduction of
specific social and educational reforms (Saevi, 2004, pp. 43—44). Or perhaps fra-
gility, ‘weakness’ and dependence are phenomena that are simply part of hu-
man experience, regardless of the social structures or procedures that serve to
support us? — she asks.

Is focusing on the progressive features of social reforms sufficient for peda-
gogical awareness? Personal human experiences, despite their political and so-
cial immediacy, do not discontinue to exist but will manifest themselves as if
‘socially expressed’. Diversity in the realm of human conditions cannot be sepa-
rated from personal experience; it can only take on various social forms, hiding
behind them, as it were. Standards and procedures seem to insist on extinguish-
ing our personal experience. Yet experiences such as suffering, fragility or sen-
sitivity cannot be standardized, even if some still seem convinced that standard-
ized knowledge describes the only reality that exists (Saevi, 2004, pp. 33—-34).
The pedagogical relationship is experienced by those who preserve the personal
experience of the individual. It approaches the human experience of fragility and
suffering, which is part of our existence, and makes it a significant dimension of
human maturity and the foundation for community building.

1. Pedagogical community

Following Max van Manen and Tone Saevi, we can see that the pedagogical
relationship is not something that one ‘has’, a set of tools that one “possesses”,
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just as one can ‘possess’ a set of specific or performative competences. The re-
lationship is something that the teacher must save, bring out again, restore, re-
capture by recalling it. So, what must they save? They must save the experience
of the pedagogical community. The pedagogical community needs attentiveness
and a specific fullness, completeness of the relationship of pedagogical good. In
Tone Saevi’s pedagogical thought, the concept of pedagogical good has its own
significant position (Saevi, Eilifsen, 2008, pp. 1-15).

Pedagogical practice is unity, a sense of connection, and community. It is
hidden in the relationship and understood as a personal, normative, asymmet-
rical and responsible meeting between teacher and student. Pedagogy is seen
as a form of community, of being together, of cooperation, enabling the emer-
gence and realization of the student’s human and educational potential. The
teacher cannot create it without the student’s consent. Responsibility for peda-
gogical practice must be redefined by teachers when they meet their students
in new pedagogical situations (Saevi, 2004, p. 17). This is the basis for a conver-
sation about authority.

In the conversation about otherness and suffering, we address the issue of
living pedagogical and ethical relationality as fundamental to education and es-
sentially going far beyond the procedure of delivering and receiving knowledge
as a routine legitimized by specific procedures. Education is often understood
primarily as a set of political and social ideas and structures and forms of student
organization in educational institutions, as well as an appropriate form of artic-
ulation of a certain philosophy of culture and civilization, expressed in goals for-
mulated with a view to preparing the younger generation to face the challenges
of an unpredictable future. However, it should be emphasized that phenome-
nological and existential pedagogy primarily sees education as an intentional re-
lational practice based on pedagogical ethics and directed towards the unique
life experience of a particular young person in order to support their entire per-
sonal life and way of experiencing it (Saevi, 2004, p. 18). Let us return once again:
the act of building relationships is a process that manifests itself in the act of care.

The act of care, like the pedagogical relationship as such, is intentionally di-
rected towards the good of the child; otherwise, we would not be talking about
care or pedagogy. Pedagogy, in the first instance, is not a concept that refers to
the relationship between the child, the care recipient and the adult/caregiver as
a relationship within the system in which the teaching process is organized, but
rather a certain existentially characterized type of community that allows some-
thing personal to grow between them, something that is permanent, though of-
ten smouldering only with quality (Saevi, 2004, p. 19). From the child’s perspec-
tive, the relationship with the teacher/caregiver is experienced as an experience
of community with them —in community with others.
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2. Can moral disquiet still be a source of change?

Pedagogical seeing is guarded by the ability to experience and understand
moral disquiet and concern for the presence of trust in interpersonal and social
relationships. In the article, What is Moral Disquiet and How Does the Experience
of Moral Disquiet Appear in Professional Human Practices? Facing Responsibility
in Nursing, Teaching, and Caring by Tone Saevi and Helene Torsteinson. As the
researchers point out, Bauman recognizes that contemporary societies are
changeable, drifting, associated with what is unstable and temporary — not only
roles and responsibilities, but also relationships. In this kind of ‘leaky’ society,
where change is permanent, loyalty to the rules of the system and pre-planned
regulations are often in conflict, and where both the existence of the natural
world and human beings can be threatened and exposed to suffering (Saevi,
Tornsteison, 2022, p. 79).

In some way, the foundation of humanity, the irreplaceable individual re-
sponsibility and gentleness, is increasingly being replaced by interchangeable
role players who immediately fill the gap | have left. This is a very visible process
in which responsibility is dispersed and often ‘rests’ in the role rather than the
person. Individual responsibility is blurred in an overgrown system of rules, reg-
ulations and recommendations subject to control. This seemingly allows uncer-
tainty and ambiguity to be controlled. Human morality thus seems to be increas-
ingly overshadowed by a kind of alienation of human existence, which mixes the
real with the formal, separates substance from form, and reduces pluralism to
a single uniform (Saevi, Tornsteison, 2022, p. 79).

The authors point out that their concern in their reflection is the living mean-
ing of moral anxiety in nursing, teaching, and in any professional practice cen-
tered on the category of care. Here, we immediately touch upon the question
of professional relationships in institutions of culture, education and care. It is
about the forms of human activity undertaken by professionals working with
people who, for various reasons and to varying degrees, find themselves in sit-
uations that reveal human suffering and fragility. It is about an experience we
are all familiar with: being a child, a patient, a person with a disability. Tone Seevi
and Helen Eikland are interested in the lived experience of moral anxiety among
young professionals in the fields of education, social work and nursing — people
who enter into this type of relationship (Saevi, Tornsteison, 2022, pp. 79-80).

Usually, in these institutions, relationships are based on (and can embody)
control and power. They can therefore easily become authoritative, asymmet-
rical and even authoritarian and hierarchical. Within institutional responsibility
and loyalty to a certain, universally binding discourse, rules and regulations, the
true meaning of caring for human beings may be lost. Reflecting on the issue of
moral anxiety as a phenomenon that is present in our professional practice, at
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the heart of which is the relationship, can help us move towards a reflective and
sensitive practice. As a moral phenomenon, anxiety is present as a reality that
feeds our caring (protective) sensitivity and effort.

Relationality is at stake and at the heart of experiences where there is
a sense of anxiety on behalf of others. The caregiver remains between uncer-
tainty and self-blame. Perhaps the awareness of what is different, what is be-
yond us, and the ability to be disturbed by what puts our self-centered lives on
hold is an experience that can cause anxiety. We may experience not knowing
what to do when confronted with something we have not experienced before.
In this situation, we feel encouraged to interrupt our presence and actions for
someone or something other than ourselves. Not interrupting it becomes a pow-
erful source of change (Saevi, Tornsteison, 2022, pp. 82—83). The reflections of
Tone Saevi and Helene Torsteinson do not provide solutions or answers to the
question of how we should understand moral anxiety as an important topic for
educational practice. We do not have absolute certainty about how to deal with
disturbing situations when working with others in professional practice, or how
to determine whether moral anxiety is healthy in this situation and whether it
will be a source of a healthy (good) lifestyle. Anxiety is a phenomenon that reveals
itself to us, appearing before our eyes and senses based on our own assumptions.
We may wish that we had not seen what we saw, that we did not have to witness
what another person is subjected to (Saevi, Tornsteison, 2022, p. 86).

Our anxiety pulls us out of the state we are in and brings the other person
into our sphere of responsibility. Most often, we are not prepared for the ‘dis-
turbance’ caused by the other person’s situation, and when this happens, we
feel deeply insecure. Sometimes we miss the opportunity to act. Or we are left
with the feeling that we could have acted differently. Nevertheless, moral anxi-
ety must be recognized as something that has meaning for understanding and
deepening professional relationships. How so? To truly understand human rela-
tionships in professional practice, we must remember that this is not about
a problem that needs to be solved, dealt with permanently, or taken care of
once and for all in an effective way. It is not primarily about having recipes or
routinely used strategies. Rather, it is about the fact that practice in this area
consists of moments and events that open up possibilities and offer us moments
of humanity. Every moment in the process of professional activity hides a new
opportunity, a new time, a new stage (Saevi, Tornsteison, 2022, pp. 86—87).

Professional practice and moral concern are sensitive to everyday moments
of care and moments of concern. Professional practice is oriented towards eve-
ryday life practice. Every moment of this experience has its own mood and
meaning, even if one may not be aware of it. The students participating in this
study trust that their anxiety is meaningful, even though they are unsure of their
own actions. Their anxiety makes sense. What they do, however, is put their
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own lives on hold for a shorter or longer period of time, momentarily disregard-
ing their own needs and desires, opening themselves up to becoming entangled
in someone else’s life. They do not deliver results or solutions, but they feel en-
couraged and decide to create episodes that are meaningful to their lives. They
pause, listen, observe and react to the events in which they find themselves.
They remain in relationships where their existence and actions are at stake,
without visibility or predictable chances of a good outcome. The life of another
person turns to them. And they act in accordance with the responsibility they
face, not knowing how to be or act. These are decisive characteristics for all ar-
eas of human practice, including those affecting the need for one person to take
care of smaller or larger events in the life of another person (Saevi, Tornsteison,
2022, p. 87).

Conclusion

This pedagogical relationship is the source of individual and social change,
and above all, change in care and education. We need a pedagogical seeing,
which is guarded by the ability to experience and understand moral disquiet and
concern for the presence of trust in interpersonal and social relationships. The
answer to the question of how to participate in the process of individual and
social change lies in the phenomenon of trust. It is worth noting the reflections
contained in the article by Tone Saevi and Tone Eikeland, From Where does Trust
come and Why is “From Where” Significant? As they emphasize, we talk a lot
about the lack of trust in contemporary societies and tend to think of trust in
terms of absence or requirement. Trust, as a phenomenon, is likely to remain
unrecognized when it is present, but when it is lacking, we become very aware
of it, and it becomes a topic of discussion. Can trust be influenced or possessed
in order to build personal or professional relationships? Can trust be built, main-
tained, rebuilt or expanded when necessary, or when relationships are estab-
lished? Can trust be easily and effectively rebuilt when it is lacking or eroded?
Although we know that uncertainty and ambiguity remain at the heart of trust,
and that these qualities are part of the power of trust, we still consider them
fragile, a flaw, a weakness (Saevi, Eikland, 2012, p. 91).

We always try to moderate the fragility of trust and act as if trust were some-
thing that is manageable, rational and predictable. We establish certain ration-
ally organized procedures, frameworks for routine activities in public schools,
health care institutions — and in the penitentiary system. These are elements of
trust that we would like to reduce or eliminate. We constantly try to mitigate
the fragility of trust by acting as if trust were controllable, rational and predict-
able (Saevi, Eikland, 2012, pp. 91-92). Therefore, we establish routines (Saevi,



The Pedagogical Relationship... 101

Eikland, 2012, p. 92). We introduce certain routinely implemented procedures
in public schools, care institutions, and also healthcare, as well as in the area of
social rehabilitation and penitentiary systems. Arrangements for homework,
rules to deal with behavior and communication, safety offered also to older de-
pendents through automatic forms of assistance and care — this is what we try
to rely on (Saevi, Eikland, 2012, p. 92).

Trust and distrust are ways in which we understand our own lives and our
relationships with others. One of the fundamental characteristics of trust is un-
derstanding ourselves in the interdependence of human beings. Trust is one of
the very foundations of life. Trust is experienced in relationships, felt and expe-
rienced as something positive when it arises spontaneously (ibid.). And nothing
other than a genuine pedagogical and caring relationship based on trust and
community will become a source of change. This relationship may or may not
arise between us. We will rediscover its value if we open ourselves to this expe-
rience and the disquiet that is its inherent moral dimension.
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Relacja pedagogiczna — w poszukiwaniu odpowiedzialnosci
za proces zmiany w doswiadczeniu cierpienia

Streszczenie

Artykut koncentruje sie na problematyce relacji pedagogicznej rozwijanej w srodowisku bada-
czy zainspirowanych koncepcjg Maxa van Manena ,phenomenology of practice” —w jakim stopniu
przywrdcenie znaczenia relacji pedagogicznej w pedagogice ma znaczenie dla refleksji nad zmiang
edukacji i opieki oraz zmian spotecznych. Analizuje pojecia pedagogicznego widzenia czy pedago-
gicznej wspdlnoty. Metodg badawczg wykorzystang w pracy jest analiza tresci. Dla prezentowanej
problematyki szczegdlna role odgrywaja publikacje, w ktérych na pierwszy plan zostaty wysuniete
takie pojecia jak: ,,pedagogiczne widzenie”, ,,pedagogiczna wspdlnota” i wigzace sie $cisle z relacja
pedagogiczng zagadnienie moralnego niepokoju. Zasadnicza cze$¢ rozwijanej w artykule proble-
matyki dotyczy cierpienia, kruchosci, innosci i miejsca relacji pedagogicznej w refleksji rozwijanej
przez takich badacze jak Tone Saevi, Andrew Foran czy Tone Eikland. Poczatkiem budowania rela-
cji pedagogicznej jest Swiadomosé swego wtasnego ,niewykonczenia”, braku doskonatosci i cia-
gtego bycia w drodze ku dojrzatosci, rozrézniania tego, co pedagogiczne, od tego, co niepedago-
giczne. Gtebokie znaczenie zmiany, ktérej zrodtem moze stac sie relacja pedagogiczna, ujawnia sie
w procesie odkrywania znaczenia doswiadczenia kruchosci czy niepetnosprawnosci w relacji mie-
dzy opiekunem a podopiecznym. Rozumienie innosci i cierpienia jest procesem pogtebiajacej sie
zdolnosci pedagogicznego widzenia. Pedagogiczne widzenie to ucielesniona percepcja oséb i sy-
tuacji, ktéra w jaki$ sposdb odstania nie tylko to, co widzimy, ale i to, jak widzimy. To wazne, zwtasz-
cza wtedy, gdy spojrzenie nauczyciela lub opiekuna — intencjonalnie lub nie — méwi uczniowi co$
znaczacego o tym, w jaki sposdb widziana jest jego unikalnos¢, innos¢, stabos¢. Opiekunem zmiany
staje sie ten, kto ocala osobiste doswiadczenie kruchosci i cierpienia osoby. Poddaje refleksji ludzkie
doswiadczenie kruchosci i cierpienia, bedgce czescig naszej egzystenciji, i czyni je znaczacym wymia-
rem ludzkiej dojrzatosci i fundamentem tworzenia wspdlnoty. Pedagogiczna relacja jest sercem in-
dywidualnej i spotecznej zmiany, a przede wszystkim zmiany w opiece i edukacji. Potrzebujemy pe-
dagogicznego widzenia, ktore jest gwarantem zdolnosci do doswiadczania i rozumienia moralnego
niepokoju i troski o obecnos¢ zaufania w interpersonalnych i spotecznych relacjach.

Stowa kluczowe: relacja pedagogiczna, pedagogiczne widzenie, zmiana, kruchos¢, moralny nie-
pokdj. pedagogiczna wspdlnota, zaufanie.
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Possibilities for Supporting Students with Anxiety
Disorders in the School Environment

Abstract

Anxiety disorders are the most common group of mental disorders among children and ado-
lescents, and their prevalence is steadily increasing. They may manifest as severe, complex and
chronic as early as in adolescence, leading to significant difficulties in family, school, and social
functioning, increasing the risk of other mental and somatic health problems. That is why it is so
important for the child to receive care and appropriate support as early as possible. School is one
of the most important places where the first symptoms of anxiety disorders can be noticed. Teach-
ers, school counsellors, and psychologists are among the first to recognise the symptoms early
and initiate support measures.

Most commonly diagnosed anxiety disorders among children and adolescents have been pre-
sented in this article as well as some of school intervention strategies aimed at creating an optimal
environment for students experiencing anxiety have been outlined. The following forms of sup-
port are mentioned: mindfulness training, peer tutoring, preventive programmes to develop
stress management skills and strengthen mental resilience, activities to foster an atmosphere of
safety, appropriate preparation of teachers for the initial diagnosis of students with anxiety disor-
ders, individualisation of the education process, and involvement of the family in the intervention
process. In addition to ways of supporting students with anxiety disorders, some of the difficulties
that schools may face in carrying out tasks in this area have also been identified.

Keywords: support, student, school, anxiety disorder.


http://dx.doi.org/10.16926/pe.2025.18.07
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4432-6729?lang=en
mailto:b.lukasik@ujd.edu.pl
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.pl

104 Beata tUKASIK

Introduction

Anxiety disorders are the most common group of mental disorders among
children and adolescents (James, James, Cowdrey, Soler, 2015; Odgers, Dargue,
Creswell, Jones, Hudson, 2020). In recent decades, their prevalence has been
steadily increasing and is currently estimated at 5-20% (Cwikliiska-Zaborowicz,
2010; James et al., 2015; Odgers et al., 2020; Polanczyk, Salum, Sugaya, Caye,
Rohde, 2015). It is also believed that anxiety disorders in children and adoles-
cents remain largely undiagnosed (James et al., 2015), which is probably related
to reluctance of parents to seek psychiatric help, limited access to child psychi-
atry, and a lack of early recognition of symptoms. Research findings indicate that
chronic anxiety disorders in childhood and adolescence can lead to serious func-
tional impairments in adulthood and constitute a risk factor for other mental
disorders (Odgers et al., 2020).

Therefore, one of the tasks of the school that should be strongly emphasised
is not only the fulfilment of its educational function, but also care for the mental
health of children and adolescents. Teachers, school counsellors, and psycholo-
gists are one of the first ones who may recognise the symptoms of anxiety dis-
orders at an early stage and initiate supportive measures.

This article is a review, and the subject of study are the possibilities of sup-
porting (forms and strategies) students with anxiety disorders in the school en-
vironment.

The aim is to present the specifics of anxiety disorders in children and ado-
lescents, to identify the strategies used in schools to support students experi-
encing these difficulties, and to indicate the barriers and challenges that school
faces in this area. The research questions include the following: 1. What are the
most commonly diagnosed anxiety disorders in school-age children? 2. What
forms and strategies of supporting students with anxiety disorders are used in
the school environment? 3. What are the barriers to effectively supporting stu-
dents with anxiety disorders? A method of analysis and synthesis of the litera-
ture on the subject was used in the study, including studies in the fields of psy-
chology, pedagogy, and child psychiatry. An analysis of documents and reports
from institutions dealing with the mental health of children and adolescents (in-
cluding the Supreme Audit Office) was also included.

Anxiety disorders in school-age —
characteristics and consequences

Anxiety is a natural and adaptive emotion which is to prepare the body to
respond to threats. If its intensity is within the limits of adaptive capabilities, it
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can be described as physiological anxiety, which has a signalling and mobilising
function. However, if it is disproportionate to the circumstances, caused by neu-
tral stimuli that do not pose a real threat, and lasts disproportionately long in
relation to the stimulus that caused it, if it is accompanied by intense somatic
symptoms such as rapid breathing and heartbeat, shortness of breath, trem-
bling, etc., and disrupts daily functioning, it then develops into a maladaptive
symptom that hinders the ability to cope with everyday life. In such a situation,

we refer to anxiety disorders (Bourne, 2011; Butcher, Hooley, Mineka, 2020).
During school age, the most commonly diagnosed anxiety disorders include:

— separation anxiety disorder, characterised by excessive anxiety and distress,
disproportionate to the development level, occurring in situations involving
separation from home or from primary attachment figures. It differs from
typical separation anxiety in its heightened intensity and the presence of sig-
nificant impairments in social functioning (Popek, 2012b; Bourne, 2011);

— social anxiety disorder- characterised by an intense fear of public evaluation
and humiliation, resulting in significant difficulties in social functioning. It
usually emerges in mid-adolescence and may persist into adulthood. Af-
fected child tends to be highly concerned with meeting social norms and be-
having correctly, and imagines situations of ridicule. Common behaviours in-
clude withdrawal, standing on the sidelines, avoiding conversations ,and eye
contact. Social anxiety should be differentiated from shyness, which is not
considered a pathological condition (Kendall, 2010; Popek, 2010);

— generalised anxiety disorder, which is excessive, uncontrollable, worrying
about various aspects of life. In the course of this disorder, excessive fears
related to school, social relationships, family, health and safety, world
events, and natural disasters, etc., are chronic, creating negative scenarios
of the end of certain events, feeling anxiety continuously, accompanied by
restlessness, nervousness, and irritability. Common symptoms in children in-
clude fatigue, tension, difficulty concentrating, and sleep disturbances. De-
spite reassurance and support from adults, the child often remains unable
to calm down (Popek, 2012b);

— anxiety disorders in the form of phobias, where anxiety is caused by specific
situations or objects that are external to the person and are not objectively
dangerous. As a result, the child avoids such situations or reacts with terror
to them or even to the thought of them. The awareness that others do not
consider the situation dangerous or threatening does not reduce the anxiety
(Popek, 2010; 2012b);

— anxiety disorders with panic attacks — panic anxiety, which is characterised
by recurrent episodes of intense anxiety, occurring unpredictably, unrelated
to specific stimuli ,and usually lasting several minutes. Anxiety also occurs
while waiting for the next attack. A panic attack includes a feeling of loss of



106 Beata tUKASIK

control, ‘going crazy’ or impending death, and frightening somatic symp-

toms. Children experiencing panic attacks, fearing loss of control during

a panic attack, may avoid public places, and in severe cases, they are reluc-

tant to leave their home environment (Butcher et al., 2020; Popek, 2017);
— selective mutism, characterised by inability to speak in certain social situa-

tions where verbal communication is expected (e.g., nursery, school), de-
spite speaking in other situations. This condition cannot be justified by com-
munication disorders related to speech fluency or by the occurrence of au-
tism spectrum disorders, schizophrenia or other psychotic disorders. The
most common pattern of behaviour in children outside the family is timid
withdrawal with inhibition and passivity, consisting of constant, alert obser-
vation of the environment without revealing emotions (Popek 2012a);

— obsessive-compulsive disorder, which is associated with the occurrence of
recurrent and persistent obsessions (intrusive thoughts) and compulsions
(intrusive behaviours) or both symptoms together, most often unwanted,
which the person tries to resist, at least at the beginning of the disorder.
Obsessions or compulsions are time-consuming and cause clinically signifi-
cant distress or impairment in functioning appropriate to the developmental
stage (Piacentini, Langley, Roblek, 2018; Lewin, 2009; Bourne, 2011).

The frequency of anxiety disorders increases significantly with age, which,
first of all, indicates that these disorders do not resolve spontaneously and, at
the same time, emphasises the need for early therapeutic intervention (Bodden,
Dirksen, Bogels, 2008). Anxiety disorders can become severe, complex, and
chronic already in adolescence. They often co-occur with other disorders, mainly
of a depressive nature (Sauter, Heyne, Westenberg, 2009). The results of longi-
tudinal studies emphasise the continuity of anxiety disorders from adolescence
to adulthood (Kim-Cohen et al., 2003). With age, children require increasingly
intensive corrective measures, and entrenched, generalised anxiety becomes
more difficult to treat. The accompanying difficulties in psychosocial functioning
intensify over time, including problems at school, deficits in social competence,
lack of peer relationships, low self-esteem, and a distorted self-image (Sauter et
al., 2009). In the long term, untreated anxiety disorders lead to significant prob-
lems in family, school, professional and social functioning, further increasing the
risk of other mental and somatic health difficulties, including affective and psy-
chosomatic disorders, addictions, problems in social functioning, family conflicts
or a lower quality of life (Lebowitz, Marin, Martino, Shimshoni, Silverman, 2020;
Wood, McLeod, Piacentini, Sigman, 2009).

The cognitive model is the most commonly described among the concepts
explaining the development of anxiety disorders in children. It assumes that the
central feature around which symptoms develop is a tendency to experience
feelings of threat and uncertainty. This model includes three basic components
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of experienced anxiety: avoidance behaviours, physiological signals, and the for-
mation of distorted cognitive assessments. Excessive anxiety that exceeds adap-
tive capabilities leads to the development of distorted cognitive patterns and,
as a result, to excessive focus on oneself and one’s feelings, excessive focus on
evaluation (both of oneself and others), and the perception of various situations
as threatening (Brynska, 2016). An older but still relevant concept is Bowlby’s
attachment theory (1987). It explains the development of anxiety in children
based on a relationship with a parent who does not provide a sufficient sense of
security. The model assumes that anxiety disorders may be the consequence of
the development of an insecure attachment pattern, which perpetuates the
child’s anxiety at later stages of development. The child perceives that caregiv-
ers cannot be relied upon — they are unavailable, not trustworthy, do not re-
spond adequately to needs, and in difficult situations, their support and protec-
tion cannot be counted on. As a result, the child does not learn adaptive ways
of regulating emotions and engaging in social relationships. Instead, they de-
velop the belief that their needs cannot be met through interaction with other
people, and that relationships themselves become a source of distress and anx-
iety. The importance of biological and temperamental determinants of anxiety,
in particular negative emotionality and behavioural inhibition, is also empha-
sised. The development of anxiety disorders in children is thought to be due to
an individual tendency to experience intense negative emotions, frustration,
and irritability, as well as high reactivity (Rothbart, Bates, 2006). In the systemic
concept, however, the emergence of anxiety disorders in children and adoles-
cents is closely related to the family context. Attention is drawn to the fact that
a child may be delegated to certain roles and behaviours which, if too difficult
or experienced by the child as conflict, may be a source of symptoms and emo-
tional problems. In the classical understanding, anxiety experienced by a child is
a symptom of dysfunction in the family system and cannot be considered with-
out looking into their relationships (Jézefik, 2018).

Unfortunately, published research results indicate that the mental health in-
dicators of children, and adolescents are rapidly deteriorating, and the number
of young people in need of psychological and psychiatric support is constantly
increasing. Nationwide studies paint a picture of lonely, anxious students with
extremely low self-esteem and a sense of agency (Debski, Flis, 2023; Sajkowska,
Szredzinska, 2022).

School strategies for counteracting anxiety disorders

Regardless of the roots of anxiety disorders, children should be cared for and
supported as early as possible. School is one of the most important places where
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the first symptoms can be noticed. It is teachers and school counsellors who
observe students’ behaviour in various social and educational contexts, which
puts them in a special diagnostic position. However, the effectiveness of school
counsellors in recognising anxiety disorders depends on their knowledge, expe-
rience, and the support tools that are available to them.

An important task for schools in the prevention of anxiety disorders in stu-
dents seems to be the creation of an appropriate environment that provides
a sense of security, transparent rules, a sense of belonging, and which fosters
the development of relationships between students and teaching staff. The re-
sults of a study conducted in 2022 by Raniti and colleagues (Raniti et al., 2022)
indicate a link between a higher level of belonging to the school community (re-
sulting from the atmosphere prevailing in it) and a lower incidence of depressive
and anxiety symptoms in adolescents.

In addition to creating an appropriate school atmosphere and preparing
teachers to make an initial diagnosis of students with anxiety disorders, one
needs to remember the importance of systematic prevention in the form of psy-
choeducational programmes that improve students’ skills in coping with stress,
recognising emotions, and developing mental resilience.

Mental resilience (resilience) is a phenomenon consisting of an individual’s
ability to effectively cope with difficulties, stress, or trauma and to rebuild their
well-being after crisis experiences. It does not mean complete insensitivity to
problems, but rather mental flexibility, the ability to adapt and return to relative
balance after difficult situations. Characteristic of the pedagogical understand-
ing of resilience is

the broadening of the psychological understanding of positive adaptation despite adver-

sity to include socio-environmental aspects and the dimension of “reflective self-regula-

tion”, which is more or less consciously pursued in coping with the uncertainties and

challenges encountered in educational processes (Konaszewski, Skalski-Bednarz, Surzy-
kiewicz, 2025, p. 2).1

This perspective allows for the development of appropriate educational pro-
grammes that support young people in their lives, enabling them to acquire in-
dividual and social skills to function despite the difficulties they encounter.

Research on the effectiveness of programmes that strengthen mental resili-
ence points to the particular value of methods such as Zippy’s Friends, mindful-
ness, and the Penn Resilience Program.

Zippy’s Friends is an emotional skills learning programme implemented in
the Polish educational environment and inspired by the global standards of So-
cial and Emotional Learning (SEL) (Brackett, Rivers, 2014). It is one of the best-

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the author’s own translations.
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known educational initiatives aimed at developing children’s emotional skills
(Holen, Waaktaar, Lervag, Ystgaard, 2012). The project was created in the
United Kingdom and has been adapted in many countries around the world. In
Poland, the programme is implemented by the Centre for Positive Education
[Centrum Pozytywnej Edukacji] under licence from the English foundation Part-
nership for Children. After appropriate training, teachers and school counsellors
conduct 24 meetings with children during the school year, using prepared meth-
odological materials (Centrum Pozytywnej Edukacji, 2025). The programme is
aimed at pre-school and early school-age children and focuses on developing
emotional self-awareness (recognising and naming emotions), conflict resolu-
tion skills (practising problem solving), and coping with emotions such as fear,
sadness, or anger by learning techniques to help regulate strong emotions. It
also promotes adaptive expression of feelings, cooperation, and effective com-
munication with peers.

Mindfulness training is also a response to the need for schools to implement
appropriate interventions to strengthen students’ mental resilience and alleviate
the symptoms of their anxiety disorders. It includes elements of meditation, the
essence of which is to distance oneself from one’s own thoughts, beliefs, and ex-
pectations. The training also has a relaxing effect, allowing one to find soothing in
difficult moments. The first formalised mindfulness-based programme to support
stress management was Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) by Kabat-
-Zinn (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Mindfulness means full acceptance of awareness of the
current experience, so-called ‘acceptance without judgement’ (Germer, 2015,
p. 34). This practice allows for deepening self-awareness and better understand-
ing of own emotions (including anxiety), thoughts, and reactions to difficult expe-
riences. In addition to their impact on the emotional sphere, formal mindfulness
training practices focus on developing various aspects of attention and improving
cognitive and metacognitive functions, which can further support a child’s school
functioning (including improved academic performance and increased knowledge
and competence). Clinical studies indicate that mindfulness training also pro-
motes improved interpersonal relationships (Creswell, 2017). This leads to the ac-
cumulation of positive experiences in the area of social relationships and their
perception as more pleasant and desirable (Brown, Creswell, Ryan, 2015). In ad-
dition, research on the effectiveness of mindfulness training has observed an in-
crease in positive affect with a simultaneous decrease in negative affect (Chen,
Sang, Zhang, Jiang, 2021). A decrease in anxiety and even anxiety disorders has
also been reported. It is worth adding that anxiety levels were often used as an
operationalised indicator of the effectiveness of mindfulness training (Chen et al.,
2021; Parker, Kupersmidt, Mathis, Scull, Sims, 2014).

Among the programmes that strengthen the mental resilience of children
and adolescents, whose effectiveness has been confirmed, is the Penn Resilience
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Program (PRP), developed by Gillham. It is a group intervention dedicated to
adolescents in early and middle adolescence (aged 10-14). The programme is
based on a cognitive-behavioural paradigm and aims at strengthening the inter-
nal resources of children and adolescents through structured activities carried
out in group sessions (Dray et al., 2017). PRP builds resilience, well-being, and
optimism by drawing on the strengths of the individual. It equips them with
a set of practical skills that can be used in everyday life to cope with adversity
and thrive in difficult circumstances. Research has also confirmed the effective-
ness of this intervention in treating anxiety symptoms (Dray et al., 2017). Unfor-
tunately, this programme is not widely known or directly implemented in Polish
schools, but its principles and objectives are in line with the development of
methods to support the mental resilience of children and adolescents.

ISKRA Resilience [ISKRA Odpornosci] is one of the Polish educational initia-
tives that helps children and adolescents better cope with the symptoms of anx-
iety disorders. It is a new programme based on many years of cooperation be-
tween the Centre for Positive Education and the English foundation Partnership
for Children. The implementation of the ISKRA Resilience programme in Poland
is a response to emerging mental health problems (including anxiety disorders)
caused by the effects of the SARS-COV-2 pandemic and the ongoing war in
Ukraine. The programme is aimed at adolescents aged 11-15 and is to support
mental resilience, meaning the ability to control reactions to difficult events and
cope with challenges and adversity. During 11 meetings, students learn to en-
hance their inner strength by recognising and developing their strengths. The
essence of the programme consists of tasks and exercises that increase mental
resilience and reduce symptoms of anxiety by teaching mindful breathing, cre-
ating a Resilience Portfolio (recognising one’s own resources and strengths), and
analysing and transforming habitual ways of thinking and reacting in difficult sit-
uations (Sarnat-Ciastko, Nowak, 2022).

Emotional FIRST AID KIT [APTECZKA Pierwszej Pomocy Emocjonalnej] pro-
gramme, like ISKRA Resilience, supports the mental health of children and ado-
lescents. It aims at developing basic social and emotional skills in children aged
8-12 and prepare them to cope independently in difficult situations in order to
strengthen their resilience to stress. The programme can be implemented by
teachers, psychologists, and school counsellors. Over the course of one or two
school years, the teacher conducts classes comprising two or three meetings for
each of the ten parts of the programme, for a total of 30 meetings. The FIRST
AID KIT programme uses the concept of mindfulness, which allows participants
to take a conscious approach to their surroundings, themselves, and others. The
practice of mindful experience of reality, drawn from the theory of mindfulness,
is intended to ensure calmness, teach how to focus the attention on what is
currently important in our lives, develop stress management skills, and perse-
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verance in pursuing goals (Centrum Pozytywnej Edukacji, 2025). One of the key
objectives of the programme, particularly important in the context of treating
anxiety disorders (especially social anxiety), is to develop the ability to establish
and maintain close relationships, as well as to strengthen self-esteem and
proper self-assessment, built on the basis of positive interpersonal experiences.
The programme also promotes the development of a sense of community in
children, the ability to cooperate in a group, and a willingness to help others.

The Guardians of Smiles [StraZnicy Usmiechu] programme is a prevention
programme designed for primary school pupils. It includes a series of psy-
choeducational classes based on 32 scenarios, designed for children aged 5 to
10 (The Guardians of Smiles part 1 — for pre-schools and grades 1-3 of primary
school) and for children and adolescents aged 10 to 15 (The Guardians of Smiles
part 2 — for grades 4-8 of primary school).

The Guardians of Smiles programme was developed by Ignjatovi¢-Savi¢, pro-
fessor of psychology at the University of Belgrade in Serbia, in response to the
difficult experiences of war in the countries of the former Yugoslavia. It was then
adapted for implementation in Polish schools by the Methodological Centre for
Psychological and Pedagogical Assistance [Centrum Metodyczne Pomocy Psy-
chologiczno-Pedagogicznej] — a nationwide teacher training institution estab-
lished and run by the Minister of National Education in 1977—2009. At present,
the programme is supervised by the Centre for Positive Education. The aim of
the Guardians of Smiles programme is to develop children’s self-awareness,
shape their life and socio-emotional skills, including coping with difficult and un-
pleasant feelings, and strengthen their confidence in themselves and others,
which can be very helpful in working on anxiety disorders experienced by chil-
dren and adolescents. The programme takes the form of psychoeducational
workshops conducted by teachers with children and adolescents in primary
schools. Classes can be held during form periods, as extracurricular activities, in
after-school clubs, during so-called ‘green school’ trips , as part of additional
meetings. The workshop scenarios have been developed by the author in such
a way that teachers can implement them without the need for additional prep-
aration. However, as many years of experience of trainers promoting the pro-
gramme have shown, it is very useful to train teachers so that they can deepen
their awareness of their own feelings, needs, and educational attitudes, build
trust in themselves and others, reflect on their own priorities, values, and their
relationships with students, their parents, and other teachers. The training takes
the form of personal development workshops.

In addition to systematic activities in the form of preventive programmes,
teachers, bearing in mind the well-being of children struggling with anxiety dis-
orders, should remember to individualise the education process on a daily basis.
This means adapting teaching methods and means of assessment to the abilities
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and needs of children with anxiety disorders. The scope of adaptation may in-
clude, among others: rules for presenting content (e.g. avoiding questioning in
front of the class, replacing oral answers with written ones in the case of social
anxiety), dividing tasks into stages, setting ‘partial’ deadlines, allowing the stu-
dent to gradually expose themselves to difficult situations while providing emo-
tional support, or introducing elements of project work that reduce the pressure
of individual assessment.

Peer group support can be a type of intervention that helps build students’
mental resilience while alleviating the symptoms of anxiety disorders. Peer tutor-
ing has become increasingly popular in recent years. In addition to its academic
dimension, which develops specific areas of knowledge and skills, it can also take
the form of developmental tutoring (Brzeziriska, 2012). This mainly refers to the
development of social, organisational and communication skills and the broaden-
ing of humanistic knowledge (Brzezinska, Rycielska, 2009; Brzezinska, Appelt,
2013). Researchers and advocates of tutoring (including Slavin, 2013; Topping,
2005) quote numerous research results confirming that the use of peer tutoring
benefits both the cognitive and socio-emotional development of participants, in-
cluding the development of empathy, strengthening bonds between students,
and increasing self-esteem, which is crucial in the treatment of anxiety disorders.

Having the best interest of children and adolescents experiencing anxiety
disorders in mind, schools should provide appropriate psychological and peda-
gogical support. This includes access to specialists (psychologists, school coun-
sellors) who can conduct individual consultations with students to identify their
difficulties and jointly develop strategies for coping with them. Although full-
scale clinical therapy should take place in mental health clinics, schools can be
a place for implementing short therapeutic interventions based on elements of
cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which has been proven effective in improv-
ing the well-being of people with anxiety disorders. (Hofmann, Hayes, 2020; Bar-
low et al., 2020; Beck, 2005; Kendall, 2006). Students struggling with these dis-
orders may experience sudden panic attacks, strong anxiety reactions, or refusal
to participate in school activities. A school psychologist or counsellor should be
prepared to conduct a crisis intervention to ensure the student’s safety, reduce
the intensity of their emotions, or provide support in returning the student to
the classroom (Nadeem, Jaycox, Kataoka, Langley, Stein, 2011). Specialists can
also organise group classes on relaxation techniques or the mentioned mindful-
ness. Undoubtedly, the school’s tasks should include cooperation with a psycho-
logical and pedagogical counselling centre and external specialists (psychiatrist,
psychotherapist) in the case of severe anxiety symptoms in a student.

It is also important for the school to involve the family in the process of sup-
porting students with anxiety disorders, as the family is the key context for the
child’s emotional development. Research shows that parenting style, level of
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emotional support, and parents’ response to symptoms of anxiety have a signif-
icant impact on the course of the disorder (Rapee, Schniering, Hudson, 2009).
A high level of control and overprotectiveness can exacerbate anxiety symp-
toms, while a supportive and open approach promotes the development of cop-
ing skills (Wood, McLeod, Sigman, Hwang, Chu, 2003).

In order to strengthen parenting skills and facilitate parent-child relation-
ships, schools should, among other things, organise workshops and meetings for
parents on understanding anxiety disorders and support the development of
consistent parenting strategies at home and at school. School-family partner-
ship programmes can contribute to improving a child’s functioning both in and
outside of school. Working with families and providing support at home can sig-
nificantly increase the effectiveness of school interventions. Furthermore, in-
volving the family in developing the child’s emotional skills and in the process of
coping with anxiety symptoms, through education about its nature and partici-
pation in therapeutic programmes, allows for the creation of a synergistic rela-
tionship that provides real support for the child in struggling with the internal,
often incomprehensible and difficult world of emotions.

Barriers and challenges

Despite the available opportunities to support students with anxiety disor-
ders, it is important to be aware of the difficulties that schools in Poland face in
carrying out their tasks. One of the main problems is the insufficient number of
specialists — psychologists and school counsellors. In Poland, there is an average
of over 700 students per psychologist (Najwyzsza lzba Kontroli, 2024), which
makes it impossible to conduct regular therapeutic work. According to the audit
report Psychological and Psychotherapeutic Assistance for Children and Adoles-
cents, between the years 2020 and 2023, children and adolescents in Poland did
not receive comprehensive psychological and psychotherapeutic assistance tai-
lored to their needs. The availability of specialists was limited, among other
things, due to staff shortages and underfunding, which is a serious obstacle to
the implementation of preventive programmes and individual interventions.

The lack of substantive training for teachers in the early recognition of stu-
dents’ emotional problems and referring them for specialist diagnosis and work
with children experiencing mental disorders is also an issue. Teachers often feel
helpless in the face of their students’ mental health problems, and the profes-
sional development system rarely offers sufficient training in mental health
(Najwyzsza Izba Kontroli, 2017).

Another difficulty is the individualisation of the teaching process. With large
numbers of students and limited time resources, teachers encounter organisa-
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tional barriers that make it difficult to fully adapt educational requirements to
the needs of the child.

When analysing the problems schools face in supporting students with anx-
iety disorders, it is impossible not to mention the availability of prevention pro-
grammes. Although there are effective anxiety reduction programmes based on
cognitive behavioural therapy implemented in schools (which have been men-
tioned earlier), they are not implemented in many institutions. The barriers are
a lack of systemic support, limited financial resources ,and an insufficient num-
ber of qualified staff.

Barriers resulting from the lack of parental involvement in the process of
supporting the student cannot be forgotten. Effective help requires cooperation
between the school and the family, but not all parents recognise the problem,
and some fear stigmatisation. The lack of a consistent strategy between school
and home can weaken the effectiveness of support measures.

Summary

Based on the analyses conducted on the possibilities of supporting students
with anxiety disorders in the school environment, conclusions relevant to both
educational theory and practice can be formulated. An approach is needed that
includes both reflection on the place of the school in the mental health support
system for children and adolescents, as well as specific measures implemented
in everyday educational work.

In the context of educational theory, it is important to emphasise the need
to redefine the role of the school as an institution that not only teaches but also
supports the emotional and social development of students. Mental and emo-
tional support should be recognised as an integral part of the upbringing and
education process, and not solely the domain of specialist assistance. Education
should take into account the relational dimension of the teaching process, in
which trust, acceptance, and safety are prerequisites for learning and develop-
ment. From the perspective of pedagogical theory, it is necessary to develop the
concept of a supportive school — an institution in which mental health preven-
tion and emotional education are part of the basic principles of education for
mental resilience (Dray et al., 2017). School, understood in this way, becomes
an environment in which educational theory integrates with psychological and
social knowledge, creating a coherent basis for pedagogical practice.

From the perspective of educational practice, the possibilities for supporting
students with anxiety disorders are wide-ranging, but their effectiveness de-
pends on the coordination of activities at the individual, class ,and institutional
levels. Early recognition of symptoms, individualisation of the teaching process
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,and implementation of programmes to strengthen mental resilience
(Konaszewski et al., 2025; Centrum Pozytywnej Edukacji, 2025), which can be
effective tools for early intervention. It is equally important to ensure access to
specialist psychological and pedagogical support, as well as close cooperation
between the school and the family (Rapee et al., 2009) in understanding and
responding to the child’s emotional difficulties. Schools should actively foster
a climate of acceptance, safety, and mutual trust that promotes openness and
reduces anxiety (Raniti et al., 2022).

For these measures to be effective, systemic solutions need to be introduced
at the level of education policy — increasing the number of specialists in schools,
funding prevention programmes, and preparing teachers to recognise and sup-
port students with emotional disorders. Then the school will become not only
a place for imparting knowledge, but also a space that supports the mental well-
-being of children and adolescents, where children’s experience of the world
and themselves in it is mediated by adults who help them face challenges, guid-
ing them to a higher level of development while protecting them from experi-
ences that they are not yet able to cope with without adequate support.

References

Barlow, D. H., Ellard, K. K., Fairholme, C. P., Farchione, T. J., Boisseau, C. L., Allen,
L. B., & Ehrenreich-May, J. T. (2020). Transdiagnostyczna terapia poznawczo-
behawioralna zaburzeri emocjonalnych. Ujednolicony protokdt leczenia. Pod-
recznik terapeuty. Transl. A. Patynyczko-Cwiklinska. Sopot: Gdarskie Wy-
dawnictwo Psychologiczne.

Beck, J. S. (2005). Terapia poznawcza. Podstawy i zagadnienia szczegétowe.
Transl. M. Cierpisz, R. Andruszko. Krakdw: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Ja-
giellonskiego.

Bodden, D. H., Dirksen, C. D., & Bogels, S. M. (2008). Societal burden of clinically
anxious youth referred for treatment: A cost-of-illness study. Journal of Ab-
normal Child Psychology, 36(4), 487—-497; https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-
007-9194-4.

Bourne, J.E. (2011). Lek i fobia. Praktyczny podrecznik dla oséb z zaburzeniami
lekowymi. Transl. R. Andruszko. Krakédw: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiel-
lonskiego.

Bowlby, J. (1987). Attachment and the therapeutic process. Madison, CT: Inter-
national Universities Press.

Brackett, M. A., Rivers, S. E. (2014). Transforming students’ lives with social and
emotional learning. In: R. Pekrun, & L. Linnenbrink-Garcia (eds.), Interna-



https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-007-9194-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-007-9194-4

116 Beata tUKASIK

tional handbook on emotions in education (pp. 368—388). New York, NY:
Routledge.

Brown, K. W., Creswell, J. D., & Ryan, R. M. (Eds.). (2015). Handbook of mindful-
ness: Theory, research, and practice. New York: Guilford Press.

Brzezinska, A. I. (2012). Tutoring w edukacji: Kaprys, koniecznos¢ czy szansa roz-
woju dla ucznia i nauczyciela? In: J. Iwanski (eds.), Tutoring mfodych uchodz-
cow (pp. 39-63). Warszawa: Stowarzyszenie Praktykow Kultury.

Brzezinska, A. ., & Appelt, K. (2013). Tutoring nauczycielski — tutoring réwiesni-
czy: aspekty etyczne. Forum Oswiatowe, 2(49), 13-29. https://forumoswia-
towe.pl/index.php/czasopismo/article/view/39.

Brzezinska, A. I., & Rycielska, L. (2009). Tutoring jako czynnik rozwoju ucznia
i nauczyciela. In: M. Budzyniski, P. Czekierda, J. Traczyniski, Z. Zalewski, & A.
Zembrzuska (eds.), Tutoring w szkole: miedzy teoriq a praktykq zmiany edu-
kacyjnej (pp. 19-29). Wroctaw: Towarzystwo Edukacji Otwartej.

Brynska, A. (2016). Psychoterapia behawioralno-poznawcza dzieci i mtodziezy.
In: 1. Namystowska (eds.), Psychiatria dzieci i mtodziezy (pp. 515-542). War-
szawa: Wydawnictwo Lekarskie PZWL.

Butcher, J. N., Hooley, J. M., & Mineka, S. (2020). Psychologia zaburzen. Transl.
S. Pikiel, A. Sawicka-Chrapkowicz. Sopot: Gdanskie Wydawnictwo Psycholo-
giczne.

Centrum Pozytywnej Edukacji. (2025). Przyjaciele Zippiego. https://www.
pozytywnaedukacja.pl/programy/przyjaciele-zippiego/o-programie.

Chen, J., Sang, G., Zhang, Y., & Jiang, A. (2021). Intervention effect of the inte-
gration model on negative emotions of adolescents during the outbreak of
coronavirus disease 2019. Psychiatria Danubina, 33(1), 86—94; https://
doi.org/10.24869/psyd.2021.86.

Creswell, J. D. (2017). Mindfulness interventions. Annual Review of Psychology,
68, 491-516; https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-042716-051139.

Cwikliriska-Zaborowicz, A. (2010). Charakterystyka oraz terapia poznawczo-be-
hawioralna zaburzen lekowych u dzieci i mtodziezy. Wiadomosci Psychia-
tryczne, 13, 200-204.

Debski, M., & Flis, J. (2023). Mtode gtowy. Otwarcie o zdrowiu psychicznym. Raport
Z badania dotyczqcego zdrowia psychicznego, poczucia wifasnej wartosci
i sprawczosci wsrod mfodych ludzi w Polsce. Warszawa: Fundacja UNAWEZA.

Dray, J., Bowman, J., Campbell, E., Freund, M., Hodder, R., Wolfenden, L., Rich-
ards, J., Leane, C., Green, S., Lecathelinais, C., Oldmeadow, C., Attia, J., Gill-
ham, K., & Wiggers, J. (2017). Effectiveness of a pragmatic school-based uni-
versal intervention targeting student resilience protective factors in reduc-
ing mental health problems in adolescents. Journal of Adolescence, 57(June),
74-89; https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2017.03.009.



https://forumoswiatowe.pl/index.php/czasopismo/article/view/39
https://forumoswiatowe.pl/index.php/czasopismo/article/view/39
https://www.pozytywnaedukacja.pl/programy/przyjaciele-zippiego/o-programie
https://www.pozytywnaedukacja.pl/programy/przyjaciele-zippiego/o-programie
https://doi.org/10.24869/psyd.2021.86
https://doi.org/10.24869/psyd.2021.86
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-042716-051139
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2017.03.009

Possibilities for Supporting Students... 117

Germer, C. K. (2015). Czym jest uwaznos¢? Dlaczego ma znaczenie? In: C. K. Ger-
mer, R. D. Siegel, & P. R. Fulton (eds.), Uwaznosc i psychoterapia (pp. 29—
64). Transl. M. Cierpisz. Krakédw: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellon-
skiego.

Hofmann, S. G., & Hayes, S. C. (2020). Terapia poznawczo-behawioralna oparta
na procesach. Wiedza i kluczowe kompetencje. Transl. A. Sawicka-Chrapko-
wicz, A. Patynyczko-Cwiklinska, S. Pikiel. Sopot: Gdariskie Wydawnictwo Psy-
chologiczne.

Holen, S., Waaktaar, T., Lervag, A., & Ystgaard, M. (2012). The effectiveness of
a universal school-based programme on coping and mental health: A ran-
domised, controlled study of Zippy’s Friends. Educational Psychology, 32(5),
657—-677; https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2012.686152.

James, A. C., James, G., Cowdrey, F. A., & Soler, A. (2015). Cognitive behavioural
therapy for anxiety disorders in children and adolescents. The Cochrane Da-
tabase of Systematic Reviews, 2015(2), CD004690; https://doi.org/10.1002/
14651858.CD004690.pub4.

Jozefik, B. (2018). Koncepcje systemowe i ich znaczenie dla psychologii klinicz-
nej. In: L. Cierpiatkowska, & H. Sek (eds.), Psychologia kliniczna (pp. 171-
192). Warszawa: PWN.

Kabat-Zinn, J. (1990). Full catastrophe living: Using the wisdom of your body and
mind to face stress, pain, and illness. New York, NY: Delta.

Kendall, P. C. (2006). Terapia poznawczo-behawioralna dzieci i mtodziezy. Transl.
R. Andruszko. Krakéw: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellonskiego.

Kendall, P. C. (2010). Terapia dzieci i mfodziezy: Procedury poznawczo-behawio-
ralne. Transl. R. Andruszko. Krakéow: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellon-
skiego.

Kim-Cohen, J., Caspi, A., Moffitt, T. E., Harrington, H., Milne, B. J., & Poulton, R.
(2003). Prior juvenile diagnoses in adults with mental disorder: Developmen-
tal follow-back of a prospective-longitudinal cohort. Archives of General Psy-
chiatry, 60(7), 709-717; https://doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.60.7.709.

Konaszewski, K., Skalski-Bednarz, S., & Surzykiewicz, J. (2025). Resilience eduka-
cyjna, czyli kilka refleksji i analiz teoretycznych na temat ,odpornych”
uczniow, nauczycieli i szkot. Edukacja, 1(172); https://doi.org/10.24131/
3724.250101.

Lebowitz, E. R., Marin, C., Martino, A., Shimshoni, Y., & Silverman, W. K. (2020).
Parent-based treatment as efficacious as cognitive-behavioral therapy for
childhood anxiety: A randomized noninferiority study of supportive parent-
ing for anxious childhood emotions. Journal of the American Academy of
Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 59(3), 362—-372; https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.jaac.2019.02.014.



https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1080/01443410.2012.686152
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD004690.pub4
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD004690.pub4
https://doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.60.7.709
https://doi.org/10.24131/3724.250101
https://doi.org/10.24131/3724.250101
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2019.02.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2019.02.014

118 Beata tUKASIK

Lewin, A. B., & Piacentini, J. (2009). Obsessive-compulsive disorder in childhood.
In: B. J. Sadock, V. A. Sadock, & P. Ruiz (eds.), Comprehensive textbook of
psychiatry (pp. 3671-3698). Baltimore, MD: Lippincott Williams & Wilkins.

Nadeem, E., Jaycox, L. H., Kataoka, S. H., Langley, A. K., & Stein, B. D. (2011).
Going to scale: Experiences implementing school-based mental health pro-
grams. School Psychology Review, 40(4), 549-568.

Najwyzsza lzba Kontroli. (2017). Przeciwdziatanie zaburzeniom psychicznym
u dzieci i mtodziezy. Informacja o wynikach kontroli. Warszawa. https://
www.nik.gov.pl/plik/id,15392,vp,17874.pdf.

Najwyzsza Izba Kontroli. (2024). Pomoc psychologiczna i psychoterapeutyczna
dla dzieci i mtodziezy. Informacja o wynikach kontroli. Warszawa. https://
www.nik.gov.pl/plik/id,29683,vp,32542.pdf.

Odgers, C. L., Dargue, N., Creswell, C., Jones, M. P., & Hudson, J. L. (2020). The
limited effect of mindfulness-based interventions on anxiety in children and
adolescents: A meta-analysis. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review,
23(3), 407-426; https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-020-00319-z.

Parker, A. E., Kupersmidt, J. B., Mathis, E. T., Scull, T. M., & Sims, C. (2014). The
impact of mindfulness education on elementary school students: Evaluation
of the Master Mind program. Advances in School Mental Health Promotion,
7(3), 184-204; https://doi.org/10.1080/1754730X.2014.916497.

Piacentini, J., Langley, A., & Roblek, T. (2018). Terapia zaburzenia obsesyjno-
kompulsyjnego dzieci i mtodziezy. Transl. S. Pikiel. Sopot: Gdanskie Wydaw-
nictwo Psychologiczne.

Polanczyk, G. V., Salum, G. A,, Sugaya, L., Caye, A., & Rohde, L. A. (2015). Annual
research review: A meta-analysis of the worldwide prevalence of mental dis-
orders in children and adolescents. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychia-
try, 56(3), 345-365; https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12381.

Popek, L. (2010). Zaburzenia lekowe u dzieci i mtodziezy — postepowanie diagno-
styczne i terapeutyczne. Standardy Medyczne/Pediatria, 7(4), 616—623.
Popek, L. (2012a). Mutyzm wybidrczy. In: I. Namystowska (eds.), Psychiatria
dzieci i mtodziezy (2nd ed., pp. 151-155). Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Lekar-

skie PZWL.

Popek, L. (2012b). Zaburzenia emocjonalne rozpoczynajace sie w dziecinstwie.
In: I. Namystowska (eds.), Psychiatria dzieci i mtodziezy (2nd ed.). Warszawa:
Wydawnictwo Lekarskie PZWL.

Popek, L. (2017). Zaburzenia lekowe u dzieci i mtodziezy — kiedy mozna stwier-
dzi¢ objawy somatyczne i psychopatologiczne. Psychiatria po Dyplomie,
14(5).

Raniti, M., Rakesh, D., Patton, G. C., & Sawyer, S. M. (2022). The role of school
connectedness in the prevention of youth depression and anxiety: A system-



https://www.nik.gov.pl/plik/id,15392,vp,17874.pdf
https://www.nik.gov.pl/plik/id,15392,vp,17874.pdf
https://www.nik.gov.pl/plik/id,29683,vp,32542.pdf
https://www.nik.gov.pl/plik/id,29683,vp,32542.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-020-00319-z
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1080/1754730X.2014.916497
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12381

Possibilities for Supporting Students... 119

atic review with youth consultation. BMC Public Health, 22, 2152;
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-022-14364-6.

Rapee, R. M., Schniering, C. A., & Hudson, J. L. (2009). Anxiety disorders during
childhood and adolescence: Origins and treatment. Annual Review of Clinical
Psychology, 5(1), 311-341; https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.clinpsy.032408.
153628.

Rothbart, M. K., & Bates, J. E. (2006). Temperament. In: N. Eisenberg, W. Damon,
R. M. Lerner (eds.), Handbook of child psychology: Vol. 3. Social, emotional,
and personality development (6th ed., pp. 99—-166). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Sajkowska, M., & Szredziniska, R. (eds.). (2022). Dzieci sie liczqg 2022. Raport
o zagrozeniach bezpieczeristwa i rozwoju dzieci w Polsce. Warszawa: Funda-
cja Dajemy Dzieciom Site.

Sarnat-Ciastko, A., & Nowak, K. (2022). Poziom resilience uczniéow biorgcych
udziat w pilotazu programu profilaktycznego “ISKRA Odpornosci”. Eduka-
cyjna Analiza Transakcyjna, 11, 101-117; https://doi.org/10.16926/eat.
2022.11.06.

Sauter, F. M., Heyne, D., & Westenberg, P. M. (2009). Cognitive behavior therapy
for anxious adolescents: Developmental influences on treatment design and
delivery. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 12(4), 310-335;
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-009-0058-z.

Slavin, R. E. (2013). Uczenie sie oparte na wspotpracy: Dlaczego praca w grupach
jest skuteczna? In: H. Dumont, D. Instance, F. Benavides (eds.), Istota uczenia
sie: wykorzystanie wynikéw badan w praktyce. Transl. Z. Janowska. War-
szawa: Wolters Kluwer.

Topping, K. J. (2005). Trends in peer learning. Educational Psychology, 25(6),
631-645; https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410500345172.

Wood, J. J., MclLeod, B. D., Piacentini, & J. C., Sigman, M. (2009). One-year fol-
low-up of family versus child CBT for anxiety disorders: Exploring the roles
of child age and parental intrusiveness. Child Psychiatry and Human Devel-
opment, 40(3), 301-316; https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-009-0127-z.

Wood, J. J., McLeod, B. D., Sigman, M., Hwang, W. C., & Chu, B. C. (2003). Par-
enting and childhood anxiety: Theory, empirical findings, and future direc-
tions. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 44(1), 134-151;
https://doi.org/10.1111/1469-7610.00106.



https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-022-14364-6
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.clinpsy.032408.153628
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.clinpsy.032408.153628
https://doi.org/10.16926/eat.2022.11.06
https://doi.org/10.16926/eat.2022.11.06
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-009-0058-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410500345172
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-009-0127-z
https://doi.org/10.1111/1469-7610.00106

120 Beata tUKASIK

Mozliwosci wsparcia ucznia z zaburzeniami lekowymi
w srodowisku szkolnym

Streszczenie

Zaburzenia lekowe stanowig najczesciej wystepujacy grupe zaburzen psychicznych wsréd
dzieci i mtodziezy, a ich rozpowszechnienie systematycznie wzrasta. Juz w okresie adolescencji
moga one przybierac ciezki, ztozony i przewlekty charakter, prowadzac do znaczacych trudnosci
w funkcjonowaniu rodzinnym, szkolnym i spotecznym, zwiekszajac ponadto ryzyko pojawienia sie
innych problemoéw w zakresie zdrowia psychicznego i somatycznego. Dlatego tak istotne jest, aby
dziecko jak najwczesniej zostato otoczone opieka i otrzymato odpowiednie wsparcie. Szkota jest
jednym z najwazniejszych miejsc, w ktérych moga zosta¢ zauwazone pierwsze objawy zaburzen
lekowych. Nauczyciele, pedagodzy i psychologowie szkolni, jako jedni z pierwszych, majg szanse
na ich wczesne rozpoznanie oraz inicjowanie dziatan wspierajacych.

W niniejszej publikacji przedstawiono najczesciej diagnozowane wsrod dzieci i mtodziezy zabu-
rzenia lekowe oraz nakreslono niektére z mozliwych strategii interwencyjnych szkoty zmierzaja-
cych do stworzenia optymalnego srodowiska dla ucznia doswiadczajacego leku. Wsréd form
wsparcia przywotane zostaty m.in.: treningi uwaznosci (mindfulness), tutoring réwiesniczy, profi-
laktyczne programy rozwijajgce umiejetnosci radzenia sobie ze stresem i wzmacniajgce odpornos¢
psychiczng, dziatania sprzyjajace budowaniu atmosfery bezpieczenstwa, odpowiednie przygoto-
wanie nauczycieli do wstepnej diagnozy ucznia z zaburzeniami lekowymi, indywidualizacja pro-
cesu ksztatcenia, czy tez angazowanie rodziny w proces interwencyjny. Poza mozliwosciami wspie-
rania ucznia z zaburzeniami lekowymi wskazane zostaty takze niektdre z trudnosci, z jakimi szkota
moze sie mierzy¢ w realizacji zadan w tym zakresie.

Stowa kluczowe: wsparcie, uczen, szkota, zaburzenia lekowe.
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Culturality as a Field of Educational Research:
Insights from Higher Education

Abstract

This article examines the concept of culturality within the academic context, providing a se-
mantic reconstruction of the notion informed by Anna Jawor’s (2023) cultural studies perspective.
Empirically, it draws on focus group interviews with university faculty, aimed at understanding
how participants interpret their experiences of academic culturality and how these interpretations
shape educational interactions. Using a constructivist grounded theory, seven dimensions of aca-
demic culturality were identified. The study highlights the heuristic value of culturality for educa-
tional research and underscores the need for further systematic inquiry.

Keywords: culturality, university, education, grounded theory.

Introduction

Contemporary academic education takes place amid profound cultural, so-
cial, and institutional transformations. These changes reshape traditional edu-
cational relationships, redefine participants’ roles, and alter prevailing norma-
tive frameworks (Segiet, 2024). In this context, there is a growing need for ana-
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lytical categories that can capture the subtle, often hidden mechanisms shaping
academic life. One such category—Ilargely absent from pedagogical discourse—
is culturality. Far from being a mere set of etiquette rules, it represents a com-
plex, dynamic network of meanings that links individual and social dimensions
and underpins the didactic climate of any educational setting.

This article aims to establish culturality as a legitimate field of pedagogical
inquiry, with a focus on higher education. It begins with a semantic reconstruc-
tion of the concept of culturality, drawing particularly on Anna Jawor’s (2023)
cultural studies framework. The empirical basis of the analysis comes from focus
group research with university faculty, designed to capture the meanings they as-
sign to their own experiences of academic culturality and to provide an initial in-
sight into how these meanings influence the dynamics of the didactic situation.

The article situates itself within the broader field of research on academic
education by advocating for the inclusion of culturality among key theoretical
categories. These categories help deepen our understanding of the contempo-
rary challenges facing higher education. In doing so, the article contributes to
ongoing debates about the university’s future as a space not only for knowledge
transmission but also for cultivating attitudes and values. Given its normative
potential and its ability to illuminate relational and identity-forming processes,
culturality also has a universal quality, allowing its application in educational re-
search beyond the confines of academia.

On the Concepts of Culture, Culturality, and Ethos

The term culture derives from the Latin verb colo, colere, meaning “to culti-
vate” (Jabtonska, 2019). Initially, it referred to the cultivation of the land, but
over time its meaning expanded to encompass all forms of “cultivation”—both
in the sense of human self-improvement and the transformation of nature. In
this view, culture encompasses everything that can be developed, actualized,
and shaped by human activity (Daszkiewicz, 2010). The metonymic use of the
term appeared in Cicero’s notion of cultura animi—the “cultivation of the
spirit”—achieved through philosophy. In antiquity, culture was not understood
as an autonomous concept but was always tied to a specific sphere of life, such
as the spirit or the mind. Its Greek equivalent was paideia, signifying the process
of shaping the human being through virtues such as justice, compassion toward
people and animals, and courtesy (cf. Schaefer, 2015). Greek paideia repre-
sented the ideal of the accomplished citizen and exerted a profound influence
on Roman culture as well as on Christianity (Daszkiewicz, 2010). In a sociological
perspective, culture is understood as the totality of the material and immaterial
products of human activity, encompassing values and recognized norms of con-
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duct that have been objectified and accepted within a given community and
subsequently transmitted both to other groups and to future generations (Gru-
chota, 2010). Turning to anthropological thought, culture may also be conceived
as a system of beliefs upheld within a particular community (Buliski, 2002). Ac-
cording to Ward H. Goodenough (1964, p. 36):

culture consists of whatever it is one has to know or believe in order to operate in
a manner acceptable to its members, and do so in any role that they accept for any one
of themselves. Culture, being what people have to learn as distinct from their biological
heritage, must consist of the end product of learning; knowledge, in a most general, if
relative, sense of the term. By this definition, we should note that culture is not a mate-
rial phenomenon; it does not consist of things, people, behavior, or emotions. It is rather
an organization of these things. It is the forms of things that people have in mind, their
models for perceiving, relating, and otherwise interpreting them. As such, the things
people say and do, their social arrangements and events, are products or by-products of
their culture as they apply it to the task of perceiving and dealing with their circum-
stances. To one who knows their culture, these things and events are also signs signifying
the cultural forms or models of which they are material representations.

Culture is a collective phenomenon, cumulative in nature, and evolving over
time (Gruchota, 2010). The term “culture” carries multiple meanings. It may re-
fer to a set of norms and rules regulating behavior, traditions, religions, customs,
and social practices, as well as to personal refinement and etiquette. It also en-
compasses artistic heritage, including masterpieces of painting, architecture,
and literature, as well as cultural events (Mihutka, 2018). When used in everyday
language, the term culture acquires a “strong evaluative connotation”
(Jabtoriska, 2019, p. 132).! While the adjective “cultural” may simply denote
ways of life and retain a degree of objectivity, describing something or someone
as “cultured” expresses approval, representing a form of judgment always made
within a specific context (Jawor, 2023).

In pedagogical thought, being well-bred, which characterizes a cultured in-
dividual, has been described in terms such as good manners, etiquette, cour-
tesy, politeness, and refinement (Wronska, 2019). Social refinement also en-
compassed aesthetic education—that is, familiarity with art and engagement in
creative activity (Wojnar, 1964). In the 1970s, Andrzej Tyszka (1971) argued that
a cultured person should demonstrate authentic participation in culture, open-
ness in views and attitudes, creative and expressive engagement, reflectiveness,
a serious and profound approach to knowledge, art, and morality, as well as the
possession of a personal worldview (cf. Zalewska-Pawlak, 2017; Olbrycht, 2019).
According to more recent social opinion research conducted in Poland, a cul-
tured person is characterized by the ability to behave appropriately in any situ-
ation, tact, carefulness in speech, avoidance of vulgarity, courtesy, respect, tol-
erance and openness, cleanliness and neat attire, reading, formal education, at-

1 Alltranslations into English of the original texts are the authors’ own translations.



126 Hanna KEDZIERSKA, Alicja LISIECKA

tendance at the theatre, cinema, and philharmonic, knowledge of art, reflective-
ness, and engagement in social matters, among other attributes (Burszta et al.,
2010; cf. Wilk, 2016). Thus, the standard of a cultured person encompasses
a broad and heterogeneous set of traits.

Anna Jawor (2023) highlights, in her study of the model of a cultured person
in Poland, that no comprehensive term has so far been established for culturally
appropriate behaviors and the traits of cultured individuals. Jawor proposes to
fill this theoretical gap by introducing the concept of culturality, derived from
the adjective “cultured”. Jawor (2023, p. 8) understands culturality broadly:

as the totality of dispositions in individuals that allow them to be regarded as ‘cultured.’
These are traits and behaviors positively valued by society, socialized in children and ex-
pected, to a greater or lesser extent, from adults. They pertain to various aspects of life,
from the control of physiological activities to forms of interpersonal communication.
They encompass a wide range of attitudes, from elementary ones that cannot be disre-
garded to ‘higher-order’ ones worth aspiring to. Culturality spans from a gesture (some-
one behaves in a cultured manner, e.g., saying ‘Good morning’) to a personality trait
(someone is cultured, i.e., it is difficult to imagine them not saying ‘Good morning’).
These are values always positively connoted.

In this framework, culturality manifests across several domains: attitudes
(appropriate behavior, respect for others, punctuality, hospitality, care for lan-
guage, nature, and country), rituals (greetings, introductions, table manners),
communications (greetings, expressions of thanks, congratulations), personal
appearance (hygiene, attire, smiling), virtues (kindness, conscientiousness,
honor, accountability for one’s word, honesty), mental attributes (broad inter-
ests, eloquence, sense of humor, critical thinking), and engagement in cultural
activities (reading, attending theatre or cinema, visiting museums, engaging in
artistic creation) (Jawor, 2023). Culturality may be considered in multiple ways—
as a regulator of social life, a manifestation of personality, a life stance, an atti-
tude toward the world, and as practices that aesthetically shape the social envi-
ronment. As a normative phenomenon, culturality must always be examined
with regard to its specific context.

The broad understanding of culturality presented by A. Jawor aligns it closely
with the concept of ethos proposed by Czestaw Robotycki (1980). The category
of ethos is complex, encompassing a set of social facts that Robotycki identifies
as morality and custom, corresponding to two fundamental dimensions of social
reality: attitudes and behaviors. The moral dimension comprises worldview, val-
ues, judgments, and norms. Custom, on the other hand, is constituted by: the
normative personal model (a set of conceptions regarding proper behavior), pat-
terns of personal behavior (the actual behaviors of community members), ritual
rules (gestures, expressions, etiquette), and the realm of material references
(meanings and evaluations attributed to material objects). Specific relations ex-
ist between these categories, and their observation allows the researcher to un-
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derstand the complex transpositions of prevailing norms into the sphere of hu-
man action. The spheres of morality and custom mutually influence each other
through the attitude—behavior relationship. Robotycki’s proposed model of
ethos pertains to groups distinguished by a certain cultural and normative cohe-
sion. However, this system “does not operate in isolation, and its elements un-
dergo changes under the influence of external information” (Robotycki, 1980,
p.31). The system evolves, and the process of change can be subject to empirical
exploration. Robotycki (1980, p. 32) writes:

The ethos of any group (community), is conditioned by its structural characteristics and

historical fate; hence, the elements of ethos are historically variable (some more dura-

ble, others less so). The model thus demonstrates that situations are possible in which

historical changes result, for example, in a discrepancy between values and personal pat-
terns, which does not necessarily lead to the disintegration of the ethos.

Tracking the process of change, as manifested in the everyday life of a given
group (cf. Sulima, 2000), allows one to understand the role of external factors in
the transformations occurring within a specific ethos.

Academic Culture and Academic Culturality

Academic culture, understood as the ideological and normative framework
delineating the scope of activity within the university community (Sztompka,
2014), has been largely shaped by the so-called “traditional” model of the uni-
versity, formulated by Wilhelm von Humboldt in the first half of the nineteenth
century (Zakowicz, 2012). Academic culture embodies the realization of the val-
ues underpinning the idea of the university and its ethos, which in turn shape
the identity and mission of higher education institutions. In the traditional uni-
versity, the ethos encompassed the pursuit of truth, academic freedom, schol-
arly integrity, a sense of community, civic education, and the social responsibil-
ity of the academic community (Zakowicz, 2012).

As Jacek Hotowka (2015) observes, contemporary universities increasingly
depart from the classical model of academic ethos, adopting structures and op-
erational mechanisms characteristic of production-oriented enterprises. Along-
side critical perspectives on these transformations, there is also a conviction re-
garding the necessity of market-oriented higher education as a factor conducive
to social, technological, and economic development, while simultaneously em-
phasizing its potential to enhance the quality of educational processes (cf. Mar-
szatek, 2008; Andrzejczak, 2015; Makieta, 2017). Under these conditions, the
concept of the “university person” undergoes transformation, often remaining
in a state of mutual tension. This tension manifests, on the one hand, in the
defense of traditional values and the dignity of homo academicus, and on the
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other, in the—frequently not fully recognized by the academic community—im-
pact of market mechanisms, which impose pressures for efficiency and the ra-
tionalization of costs and benefits (Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2014, p. 16).

Like culture more broadly, academic culture is subject to both processes of
reproduction and evolution (Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2015), shaped by profound
cultural, social, and economic transformations (Sutkowski, 2016). Within in-
creasingly egalitarian and entrepreneurial academic structures, individuals rep-
resenting diverse cultural codes, lifestyles, and differing conceptions of the role
and functioning of higher education institutions converge, resulting in the coex-
istence of heterogeneous organizational models and the creation of spaces with
a hybrid, often ambivalent, character. This new normativity transforms the tra-
ditional roles performed by university members, their behaviors, attitudes, and
competencies, which in turn entails changes in interpersonal relationships, par-
ticularly between teacher and student (Kaczmarek, 2017). Consequently, aca-
demic culturality undergoes transformation as well (cf. Hrehorowicz & Gietka,
2023). Changes in the values and practices of academic culture affect both the
conditions—subjective and objective—and the course of student education (Ka-
czmarek, 2017). In the context of evolving academic culture, it becomes increas-
ingly apparent that

the didactic situation is not static, but dynamic, unstable, and variable; it develops not

according to predetermined, predictable patterns, but rather chaotically. Consequently,

there exist neither fixed schemes for structuring curricular content nor orderly patterns
for creating educational experiences (Gofron, 2012, p. 55).

Analyzing the complex conditions of the educational environment therefore
requires the use of appropriately nuanced theoretical categories. One such cat-
egory—sensitive to diverse changes and bearing considerable axionormative
significance—appears to be precisely (academic) culturality.

Methodological framework

This article draws on a research project initiated in April 2025, designed to
examine the dynamics of change in academic culturality. Despite the centrality
of culture and civility to the functioning of higher education, empirical investi-
gations into the transformation of academic culture remain scarce (Hrehorowicz
& Gietka, 2023; Biaty, 2011). The study addresses this gap by exploring how cul-
turality is reshaped within the university setting, attending to the interplay of
institutional norms, generational shifts, and broader socio-cultural forces. At the
outset of the project, during the conceptualization phase of the research con-
structs, a preliminary framework of research problems was formulated in the
form of the following questions: (1) How do academic teachers construct and
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experience academic culturality (2) How do these constructions inform and
shape the dynamics of the educational setting? These questions enabled, on one
hand, a clear delineation of the research field’s scope, and on the other, the
undertaking of key methodological decisions essential for conducting the quali-
tative research central to the project.

The research project was divided into two stages. In the first stage, the re-
sults of which are presented in this article, focus group interviews were con-
ducted with two groups of academic staff from two public universities in Poland.
The choice of method (FGI) was driven by the need to access knowledge re-
sources — both individual and collective — that often remain unconscious to par-
ticipants and only emerge during discussion. This allows the researcher to more
accurately identify key areas relevant to the research objectives that may have
previously gone unnoticed. Furthermore, as emphasized by Barbour (2011), fo-
cus group research supports the refinement of research instruments. In the sec-
ond stage of the project, the data obtained from the focus group interviews will
be used to develop a scenario for in-depth individual interviews (IDI) (Minski,
2017), which will be conducted with faculty members from public universities.

Academic teachers representing the social sciences were invited to partici-
pate in the focus group interviews. Utilizing a convenience sampling strategy
(Patton, 2002), participants were recruited based on the following criteria: em-
ployment in a teaching or teaching-and-research role and a minimum of five
years’ experience in higher education. In total, 14 academic staff members took
part in the study, with professional experience ranging from 5 to 38 years, hold-
ing roles such as assistant, adjunct, and professor. Additionally, two doctoral
students who had completed mandatory pedagogical internships — thus pos-
sessing teaching experience with students — were also invited to participate.

The interviews were conducted between May and June 2025. Participants
provided informed consent for both their participation and the recording of the
focus group discussions. The spontaneous group discussions lasted approxi-
mately three hours in the first group and two hours in the second group.

The empirical data were analyzed following the procedures of postmodern
grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2013).

Academic culturality as experienced by teachers

In the participants’ accounts, culturality is documented both at the individ-
ual and social levels, manifesting in everyday, easily observable practices as well
as in subtle, less easily discernible attitudes and orientations. Analysis of the in-
terviewed faculty members’ statements reveals the multidimensional nature of
academic culturality—encompassing behavioral, cognitive, axiological, rela-
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tional, and identity-related components—and indicates that the dynamic
changes occurring within it have a significant, often adverse, impact on everyday
teaching practice.

Through analysis of the empirical material, seven principal dimensions of ac-
ademic culturality were reconstructed from the participants’ accounts: (1) cul-
turality as a set of ritual and customary behaviors; (2) culturality as an expres-
sion of respect, maturity, and readiness for “adult-to-adult” relationships; (3)
culturality as a matter of identity and affiliation with the university; (4) cultural-
ity understood as participation in cultural life; (5) culturality as an intellectual
stance; (6) culturality as an area of generational conflict; and (7) culturality as an
unstable and negotiable category.

Culturality as a set of ritual and customary behaviors is rooted in the habit-
ual understanding of culture, in which gestures and forms function as normative
regulators of social relations (Bourdieu, 2009). In this context, faculty members
associate culturality with personal culture, understood as knowledge of and ad-
herence to etiquette, the demonstration of politeness and courtesy, and the use
of forms of communication appropriate to the university setting. In this sense,
culturality becomes a set of normative customary codes governing interactions
within the academic space. Teachers primarily relate culturality to observable
behaviors, such as greeting others, punctuality, appropriate attire, avoidance of
vulgar language, and refraining from eating during classes:

always open restroom doors, [...] not saying good morning, not opening windows, not
holding doors. Well, | could, so to speak, list a whole series of various behaviors [...]. And
my favorite: eating, drinking during classes, doing a thousand things that, in my view, do
not align with the dignity of the academy. It didn’t happen before, now | see that it does.
(Maria)

Adherence to the norms of academic etiquette is perceived by some of the
teacher participants in the focus group interviews as a prerequisite for maintain-
ing basic didactic order. Failure to follow traditionally accepted norms often
evokes surprise, more frequently dissatisfaction and frustration, and occasion-
ally even a sense of threat:

And when they (the students) are called out on it, what affects me the most, really af-
fects me personally, are either the comments or the facial expressions [...] and this is
met, for example, with some kind of, or some uhh, or some muttering under the breath,
or eye-rolling. [...] I think, | am dissatisfied with such behaviors, | think it is precisely un-
cultural, inappropriate, does not conform to certain norms, precisely etiquette [...] or
simply personal culture. But then the situation occurs again, | ask again, and nothing
changes. And that is what irritates me the most—that no change occurs, even though
| ask the students for something, | feel like I’'m hitting a wall. Each time | have to ask
again, to point it out again, | am more irritated. [...] So, when | hear such language at the
university, | feel concerned, even threatened. Because it seems to me that this is the
least appropriate place to use such language. (Dorota)



Culturality as a Field of Educational Research... 131

For the majority of the interviewed faculty, adherence to norms and cus-
toms constitutes a significant aspect of educational practice. However, it is often
met by students with disregard, and sometimes with overt disapproval or mis-
understanding.

The second dimension of culturality emerging from the faculty members’
accounts is the perception of culturality as an expression of respect, maturity,
and readiness for “adult-to-adult” relationships. This dimension extends be-
yond the sphere of observable behaviors—although it is intrinsically linked to
them—encompassing intentions, attitudes, and the manner of presence toward
another person. The interviewed faculty emphasized the importance of care for
others, attentiveness, openness to dialogue, and communicative competence.
In this conception, culturality assumes the character of a relational axiology, the
absence of which is experienced as symbolic exclusion from the space of re-
spect, rather than merely a deviation from convention. Mature relationships
with students, as expected by the faculty, carry an educative component (Ka-
pias, 2015) aimed at restoring the desired order. However, this educative func-
tion is not fully realized due to the perceived weakening of academics’ authority
and position:

We have reached a point where the student can do anything, and sometimes we can do

nothing. And it’s unclear how to behave. | often worry whether pointing something out

or saying something might later be used against me, or whether a complaint might be
filed about me, and I’'ve already experienced situations like that. (Natalia)

Participants stressed that in the “adult-to-adult” relationship, which they
consider appropriate for the university, both parties should demonstrate open-
ness and understanding. Yet academics feel that only they are required to ac-
commodate students, while students make no effort to understand the needs
and expectations of their instructors or the conditions under which they oper-
ate, even though they should:

It is up to them (the students) to make the effort and to show some attempt to under-
stand, to accept that we are also different. (Beata)

The third dimension emerging from the data is culturality as an issue of
identity and belonging to the university. In the accounts, particularly from more
senior faculty members, culturality appears as an element of the academic
ethos, serving as a symbolic indicator of identification with the community and
the internalization of its core values. It takes the form of a distinct sense of “be-
ing part of” a space imbued with specific values and meanings that distinguish
the university from other social environments:

Here, | identify with a certain institution that inherently tells me how | should behave.

| can relax the dress code, yes, | can dress more casually, | can do some other things. But
there are cultural canons in academia that must not be broken, because if we destroy
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them, we can essentially announce the end of the university. Perhaps it would be worth
it, | don’t know. Some things have ended, so maybe it would be worth letting this end
too. But when that happens, | certainly won’t be here anymore, because | cannot live
without these things. (Maria)

At the same time, faculty members perceive the infiltration of external value
systems and alternative logics of operation into the university, characteristic of
other social fields, such as the market (Sutkowski, 2016). This process leads to
the blurring of the boundaries of academic culture, weakening its culture-shap-
ing and identity-forming functions, and transforming relationships within the ac-
ademic community, where maintaining a coherent system of references and
shared meanings becomes increasingly difficult:

We observe a shift toward a very utilitarian perception of knowledge, culture, everything
in order, and students are just like that. They want concrete results—what will | gain
from this—and this will probably deepen further, and at some point we probably won’t
even talk about such autotelic values anymore. (Natalia)

The understanding of culturality as participation in cultural life, as ex-
pressed by the faculty, confirms that this category extends beyond mere adher-
ence to the rules of etiquette, encompassing active engagement with culture
and openness to new experiences (cf. Burszta et al., 2010). In this dimension,
culturality is associated with possessing a basic knowledge of the culture in
which one operates, as well as an attitude of readiness to learn and inde-
pendently seek new forms of participation. Some faculty members expressed
the view that students do not engage with high culture in ways they would con-
sider desirable. Moreover, students are often absent from the university’s cul-
tural life, which, according to faculty, is in a state of regression. This situation
reveals a lack of a shared communicative space:

I talk with students about when they last visited an exhibition, when they went to the
theater, what they have done, and suddenly there is silence, and you no longer know
whether it was only me or if they don’t want to speak. Yes. It’s as if | lose the language
in which | could discuss anything beyond the classical, transmission-focused content.
(Maria)

Some teachers note that contemporary students pursue their cultural needs
primarily outside the university, often within the realm of popular culture, and
emphasize that these activities can also be valuable and developmental. At the
same time, concerns are raised that, within the academic context, students’ al-
ternative cultural activities do not contribute to fostering mutual understanding:

(Students) are engaged in pop culture or elsewhere. Meanwhile, | am not there. As
a result, a completely different outside-academic stream of activity is probably created,
which | cannot access. | don’t know whether it’s because | am not active or because it
develops so far from where | am that | cannot reach it. Perhaps then it would be easier
for me to understand students and their various behaviors. [...] But, on the other hand,
| cannot accept the university becoming a site of pop culture. Not everything that comes
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from pop can pour into the university, because then [...] my level of discomfort would
prevent me from working here. (Maria)

Analysis of the interviewed faculty members’ statements reveals that they
associate academic culturality with the willingness to engage in intellectual ef-
fort, independent thinking, and cognitive curiosity. Intellectual maturity here
entails not only possessing a certain body of knowledge but also a readiness to
deepen it, the ability to critically engage with scientific and cultural content, and
reflective participation in academic life. Deficiencies in this dimension manifest
as indifference, lack of engagement and autonomy, and an instrumental ap-
proach to education, which are sources of disappointment and frustration for
some faculty members:

Sometimes | just hit a wall with their unwillingness, lack of engagement, and | feel that

they do not internalize certain values that | would like to share with them. They choose
only what they want. (Patrycja)

The sixth dimension identified in the study—culturality as an area of gener-
ational conflict—reveals differences in the understanding of norms and values
between faculty and students, as well as the tensions that accompany them.
Faculty members acknowledge that behaviors considered appropriate or neu-
tral by students may be interpreted by them as signs of not being well brought
up or insufficient sensitivity to academic cultural norms. Conversely, students
may perceive academic forms as artificial, outdated, or inadequate in relation
to contemporary student life. In this context, culturality becomes a matter of
negotiation and a potential source of axiological tension. Some faculty members
highlight the difficulty of finding a common communicative language that would
engage students while simultaneously respecting academic standards:

| wonder what they actually understand, that is, in what language should | speak to them,
to the students, so they don’t fall asleep, don’t scroll, so that it is attractive. (Beata)

At the same time, observations point to different areas of sensitivity in
younger generations. Differences in the perception of academic culturality have
both axiological and communicative dimensions, requiring faculty to reflectively
negotiate their own expectations and flexibly adapt their teaching strategies to
the evolving generational context:

| think it would be hard for them to understand that this is upsetting to us. | think it’s
a matter of mindset and approach, unfortunately. They are sensitive, but in a different
way—not in terms of sensitivity to culture or etiquette. They are sensitive simply be-
cause they are emotionally sensitive and cannot cope with it, but these are two different
issues. (Jolanta)

The final dimension of academic culturality, as reflected in the teachers’
statements, is the perception of culturality as an unstable and negotiable cat-
egory. This dimension highlights an awareness of the fluidity of broadly under-
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stood cultural norms and the need to revise one’s own expectations. Teachers
recognize that the boundaries of what is considered “cultural” shift over time,
and that the category itself is susceptible to reinterpretation. The “axiological
suspension” experienced by faculty—stemming from difficulties in assessing
what should be regarded as appropriate and what should not, combined with
the conditions of constant change—intensifies a sense of uncertainty:

Every group is different, every seminar is different. And we are on some... | don’t know...
shifting sands. (Patrycja)

Consequently, some teachers express a need for clear, top-down guidelines
that could help re-establish order in educational interactions at the university
and reduce tensions arising from axiological ambiguity:

Some concrete norms that would state clearly, simply, in their language: this is appropri-
ate, this is not. (Beata)

This perspective underscores that academic culturality is not a fixed con-
struct but a dynamic, contested field, where the search for stability continually
intersects with the realities of change.

Implications for the Educational Context at the University

The tensions and uncertainties experienced by faculty, arising from the dy-
namic nature of academic culturality, carry far-reaching consequences for edu-
cational interactions. The instability of norms, divergences in the understanding
of values, and the absence of a “shared language” contribute to the fragmenta-
tion of the didactic space, in which instructors and students operate within
quasi-parallel axiological realities, and at times, in a climate of social identity
conflict (cf. Klimek, 2024). Under such conditions, the teaching process becomes
more complex and emotionally demanding. Discrepancies in understanding and
adhering to customary and ethical norms generate feelings of disappointment,
powerlessness, and frustration among the interviewed faculty, diminishing their
assessment of their own pedagogical competence and standing, while also neg-
atively influencing their perception of the students’ broader axiological condi-
tion (cf. Robotycki, 1980). Functioning across divergent cultural spaces limits the
possibility for students and faculty to co-construct a shared system of reference
that would support both dialogue and critical reflexivity (cf. Olbrycht, 2019). Dif-
ferences in the perception of values and norms foster tensions and hinder mu-
tual understanding, thereby weakening the formative and identity-shaping po-
tential of the university (cf. Segiet, 2024). Consequently, teachers are compelled
to continuously negotiate their expectations and boundaries within educational
interactions, heightening emotional strain and necessitating the development
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of adaptive and mediatory competencies in everyday academic practice. This, in
turn, shapes contemporary understandings of the role of the university teacher
(cf. Kaptur, 2011; Baraniska & Nowak-Kluczynski, 2019).

The results of the present study indicate the need for further reflection on the
role of the university in shaping norms and values, as well as on strategies to sup-
port faculty in fostering a coherent educational environment—a space for shared
intellectual work—amid the evolving conditions of academia (cf. Kapias, 2015).
Seemingly minor, everyday situations within the academic space, often over-
looked, carry considerable significance for faculty and can profoundly affect their
professional functioning. Student behaviors perceived as uncivil, the disregard of
norms, or failure to follow established rules are experienced by academics in
a highly personal manner, impacting their work comfort, teaching engagement,
and, in some cases, decisions regarding the continuation of an academic career:

| feel very uncomfortable with this. It complicates my daily functioning. | take it very
personally. Based on certain student reactions—not only toward me but also toward
others or in various situations—I construct a negative image of my workplace, of my
work, which discourages me from coming to work. | am mainly speaking about teaching,
not research. Many times | have considered resigning and have even taken steps to
change jobs for this very reason. It may seem trivial, but for me it is not. It hinders my
work here to such an extent that | have considered changing my job or profession. So,
this is an important aspect of my functioning within the academic environment. (Dorota)

Consequently, everyday interactions and minor breaches of cultural norms
are far from inconsequential—they exert a tangible influence on the profes-
sional quality of life of faculty and, by extension, on the university’s didactic cli-
mate. Academic life is not normatively neutral, and the work of university teach-
ers must be “axiologically meaningful” (Murawska, 2017) in order to provide
them with sources of significance and personal satisfaction.

Conclusions: Towards Conceptualising the Category of Culturality
in the Educational Setting

The conducted study confirmed the complex and dynamic nature of cultur-
ality (Jawor, 2023). When considered in the context of higher education, cultur-
ality emerges as a broad constellation of dispositions, behaviors, and attitudes
characterizing individuals who are well-mannered and actively engaged in cul-
tural life. It encompasses not only personal manners and adherence to social
etiquette but also involvement in academic, artistic, and cultural activities, in-
cluding the appreciation of art and literature and participation in social events.
Culturality is context-dependent, representing a multifaceted, dynamic category
that reflects both societal and individual expectations toward an individual
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and/or a group. The findings observed within the academic environment may
be interpreted more broadly and applied to education in general. One may as-
sume that each educational setting gives rise to specific forms of culturality,
which can be studied empirically and which shape the character of educational
relationships—affecting both their tangible outcomes and the subjectively per-
ceived quality. Through their actions and attitudes, individuals simultaneously
shape the culturality of a given educational environment and are shaped by it.
Within contemporary academia, new forms of culturality are emerging,
which can no longer be analyzed solely in terms of the dualism between the
“old” and the new university. This new culturality possesses a hybrid nature and
thus follows a distinct logic that can be mapped to enhance understanding (Sto-
chmal & Maciejewski, 2018). The dynamics of these interrelated processes call
for systematic, in-depth educational research, as they may reveal conditions in-
fluencing the educational process that would otherwise remain imperceptible.
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Kulturalnos¢ jako obszar badan pedagogicznych:
refleksje na przyktadzie szkolnictwa wyiszego

Streszczenie

Artykut podejmuje problematyke kulturalnosci w kontekscie akademickim, proponujac seman-
tyczna rekonstrukcje kategorii w oparciu o perspektywe kulturoznawcza Anny Jawor (2023). Cze$¢
empiryczna opiera sie na wywiadach fokusowych z nauczycielami akademickimi, ktérych celem
byto zrozumienie, w jaki sposdb uczestnicy interpretuja wiasne doswiadczenia kulturalnosci aka-
demickiej oraz jak te interpretacje ksztattujg interakcje dydaktyczne. W ramach konstruktywi-
stycznej teorii ugruntowanej wyodrebniono siedem wymiaréw kulturalnosci akademickiej. Wyniki
podkreslajg heurystyczny potencjat pojecia kulturalnosci dla badan edukacyjnych i wskazujg na
potrzebe dalszych, pogtebionych badan w tym obszarze.

Stowa kluczowe: kulturalnosé¢, uniwersytet, edukacja, teoria ugruntowana.
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Polish Saturday School in Medway — a local centre of
Polish intangible cultural heritage in the United
Kingdom

Abstract

This paper discusses the Polish Saturday School in Medway — a local centre of Polish intangible
cultural heritage (ICH) in the United Kingdom. The research focuses on the characteristics of the
institution’s functioning, its activities in the field of promoting, sustaining and safeguarding Polish
ICH, as well as examines the school’s potential and the difficulties it faces. The research material
was collected through interviews with teachers and parents, as well as observation and analysis
of secondary sources. The institution is a family-like community, shaped by interactions among
students, teachers, and parents. The goal of the teaching process is to foster the bonds between
children and young people and their homeland, while Polish ICH is perpetuated and protected
through the organisation of holiday festivities, national celebrations, and cultural events. The
school must address limitations in terms of infrastructure, staff, and funding, as well as varying
levels of cultural identification among its pupils.

Keywords: cultural heritage, cultural education, emigration, Polish Saturday Schools, cultural
identity.

Introduction

According to the Office for National Statistics’ 2021 data, approximately
614,000 people who identified as Polish lived in England and Wales. At the same
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time, 612,000 people stated that Polish was their main language of communica-
tion, making it the most widely used foreign language in the United Kingdom
(United Kingdom Census, 2021). Statistics Poland reports that in 2023, the
United Kingdom had the largest community of Polish emigrants in Europe, with
a population of 440,000 (GUS, 2023).

Based on data from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, there are approximately
180 Polish Saturday Schools operating in the United Kingdom. Run by local Polish
community organisations, they bring together both temporary migrants and
permanent residents. The primary goal pursued by such institutions is to pass
on Polish traditions, history, and culture, teach the native language to the chil-
dren of emigrants, and prepare students for the GCSE exam in Polish as a foreign
language (ORPEG, 2025). The schools operate thanks to the involvement of local
communities and volunteers, promoting Polish intangible heritage among the
younger generation. One such institution is the Polish Saturday School in Med-
way, which combines education with the nurturing of tradition and cultural
identity within the emigrant community.

Research assumptions

The aim of this article is to present the Polish Saturday School in Medway as
a local centre of Polish intangible cultural heritage (ICH) in the United Kingdom.
The author focuses on answering the following main question: What character-
ises the Polish Saturday School in Medway as a local centre of Polish ICH in the
United Kingdom? It also examines certain specific issues: What is particular about
the institution’s functioning? What efforts does the school undertake to promote,
sustain and safeguard Polish ICH? What is the school’s potential in terms of pro-
tecting and promoting ICH, and what difficulties does the institution face?

The research material was collected on the basis of:

— participant observation;
— semi-structured, problem-focused interviews conducted individually with

12 teachers (9 women, 3 men) aged 30-60 and 30 parents (20 women,

10 men) aged 28-50;

— analysis of secondary sources: the institution’s curriculum and teaching ma-

terials (Rubacha, 2016)

Observation and interviews were carried out with a view to obtaining data
on the essential premises of the school’s operation in Medway and its activities
aimed at promoting, sustaining and protecting Polish ICH in the United Kingdom.
The following system was used to analyse and compile the material collected
during the interviews: number of the respondent/gender/role, e.g., teacher —
I/F/T; parent — I/M/P.
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The information from secondary sources formed a body of text in which both
explicit and hidden variables were sought. Explicit variables included all ele-
ments of the curricula as well as teaching materials used to promote and protect
Polish ICH. Cultural codes contained in the curricula and materials that enable
such objectives to be achieved indirectly constituted the hidden variables
(Rubacha, 2016).

The acquired material was then subjected to reduction, representation and ver-
ification of data in a circular arrangement. The reduction was carried out by aligning
content with analytical categories that corresponded to the research problems (tak-
ing into account the layered selection of units). In effect, it was possible to identify
the elements that constituted the context of the data. The verification procedure
involved analytical induction, whereby hypotheses were qualitatively confronted
with all cases observed in the studied domain (Rubacha, 2016).

A coding and categorisation system was employed, and the following theo-
retical codes were formulated:

— functioning—the institution relies on staff from the local Polish community;
cooperation between teachers, parents and pupils resembles family interac-
tions and fosters the propagation and safeguarding of Polish ICH;

— activities—the school plays the role of an institution that passes on tradi-
tions, language, customs and national values through educational activities,
celebrations, workshops and competitions;

— potential—the institution takes advantage of the competencies of teachers
and the involvement of parents and pupils to create a space conducive to
the preservation of ICH;

— difficulties—the institution struggles with a shortage of qualified staff and
adequate infrastructure, financial limitations and uneven levels of language
skills in the school community, diverse cultural identities of students and the
difficulty of upholding intergenerational traditions.

ICH: theoretical premises

Growing international awareness of the threats posed by globalisation, mi-
gration and cultural homogenisation has prompted the realisation that the in-
tangible aspects of culture—language, customes, rituals, traditional knowledge
and social practices—require intensive legal and social protection (Blake, 2017).
The essential document regulating ICH at the international level is the 2003
UNESCO Convention. The act defines intangible cultural heritage as “practices,
representations, expressions, knowledge, skills — as well as the instruments, ob-
jects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith — that communities,
groups and, in some cases, individuals recognise as part of their cultural herit-
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age” (Convention, 2003, Art. 2). The Convention emphasises that safeguarding
ICH is inherently dynamic and consists in supporting living traditions and passing
them on to future generations in the context of contemporary changes. ICH is
transmitted between generations and undergoes continual reconstruction
within cultural communities whose relationship with the environment and his-
tory is constantly transforming. For any given community, that heritage is a fun-
damental source of identity and cultural continuity (Schreiber, 2005).

Mechanisms have been introduced to support countries in identifying, doc-
umenting and promoting elements of their ICH internationally. Representative
List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity includes 892 entries; List of
Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding—81 entries; Regis-
ter of Good Safeguarding Practices—40 entries (UNESCO, 2025). The Intergov-
ernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of ICH, selected by representatives
of the governments of the states that have ratified the Convention, decides on
the entries to the lists. Only those elements of heritage that are already included
in the national register can be entered on the international lists. Poland ratified
the Convention in 2011 (UNESCO Convention, 2011), and the national ICH list is
maintained by the Minister of Culture and National Heritage in cooperation with
the National Institute of Cultural Heritage (Schreiber, 2023).

In line with the guiding principle of the Convention and the Ethical Principles
for Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage adopted in 2015, intangible herit-
age is not subject to valuation. Its fundamental importance stems from its ca-
pacity to engender a sense of belonging to a community, nurture bonds within
a community or group, foster joy in shared practice, as well as pride and a will-
ingness to act for the benefit of one’s milieu among its bearers. Intergenera-
tional transmission of traditions is a vital component, as it strengthens intra-
group bonds. Although partly repeatable, ICH is inherently dynamic and adapt-
able. The role of institutions and individuals involved in safeguarding ICH is to
foster conditions that promote the development of protected cultural practices
(Schreiber, 2023).

In the United Kingdom, the 2010 Equality Act is the primary normative act
pertaining to national and ethnic minorities. The Act uses the term race, defined
as a protected attribute. Within the meaning of the Act, race includes colour, na-
tionality, as well as ethnic or national origins. The Act prohibits discrimination,
harassment and victimisation on the grounds of skin colour, nationality, and eth-
nic and national provenance. Such a legal framework ensures equal treatment in
the public sphere and guarantees the freedom of national and ethnic minorities
to cultivate and disseminate their cultural heritage. It enables equal access to all
areas of social life, including education and the right of association (Barszcz, 2022).

The United Kingdom ratified the 2003 UNESCO Convention in 2024. Until
then, national minority heritage had been protected and promoted chiefly as
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part of equality and cultural diversity policies. Efforts to support ICH were mainly
undertaken at the local level by social organisations and educational institutions
(UNESCO, 2024). Groups that are particularly active in this respect include Polish
emigrants and communities of South Asian, Caribbean, African, and Eastern Eu-
ropean origin. The traditions and practices cultivated by minorities are not only
a form of cultural expression but also a means for negotiating identity in the
host society (Barszcz, 2022).

Polish Saturday Schools in the United Kingdom

Polish Saturday Schools (also known as Szkoty Przedmiotéow Ojczystych,
meaning School of Homeland Subjects) enable children and young people to
learn their native language and explore Polish culture and history. The contem-
porary form of these institutions began to take shape after World War Il, in re-
sponse to the needs of the large Polish émigré community. Established on the
initiative of parents, teachers and Polish community organisations, the schools
were not only venues of education, but also played a cultural and formative role.
Since Poland’s accession to the European Union, the number of students and
the demand for new institutions have substantially increased, resulting in inten-
sive development of the network of Saturday schools (Zamecka-Zalas, 2021).

Saturday schools focus primarily on nurturing children’s cultural identity, an-
chored in Polish values and traditions. Through formative and educational activ-
ities, as well as social initiatives, they preserve and pass on the Polish cultural
heritage, encompassing customs, language, traditions, and history. The educa-
tion process takes place on Saturdays, while the meetings of special interest
clubs and scout teams are organised in the afternoons. The centres are attended
by pupils aged 3 to 16 years old. Each child takes a test to assess their knowledge
of Polish, based on which they are assigned to the appropriate group or grade.
In smaller schools, children work in same-age groups, but their proficiency in
Polish varies (Zamecka-Zalas, 2021). An important milestone for students is the
preparation for the GCSE exam in Polish as a foreign language, which they take
at the end of their education at Saturday school (ORPEG, 2025).

The teachers, who are engaged as volunteers, must hold a certificate stating
that they have no criminal record. It is also stressed that every educator should pos-
sess the appropriate qualifications to teach. In practice, the primary experience of
most teachers is confined to caring for children and upbringing, though all have
completed higher education, often in the humanities and social sciences. They are
responsible for developing the curriculum, including lesson plans, providing care to
children during their stay at the facility, preparing them for celebrations and na-
tional holidays, and for comprehensive cooperation with parents (Howe, 2016).
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Saturday schools serve as a community-like space where children can grow
in all areas: linguistically, emotionally, socially, and culturally. Thanks to the ded-
ication of teachers, parents, and volunteers, these institutions create a unique
environment in which each child can feel valued, understood, and connected to
both Polish traditions and British culture. (Zamecka-Zalas, 2018).

Polish Saturday School in Medway — analysis of research

a. Characteristics of functioning

The data provided here represents the outcome of document analysis, indi-
vidual interviews with teachers and parents, as well as participant observation.

The Polish Saturday School in Medway was launched in the 2014/2015
school year. It is run by the Polish Club of Medway in Kent, in cooperation with
the Polish Educational Society in the UK. It uses premises rented from local
schools, currently from St Mary’s College. Its community consists of pupils aged
3-16 who have Polish roots. The majority of children were born in the United
Kingdom, and at least one parent is of Polish origin. The number of pupils fluc-
tuates between 110 and 130, with the majority aged between 3 and 10. The
school is funded primarily by parental contributions and support from various
sources, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The teachers work on a voluntary basis, receiving cash rewards or exemption
from school fees for their children. The youngest group (aged 3—6, comprising
25 pupils) is supervised by a volunteer with no teaching qualifications, sup-
ported by a 16-year-old Polish girl who was raised in the United Kingdom. Mean-
while, a group of 55 pupils aged 6-10 is being educated in line with the curricu-
lum for grades I-lll. The school has two first-grade classes (12 pupils each) and
two second-grade classes (10 pupils each), which is due to different command
of Polish, as well as one third-grade class (11 pupils). The children participate in
sports classes led by a volunteer who previously worked as a physical education
teacher before emigrating. Class IA is taught by a qualified teacher, while IB is
taught by the mother of one of the pupils, who has a background in the human-
ities. Class lIA is taught by a graduate of family mediation, class IIB by a volunteer
with 10 years of experience at the institution, and class lll by a teacher with 20
years of experience in Saturday schools. The teachers are supported by gradu-
ates of the institution who are over 16 years of age and have passed the GCSE
exam in Polish.

Given the smaller number of students in grades IV-VIII, the institution has
combined groups based on Polish language proficiency, as interest among young
people in learning at a Polish school has declined. Specific subjects are taught by
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five teachers (two men aged 40-55 and three women aged 45-59) with back-
grounds in the humanities and social sciences, but without formal teaching qual-
ifications; their competency is attributed to multiple years of experience in Sat-
urday schools.

The school in Medway creates a unique space that functions not unlike
a family community. During classes, parents remain on the premises, engage in
discussions and exchange their observations on life in the UK and events in their
home country. The Parents’ Committee is responsible for maintaining the
school’s furnishings, engaging in fundraising efforts, preparing prizes, arranging
rooms, and organising celebrations, picnics, and competitions.

Due to the limited number of meetings, the priority in teaching is not to con-
vey as much information as possible, but to stimulate interest in Polish history
and tradition and to foster a sense of emotional bond and belonging to Polish
culture. The school fosters an environment in which pupils can establish rela-
tionships with their Polish peers, which helps them develop a sense of belonging
to a linguistic community characterised by distinct traditions and culture. The
school is the cornerstone around which the students develop their national
identity. There, children are given the opportunity of regular exposure to the
Polish milieu and culture, which strengthens the bond with their homeland. The
school shapes social attitudes by teaching collaboration, collective action and
respect for peers and adults.

b. Activities in the field of promoting, sustaining and safeguarding Polish ICH

CHILDREN AGED 3—6

In the preschool group, children are introduced to elements of Polish tradi-
tion and history, particularly as they relate to national holidays and state sym-
bols. The basic method is learning through play, supplemented by music and art
classes. Knowledge of the Polish language is nurtured, among other things, by
singing the national anthem and patriotic songs, such as: Mali patrioci (Spiewa-
jace Brzdace), Jestem Polakiem (Niezwykte Lekcje Rytmiki), Ja jestem Polkg, a ty
Polakiem (Mate Aniotki). Activities of this kind help children naturally familiarise
themselves with new vocabulary without feeling lost in the learning process.
Parents emphasise that such activities help build bonds with grandparents and
other family members. “It is important for us that our daughter understands the
Polish language and knows that it has its historical roots” (1I/M/R). Additionally,
using Polish helps children of Polish emigrants develop a sense of belonging,
whether it is within their family, the local Polish community, or the broader cir-
cle of Polish culture. This is a crucial element in fostering the cultural identity of
the youngest immigrant generation.
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It follows from an analysis of secondary sources and the conducted inter-
views that children are regularly read fairy tales, fables, and poems in Polish.
These include both the classics of children’s literature, such as Cinderella, The
Ugly Duckling, and Hansel and Gretel, as well as works that evoke Polish history
and patriotic values, including Madre bajki [Wise Fairy Tales], poems by Wtady-
staw Betza, and Poznaje Polske. Wiersze o Polsce, Legendy o Polsce [Discovering
Poland. Poems about Poland, Legends about Poland]. In the experience of teach-
ers, literature serves not only a linguistic function, but also an axiological one,
i.e., it shapes attitudes based on friendship, respect and tolerance, while at the
same time making children aware of the realities of life in bi- and multicultural
environments. Through references to questions of identity, i.e., “Who am 1?” or
“What are my roots?”, the youngest children have the opportunity to become
rooted in the intangible heritage of their culture of origin, while at the same time
benefiting from the experiences and cultural patterns of their host country.

Art education is an important area of patriotic formation, as it focuses on
national symbols, Polish holidays and traditions. Classes involve making collages,
cut-outs, tear-outs and other forms of artistic expression, allowing children to
actively participate in celebrations. In preparation for Independence Day, chil-
dren create national flags, coloured items, and works depicting national heroes,
prominent figures in science and culture, as well as historical events that are
part of Polish tradition. In addition, they collaborate with older students to make
wreaths to be placed at monuments commemorating the fallen of World War 1.
Such activities nurture respect for national traditions and enable children to par-
ticipate in the collective experience of historical memory.

GRADES |1l

In grades I-lll, Polish language learning is combined with the content related
to national traditions. Learning through play is also employed here, including
crossword puzzles, rebuses, riddles, and team games. The themes of the activi-
ties focus on the Polish language, Polish national symbols, important historical
figures and events that are significant for building national awareness. Pupils
eagerly participate in charades, prepare language tasks for their peers and take
part in an educational paper chase.

According to the teachers, these types of activities are an opportunity for chil-
dren to gradually discover their own national identity and understand fundamen-
tal questions: Who am | as a Pole? Where do | come from? At the same time, they
develop language skills, enabling the clear expression of thoughts, expand their
vocabulary, and develop the skill to use correct Polish. “Learning through play
makes them more willing to absorb cultural content, which they associate with
pleasure and positive emotions. They do not feel forced to learn” (V/K/N).
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Parents emphasise that puzzles and themed games relating to Polish cus-
toms, legends and holidays teach children respect for ICH and build a sense of
pride in being part of the national community. They also note that team games
support social development by teaching cooperation and presenting culture as
a structure that is jointly created and shared among individuals. “They play, have
fun and laugh. Polish school is not a boring chore, but a time spent with friends”
(XX/M/R).

Interviews with teachers reveal that children’s and young adult literature
play a vital role in the teaching process. The works used include Akademia Pana
Kleksa [The Academy of Mr. Inkblot], Bolek i Lolek, Legendy o Polsce [Legends of
Poland], ABC matego patrioty [Young Patriot’s ABC], as well as the works by Jan
Brzechwa and Julian Tuwim. Here, children not only learn to read and compre-
hend texts in Polish, but also reflect on the values rooted in national tradition.
Analyses of the attitudes of literary characters and their decisions support the
emotional and moral development of children, shaping their empathy, courage,
ability to cooperate, and ability to distinguish between good and evil. Literature
becomes a tool for integrating children with Polish ICH and showing how it can
be drawn upon in the present day.

GRADES IV-VIII

Based on interviews with the teachers and parents, it may be observed that
older students learn about Polish tradition and culture in greater depth. This is
achieved through exposure to legends, historical narratives and information
about the lives of prominent Poles. Teachers stress that their goal is not just to
impart knowledge, but also to build an emotional bond between students and
their homeland. “It’s not just about children remembering dates or names, but
about them feeling proud and respectful of the history of their nation” (11I/M/N).
As part of the classes, pupils learn about the historical regions of Poland, their
ICH, natural assets and the particulars of social and economic life. Teachers note
that this approach enables children to appreciate the diversity of traditions and
their shared cultural foundation. “When we talk about Mazowsze, Podhale or
Kaszuby, children come to realise that Poland is a mosaic of traditions that to-
gether make up a single national identity” (V/K/N).

Literature, both classical and patriotic, remains an important element of
teaching. Students are introduced to the works of Henryk Sienkiewicz, Adam
Mickiewicz, Juliusz Stowacki, Bolestaw Prus, Aleksander Kaminski, Stefan Zerom-
ski, as well as the fables of Ignacy Krasicki and the songs of Jan Kochanowski.
These texts serve as a source of knowledge about the experiences of national
heroes, the values cherished by successive generations, as well as the social
norms and events that have shaped Polish culture. Pupils are not expected to
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receive that content passively, but prepare their own interpretations of the
works, which they subsequently present at school ceremonies and celebrations
of national holidays. “When children recite excerpts from Ordon’s Redoubt or
perform scenes from Stones for the Rampart, they begin to understand that
these are not just required reading, but also stories about their own roots”
(11/M/N). Parents confirm that this approach elicits deeper emotions and a bond
with tradition in children. “For the first time, my son told his grandfather about
the heroes from his reading material, and | saw pride in his eyes. It wasn’t just
schoolwork, it was a conversation between generations” (V/M/R).

In grades IV-VIII, pupils continue to learn patriotic songs and even attempt
to compose their own related to Polish history, while also drawing on traditional
songs, such as “Nie martw sie Polsko!” [Don’t Worry, Poland!], Polskie kwiaty
[Polish Flowers] and Jest takie miejsce taki kraj [There is Such a Place, Such
a Country]. These songs are performed during school ceremonies and historical
anniversary celebrations. “When they sing Polskie kwiaty together, they under-
stand that it’s not just a melody, but a memory of the sacrifice that made Poland
free” (VII/K/N). Parents note that this teaches young people to appreciate the
sacrifice of the previous generations. “My daughter told me that she now un-
derstands better why her grandfather is so emotional about the anniversary of
the Warsaw Uprising. It’s wonderful that the school gives them the tools for such
conversations at home” (VIII/K/R).

Extracurricular activities

The school’s range of basic activities in terms of cultural development in-
cludes a variety of extracurricular undertakings, which represent one of the im-
portant sources of shaping the cultural identity of Polish emigrant children. Par-
ents are actively involved, assisting their children with their preparations and
taking an active part in the school’s life. The events include ceremonies, celebra-
tions, and picnics on the occasion of national holidays, as well as integration ac-
tivities to consolidate the local Polish community.

Interviews with teachers and parents demonstrate that students readily par-
ticipate in school celebrations, including national festivities and initiatives aimed
at preserving Polish traditions. Such events serve as an important vehicle for
knowledge about national culture and customs that may be encountered in both
local communities in Poland and in Polish homes abroad. The beginning and end
of the school year are particularly important moments. “British schools do not
practice the tradition of a ceremony to mark the start or end of the school year,
children do not come in festive attire or give flowers to their teachers before the
holidays” (I/K/N). “It’s here, in Polish schools, that children have the opportunity
to see the flag bearers, hear the national anthem and learn the meaning of the
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commands given during the assembly” (1l/M/R). Ceremonies of this kind intro-
duce the school community to the world of values and traditions, and also in-
spire respect for national symbols. They are accompanied by the student initia-
tion ceremony (a ritual not found in British schools), which is a unique experi-
ence for children. “Children impatiently look forward to being inducted as pu-
pils. It is a special moment that makes them feel more connected to the school
community” (l1I/M/N). The end of the school year is a time for recapitulations
and honouring pupils’ achievements. During the assembly, diplomas, awards
and acknowledgements are presented, while certificates and small gifts are
handed out in individual classes.

An analysis of secondary sources and observations suggests that pupils ac-
tively participate in regular events dedicated to Polish history and tradition.
These include: National Education Day, National Independence Day, National
Day of Remembrance of Cursed Soldiers, Day of Remembrance of the Victims of
the Katyn Massacre, Feast of the Baptism of Poland, Labour Day, Flag Day of the
Republic of Poland and the May Third Constitution Day. Children and young peo-
ple prepare decorations, recitations, theatrical performances and patriotic songs.
Additionally, they participate in patriotic marches and lay wreaths at monuments
commemorating those who lost their lives in World War Il. Parents emphasise that
the performances are a major experience for children. “It’s a big effort for them.
They have to learn the text in Polish and present it in front of an audience. How-
ever, they feel proud and understand how important tradition is” (IV/K/R).

Another significant event in the school calendar is the International Mother
Language Day, celebrated on 21 February. On this day, family days are held, dur-
ing which pupils set up educational language stands with competitions and
tasks. “International Mother Language Day reminds us how important language
is in shaping culture and identity. If we care about our mother tongue, we care
about who we are as a nation” (IV/K/N).

The institution promotes customs and holidays that are part of Polish tradi-
tion, including Nativity plays and Christmas gatherings, Women’s Day, Mother’s
Day, and Children’s Day. Children and young people prepare greeting cards,
Christmas decorations and artistic performances, during which they sing songs
(Kiedy Babcia byta mata [When Grandma Was Little], Piosenka dla Dziadka [Song
for Grandfather]) and carols (Cicha noc [Silent Night], Bdg sie rodzi [God Is Born],
Dzisiaj w Betlejem [Today in Bethlehem]). The entire school community contrib-
utes to the celebrations. “Then we are one big family. A family from Poland”
(V/K/N). “We all do something. Someone sews costumes, someone helps with
learning the text. But the most beautiful thing is that the kids do it with great
joy” (IV/K/R).

Pupils regularly participate in competitions for Polish emigrant children in
the United Kingdom, such as the recurring Wierszowisko poetry recitation con-
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test and the Polish Schools in England and Wales Spelling Competition for the
Golden Pen, awarded by the Consul General of the Republic of Poland in London.
Teachers stress that “reciting poems develops a sense of rhythm, sound and
beauty of the Polish language, while spelling competitions teach sensitivity to
linguistic correctness. Ultimately, this translates into a deeper understanding
and respect for national culture” (I/K/N). Parents, on the other hand, note that
participation in such projects strengthens children’s self-confidence and self-es-
teem. “When my daughter competed and did very well, | saw enormous pride
in her. It builds their identity” (IX/M/R).

Analysis of sources and interview data suggests that extracurricular activities
at the school in Medway contribute to maintaining national identity, fostering
cultural awareness, and promoting cooperation, thereby strengthening inter-
generational bonds and a sense of community among Polish emigrants.

c. Potential

The close cooperation between teachers and parents, which creates a cohe-
sive and enriching educational environment, should be considered an essential
asset of the institution. In educational and formative activities, particular im-
portance is attached to cultivating the Polish language, upholding national tra-
ditions and shaping cultural identity in children and young people. “We are
building one big community. All children are ours” (1I/M/N). “Without the work
of the parents, our efforts would be meaningless. Thanks to collaboration, we
can teach children the Polish language, pass on and make them aware of Polish
culture and tradition” (IV/K/N).

Teachers observe that parents actively support the education process, i.e.,
they participate in school celebrations and events, help create decorations, pre-
pare costumes, and share their knowledge and experience. Their presence and
involvement reinforce the cultural message, showing children that Polish iden-
tity is an integral part of everyday life. “Through their commitment, parents un-
derscore the fact that they find cultivating Polish culture important. All such ac-
tivities build an invisible bridge between school and home” (l1I/M/N).

Observation reveals that many teachers are also parents of the pupils at the
Medway school, which further contributes to the institution’s atmosphere. They
bring their family experiences into the educational space and get their family
members living in the UK involved in their undertakings. As a result, school life
takes on a personal and emotional dimension, and children naturally integrate
with the culture of their ancestors. Parents emphasise that, in effect, the teachers
to adopt an empathetic approach to the organisation of the teaching process.
They do pay attention to the individual characteristics and predispositions of stu-
dents, observing them outside the school walls as well. “The school gives our chil-
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dren what English schools do not offer—contact with Polish culture, history and
language. It’s important that the teachers put so much heart into it” (XV/K/R).

The results of the research indicate that cooperation between parents and
teachers yields an environment where students effectively develop linguistic
and social competencies, laying the foundation for further, conscious participa-
tion in Polish culture.

d. Difficulties

According to interviews with parents and teachers, the school in Medway
faces several organisational and financial challenges. One of the primary con-
cerns is the shortage of stable, qualified teaching staff. This is due to both limited
funding for teachers and the small number of teachers living outside the country
who are willing to work in such institutions.

Another barrier is insufficient funding from the Polish government, as well
as complicated formal procedures involved in obtaining funds. As the teachers
emphasise, the number of documents required and the poor administrative
competencies of the school staff make it very difficult to apply for financial sup-
port effectively.

Inadequate infrastructure is also a major problem, especially for the young-
est students, who must have their classrooms rearranged each time before les-
sons begin. After class, all teaching materials must be stored in a designated
cupboard, which forces teachers to keep most of their worksheets and art sup-
plies at home and bring them back for the next class.

In the daily functioning of the school, tensions arise due to language barriers
and the varying degrees of cultural identification among pupils. Teachers draw
attention to the difficulties in maintaining intergenerational transmission of tra-
ditions, especially in older grades. Teenage pupils often lose interest in attend-
ing school on Saturday, especially when they are involved in other extracurricu-
lar activities at the same time.

Conclusions

The Polish Saturday School in Medway serves as a local centre for Polish in-
tangible cultural heritage (ICH) in the United Kingdom. It creates a unique envi-
ronment that functions like a family community, shaped by interactions among
students, teachers, and parents. The primary goal of the teaching process is to
build an emotional connection between children, young people, and their
homeland, helping to embed them in their cultural roots and increase their
awareness of their native traditions and language. Polish ICH is promoted, main-
tained, and protected through the following methods:
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— structured teaching aimed at passing on traditions, language, customs, cul-
tural symbols and national values;

— celebration of national holidays and traditional events established in Polish
schools and Polish culture, special events, theatre performances and family
picnics;

— social campaigns in the form of patriotic marches;

— student participation in competitions promoting the Polish language.
Regarding the safeguarding and promotion of Polish national culture, the

institution’s main strength lies in close collaboration between teachers and par-
ents, who together establish a unified educational environment. Significant em-
phasis is placed on nurturing the Polish language, national traditions, and the
cultural identity of children and young people. Parents actively support the ed-
ucational process by sharing their knowledge and experiences, which enhances
the cultural message. At the institution, many teachers also serve as parents,
adding a personal touch to school life and strengthening the integration of stu-
dents into their ancestral culture.

However, the school in Medway faces challenges due to a lack of properly
adapted teaching infrastructure, as well as the need for qualified staff and stable
funding for education. The school’s community also struggles with tensions and
limitations caused by language barriers, differing levels of cultural identification
among students, difficulties in maintaining intergenerational tradition transfer,
and declining interest in Polish culture among older students, which impacts the
organisation of the educational process.

Because there are few qualitative studies on contemporary Saturday schools
in the UK, it is hard to compare this analysis with other researchers’ findings.
Since Polish Saturday Schools in the United Kingdom create unique spaces for
intergenerational interaction, maintain Polish culture among the younger gen-
eration of the Polish diaspora, and shape their emotional connection to national
traditions and customs, they undoubtedly require in-depth, qualitative re-
search. Specifically, it would be helpful to compare data based on the experi-
ences of teachers, students, and parents with observations and analyses of sec-
ondary sources. Additionally, it would also be relevant to compare individual in-
stitutions based on their location in the United Kingdom, the number of stu-
dents, and the qualifications of the teaching staff.
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Polska Sobotnia Szkota w Medway — lokalne centrum polskiego
niematerialnego dziedzictwa kulturowego w Wielkiej Brytanii

Streszczenie

Artykut prezentuje Polskg Sobotnig Szkote w Medway — lokalne centrum polskiego niemate-
rialnego dziedzictwa kulturowego (NDK) w Wielkiej Brytanii. Zagadnienia badawcze koncentrujg
sie na specyfice funkcjonowania placéwki, jej dziataniach podejmowanych w zakresie upowszech-
niania, podtrzymywania i ochrony polskiego NDK oraz na potencjale szkoty i trudnosciach, z kté-
rymi sie mierzy. Materiat badawczy zebrano za posrednictwem wywiadéw przeprowadzonych
z nauczycielami i rodzicami oraz obserwacji i analizy Zrodet wtérnych. Placéwka tworzy wspdlnote
rodzinng, na ktérg oddziatujg interakcje pomiedzy uczniami, nauczycielami a rodzicami. Celem
procesu dydaktycznego jest ksztattowanie wiezi dzieci i mtodziezy z ojczyzng, a podtrzymywanie
i ochrona polskiego NDK realizowana jest poprzez organizacje Swigt, uroczystosci narodowych
i wydarzen kulturowych. Szkota zmaga sie z ograniczeniami infrastrukturalnymi, kadrowymi, finan-
sowymi i zréznicowanym poziomem identyfikacji kulturowej uczniéw.

Stowa kluczowe: dziedzictwo kulturowe, edukacja kulturowa, emigracja, Polskie Sobotnie
Szkoty, tozsamos¢ kulturowa.
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Evaluation Criteria and Levels of Formation of
Aesthetic Values of College Students by Means of
Musical Art

Abstract

The article raises the problem of forming aesthetic values among college students and empha-
sises their importance in people’s lives. The urgency of the problem is due to the rapid pace of
development of network technologies, in particular short, low-quality videos (Little Red Book and
Tik Tok), which seriously mislead the aesthetic values of some college students. However, the
quality of aesthetic values often faces a difficult evaluation environment. This article attempts to
explore the evaluation standards and levels of aesthetic values formed by music among college
students in the context of globalisation. The genesis of the problem of forming aesthetic values in
the mixed situation of multiple cultures in China is traced. It is emphasised that the development
of media leads to the erosion of their aesthetic values. Based on the analysis of the works of schol-
ars, 4 levels of development of aesthetic values are identified: initial, fashionable, advanced and
the highest level — the suspended layer. The essence of the concept of ‘evaluation’ and its rela-
tionship with such categories as standards, criteria, norms are defined. The philosophical content
of the main criteria for assessing aesthetic values: truth, goodness, beauty is analysed. A system
of indicators for assessing the musical and aesthetic values of college students is developed. An
experimental study was conducted to identify the advantages in the development of aesthetic
values of college students and the results of the analysis of such an experiment are presented. It
is concluded that any evaluation standard formulated by people and used by people will be influ-
enced by various factors.

Keywords: aesthetic values, musical art, college students, assessment, indicators.
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Introduction

In people’s daily lives, beauty is indispensable, let alone aesthetics. People
will judge and choose between right and wrong, good and evil for certain things,
cultures, and even concepts based on their own aesthetic values, and practice
their aesthetic choices in future behavior. Therefore, for individuals, the correct
aesthetic values can guide a person to develop healthy and upward emotions.
Healthy aesthetic values can guide a person to discover the true beauty in life
and reflect this beauty in future behavior. As to society, the correctness of each
member’s aesthetic values is also related to people’s value choices towards di-
verse ideas, which will ultimately have a significant impact on the development
of society. College students are the main body of aesthetic education in Chinese
universities. Through a review of literature, the author found that currently, the
development of aesthetic education for college students in Chinese universities
is limited to education and practice, and there is no attention paid to the results
of cultivation and the standards used to evaluate the aesthetic values of college
students, lacking thinking and questioning.

This article is based on practice, with human needs as the core, and deeply
analyzes the connotation of “truth, goodness, and beauty” as the evaluation
standard for the formation of music aesthetic values among college students, as
well as its eternal and elastic characteristics. It then elaborates on the two eval-
uation dimensions of music aesthetic values among college students from the
relationship between humans and society, and attempts to construct an evalu-
ation index system for their music aesthetic values by combining the particular-
ity of music itself. The aim is to promote the attention of Chinese universities to
the practice of music aesthetic education among college students, scientifically
and correctly guide them to form music aesthetic values, understand the diverse
needs behind the selection of music aesthetic values among college students,
and evaluate their music aesthetic values with an open and inclusive attitude,
achieving the comprehensive development of college students and achieving
social harmony.

College students are in a stage where their outlook on life, worldview, and
values are not yet mature, so they are highly susceptible to the influence of ex-
ternal environment, various social public opinions, and other related factors.
With the continuous development of network technology, all new and emerging
things continue to grow and expand over time, and with the help of science and
technology, they are constantly influencing people in all aspects from different
perspectives. The relevance of studying this problem is due to the fact, that the
diverse aesthetic perspectives also profoundly influence the establishment of
aesthetic cognition among college students, and have resulted in many aesthetic
alienation phenomena. For example, in recent years, short video software such



Evaluation Criteria... 157

as Little Red Book and Tik Tok has gradually emerged. Many we-media creators
intentionally upload some works that are not deep, pompous, and contrary to
the mainstream aesthetic concepts in order to obtain fan benefits and economic
benefits. These works just meet the requirements of some college students who
like to be innovative, and seriously mislead some college students’ aesthetic val-
ues. Specifically, the aesthetic preferences of college students tend to be utili-
tarian and hedonic. As the main force of schools and the future builders of the
country, college students are in an important period of aesthetic development.
Faced with this complex and ever-changing society and complex online world, it
is particularly important to pay attention to the aesthetic education of this group
in order to establish correct aesthetic values. Only by establishing correct aes-
thetic values can we better develop social spiritual civilization. However, the
quality of a certain aesthetic value often faces a complex evaluation environ-
ment. Establishing an effective evaluation standard is the primary issue in the
current education of aesthetic values for college students. Aesthetic values are
an important component of the life values of college students, and music has
become an irreplaceable way to cultivate aesthetic values among college stu-
dents due to its unique perception. Based on this, this article attempts to take
the college student group as the research object, explore the evaluation stand-
ards and levels of aesthetic values formed by music among college students in
the context of globalization, in order to help guide the college student group to
establish correct aesthetic values, promote the refinement of talent training
programs for music and aesthetic education in universities, and effectively pro-
mote the comprehensive development of college students, which has positive
significance.

1. Aesthetic values of Chinese students: challenges, influences
and educational strategies

The research on the aesthetic values of college students in China started rel-
atively late, and in recent years, many scholars have only begun to pay attention
to this aspect of research. In the process of educational development, the em-
phasis on aesthetic education in the education sector is gradually deepening. As
early as the Republic of China period, Chinese educator Cai Yuanpei proposed
the importance of aesthetic education and pointed out that aesthetic education
is the key to achieving education to save the country. He strongly advocated the
development of aesthetic education in various stages of school education, and
even regarded it as an important means to enlighten human thought, cultivate
individual emotions, and improve individual personality. In 2015, “the Opinion
of the General Office of the State Council on Comprehensively Strengthening
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and Improving School Aesthetic Education” was released in China, which
pointed out: “Aesthetic education is not only aesthetic education, but also
a multiple education related to individual spirit, emotion, quality, and other as-
pects” (General Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China,
2015, p. 21). It can not only enhance individual aesthetic literacy, but also have
a positive impact on their interests, temperament, and other aspects. It can be
seen that among the many components of aesthetic education, aesthetic value
education is the most core part, and aesthetic education is crucial for the devel-
opment of individuals and even society.

Liang Ming conducted an empirical investigation on the current situation of
aesthetic values and pointed out that as contemporary Chinese aesthetic culture
gradually presents a mixed situation of multiple cultures, especially under the
influence of fast-food consumption culture, there are problems of ambiguity
and disorder in the aesthetic values of college students. Specifically, on the one
hand, college students are exposed to various elements through media such as
the internet, causing them to immerse themselves in vulgar and entertaining
content. Over time, college students view noble things as not keeping up with
the trend, and entertainment and vulgar things as a trend, leading to the prob-
lem of reversing and blurring their aesthetic values. On the other hand, there is
a problem of disorder in the aesthetic values of college students (Liang, 2015).

Zhu Yan believes that the comprehensiveness of information and the inter-
active construction of network culture make the aesthetic values of college stu-
dents increasingly diverse, and the virtual experiential nature of network culture
makes the aesthetic experience of college students tend to be sensory (Zhu,
2011). Zhu Sanyi believes that current multiculturalism is a cultural form that
tends to please the public’s senses. The aesthetic values of Chinese college stu-
dents are more susceptible to cultural shocks from consumerism and entertain-
ment. In addition, the educational methods and content of aesthetic education
in school education, as well as the lack of an environment for shaping aesthetic
values in family education, all have a greater or lesser impact on the aesthetic
values of college students (Zhu, 2021). Guan Li Xue explores the importance,
composition, and basic orientation of college students’ aesthetic values from
a theoretical perspective. Starting from the three dimensions of aesthetic stand-
ards, aesthetic tastes, and aesthetic ideals of college students in the context of
new media, this study aims to understand the basic situation of aesthetic values
among Chinese college students in the context of new media. The author pro-
poses to develop aesthetic values by: strengthening family education and creat-
ing a multidisciplinary educational environment for families, schools and com-
munities; using online and offline educational resources for continuous self-ed-
ucation (Guan, 2023).
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Li Xin divides the aesthetic needs of college students into four levels based
on their musical literacy and aesthetic taste: The first level is flat level, one is in
a state of extreme lack of basic music knowledge and ability, has a strong desire
to learn music knowledge and cultivate music ability; The second level is fashion
level, one is in a blind state with a passion for music, and has a practical and
specific need for music learning, and they hope to receive guidance and im-
provement; The third level is advanced level, one is in a state of possessing cer-
tain music skills and having a certain understanding of basic music knowledge,
and urgently needs to learn standardized music theory and humanistic
knowledge to promote a deeper understanding of music; The forth level is sus-
pended layer, one is in a state of high musical literacy and mastery of certain
music theories, with a greater pursuit of exploring the essence of music four
levels of requirements (Li, 2015). Liu Yanfei focused on the music acceptance of
university students and explored their acceptance and influence on the current
music, especially popular music, from the perspective of aesthetic acceptance.
He concluded that compared to other types of music, contemporary university
students are more fond of popular music, and current popular music can basi-
cally meet their music needs (Liu, 2008). Zhao Xiyuan used questionnaire survey
and interview methods to study the music aesthetic perception ability of non-
music major college students from two dimensions: music aesthetic perception
ability and music aesthetic perception ability. He summarized the path suitable
for higher normal universities to cultivate the music aesthetic perception ability
of non- music major students (Zhao, 2023).

In summary, scholars have not only explored the composition and concepts
of aesthetic values from a theoretical perspective, but also conducted investiga-
tions and analyses on the current situation, existing problems, causes, and strat-
egies of aesthetic values among college students from a practical perspective;
From the perspectives of aesthetic subject and aesthetic object, this study not
only explores the guidance path of music aesthetic interest and the cultivation
path of music aesthetic perception ability at the macro level, but also explores
specific teaching methods at the micro level. However, there is still no research
on the evaluation criteria for the aesthetic values and music evaluation values
of college students.

The formation of aesthetic values in music among college students is partic-
ularly important for the development of individuals, the country, and society.
Previous research has been limited to exploring the current situation, existing
problems, causes, and strategies of aesthetic values among college students, or
studying a certain element of aesthetic values in music. However, there are not
enough philosophical and social criteria for evaluating aesthetic values through
music, which musical aesthetic values they want to form and to what extent.
This research will make it possible to form appropriate standards of assessment
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and updating index systems for measuring the aesthetic values of music among
students.

The purpose of this article: analyze and discuss the evaluation criteria and
dimensions for the formation of aesthetic values in music among college stu-
dents, and attempt to construct an evaluation index system for the aesthetic
values in music among college students.

2. The unity of truth, goodness and beauty as a philosophical
basis for the criteria for evaluating aesthetic values

The concept of “evaluation” has a wide range of applications and exists in
various aspects of social life. “The Dictionary of Psychology” points out that
“evaluation generally refers to the process of evaluating the value or meaning
of something” (Lin, Yang, Huang, 2003, p. 906). Thus, evaluation serves as a fun-
damental tool for assessing and interpreting various phenomena in human life.

Things themselves have no value and meaning, and their value and meaning
exist due to human existence. In other words, from the perspective of human
historical activities, evaluation is the subjective activity of human beings, and it
is always linked to human needs and the values formed on this basis. Conse-
qguently, evaluation not only reflects reality but also influences future actions
and decision-making. Evaluation, as a spiritual activity of the subject, is a com-
prehensive reflection of various forms of human consciousness on the activities
and results of the objective world. It is the endpoint of practical activities and
the starting point of new practical activities. Standard is the fundamental cate-
gory of epistemology, “often referring to standards, criteria, paradigms, norms,
etc.” (Jiang, 2007, p. 21). Standards provide a foundation for objective judgment
and facilitate structured evaluation. However, the formulation of any standard
is not achieved in an action. For example, the ethical value evaluation standard
may face the following problems when it is formulated: first, the dilemma and
contradiction of ethical decision-making, such as doctors’ choice between treat-
ing a single patient and public health, lawyers’ balance between protecting the
interests of customers and maintaining legal justice. Second, difficulties in the
process of balancing.in ethical decision-making, individuals need to balance be-
tween different moral values, interests and consequences. For example, when
making product pricing, enterprise managers need to make a trade-off between
profits and consumer rights and interests, and need to comprehensively con-
sider factors such as market competition, cost expenditure and consumer pur-
chasing power. These problems have brought great challenges to the formula-
tion of ethical value evaluation standards.
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Evaluation criteria, also known as judging criteria, refer to the value scale
and boundaries that people apply to objects in evaluation activities. The objec-
tivity of evaluation is an important basis for the scientific validity of evaluation
criteria. It refers to the requirements for the degree of excellence determined
relative to the aspects specified by the evaluation criteria. It is the quantitative
regulation of the process of qualitative change of things. It is not only the scale
followed by the practical process itself, but also the scale for people to evaluate
its results after the practice is completed. All human practical activities, includ-
ing various relatively independent concepts or theories, can ultimately be sum-
marized as transforming the world according to one’s own needs. As a conscious
social existence, humans have gradually developed their own needs in practical
activities and have also gradually formed evaluation criteria for practical activi-
ties that meet their needs: truth, goodness, and beauty.

The unity reflected in people’s pursuit of “truth” is “not just the inherent unity
of the object that tends towards objectivity, but should be a higher unity of subjec-
tivity and objectivity, subject and object, and human and world established in a hu-
man way” (Li, Wang, Li, 2004, p. 318). Based on this, “truth” not only refers to the
subject’s understanding of the essence and attributes of the object, but also in-
cludes the subject’s reflection of their own needs and characteristics. “Truth is man-
ifested as existence and nothingness in ontology, as right and wrong in epistemol-
ogy, and as a problem of good and bad in axiology” (Sui, 2008, p. 2).

“Goodness in a broad sense includes the practical value that satisfies peo-
ple’s needs in various aspects of natural and social relationships (such as econ-
omy, politics, morality, culture, etc.). Any utilitarian and moral positive value can
be called good. Goodness is the realm that realizes the inevitability of the sub-
ject “(Li, Wang, Li, 2004, p. 319). This means that goodness is not just an ethical
construct but a key factor in sustainable human progress.

People generally understand the concept of “Goodness” in a narrow sense,
believing that “Goodness” refers to the basic category of reflecting on human
moral and ethical life, and evaluating human behavior in morality. It is directly
related to morality and is based on the premise of truth. A utilitarian and pur-
poseful moral state that characterizes whether a person’s internal qualities and
external behavior meet moral standards in relation to social reality and neces-
sity. “Goodness” has functions such as critical, normative, and idealistic. Ethical
Good behavior is conducive to the improvement of human nature, social pro-
gress, and the happiness of others. In fact, the broad concept of “goodness”,
which refers to the harmonious relationship between the subject and the object,
is also what humans aspire to pursue.

“Beauty is a higher sphere achieved on the basis of truth and goodness.
Beauty is a creative activity of human transformation of the world and its
achievements that affirm human freedom. It is a highly unified subject object
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based on the subjective scale “ (Li, Wang, Li, 2004, pp. 319-320). It indicates that
bbeauty unifies subjectivity and objectivity, including objectively existing beau-
tiful things and human subjective aesthetic feelings. Beauty is expressed
through aesthetics, reflecting the pleasure and harmony that humans create by
unifying the object world with the subject’s own scale according to the “scale of
objects” and “scale of humans”. Beauty is the unity of “purposefulness” and
“regularity”, highlighting human creativity, richness, and the possibility of un-
limited human power, as well as the purpose of human freedom and compre-
hensive development. This suggests that beauty is not merely a passive percep-
tion but an active engagement with the world through creative expression.

Therefore, from our point of view, “truth, goodness, and beauty” reflects hu-
man needs and the ideal of pursuing harmonious relationships between humans
and nature, between humans and society, and between humans. Their evaluation
criteria as practical activities are eternal, and the perfect integration of the three
is the highest standard for evaluating aesthetic values. From the perspective of
overall pursuit, as long as human life exists, there is a need for continuous im-
provement, and the production of human spiritual realm will continue indefi-
nitely. Even if a certain degree of relative unity is achieved within a certain period
of time, with the continuous development and transformation of various social
conditions, the standards of truth, goodness, and beauty will undergo new
changes, and the era will propose new topics and challenges for the pursuit of
truth, goodness, and beauty. Therefore, human practice is constantly continuing
and developing, and the pursuit of truth, goodness, and beauty is also an endless
and never-ending process of movement and development. From the perspective
of individual realization, every individual or group relative to the whole must pur-
sue truth, goodness, and beauty in specific social forms and historical stages, and
be constrained by various objective conditions and subjective factors, and cannot
be detached from the reality in which the individual is located. Therefore, the uni-
fied trend of truth, goodness, and beauty is not just the perfection of that distant
world, but a collection of truth, goodness, and beauty formed by countless specific
and relatively unified chains in the vast river of history. In human social practice,
the unity of truth, goodness, and beauty is reflected in all aspects. The same ap-
plies in the field of music aesthetics, where “truth, goodness, and beauty” are also
the evaluation criteria for the music aesthetic values of college students.

3. Evaluation of Musical Aesthetic Values in the Student
Environment

Does whether the aesthetic values formed by college students through mu-
sic meet the evaluation criteria of society and individuals regarding “truth, good-
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ness, and beauty”? It requires the establishment of a measurable evaluation in-
dex system. Firstly, it is necessary to define the concept of aesthetic values. Due
to the fact that the generation of aesthetics is a process of psychological pro-
cessing, different scholars have arranged and combined these psychological el-
ements in different forms, viewing aesthetic values as a psychological structure.
Based on the three-level model (i.e. basic level, dimensional level, and indicator
level) and two prototypes (sufficient and necessary conditions and family simi-
larity) proposed by Gary Goertz in “Conceptual Definition: A Discussion on Meas-
urement, Cases, and Theory” (Goertz, Yin, 2014), Ye Zezhou believes that “aes-
thetic values are a set of psychological structural systems that guide the aesthetic
subject to satisfy aesthetic needs through the aesthetic relationship between sub-
ject and object, and achieve the peak experience of aesthetic pleasure” (Ye, 2023,
p. 109 ). This shows that, according to the process of aesthetic psychology, aes-
thetic values exhibit a dynamic and infinite cycle of generation, from aesthetic
needs to aesthetic relationships (aesthetic interest - aesthetic cognition > aes-
thetic judgment) = aesthetic reactions = aesthetic needs. In our opinion, simi-
larly, the formation of aesthetic values in music among college students also goes
through a similar process of generation, but is achieved through auditory percep-
tion. As an art form, music is different from other types of art such as painting,
calligraphy, and sculpture. People perceive various elements of music and the
characteristics of the organic whole constructed by these elements through audi-
tory perception, and combine them with their own life experiences to trigger rich
imagination. It is through the aesthetic activities of music that people have formed
their aesthetic values. Firstly, college students have gradually developed a need
for music aesthetics in their own life practices, yearning to seek auditory satisfac-
tion and a joyful emotional state through music; Secondly, as the existence of aes-
thetic relationships in music, college students are the main body of music aesthet-
ics. On the basis of their own music aesthetic needs, they interact with music as
the object of music aesthetics. Due to various factors such as personal living envi-
ronment and learning experience, college students have different musical aes-
thetic tastes, musical aesthetic cognitive abilities, and musical aesthetic judgment
abilities. As a result, they ultimately exhibit different musical aesthetic reactions
due to their ability to obtain joyful physical and mental experiences and meet mu-
sical aesthetic needs. From a local perspective, aesthetic response is the endpoint
in a unidirectional aesthetic process, but from a holistic perspective, it is also the
starting point of a new aesthetic process and will trigger new aesthetic needs. In
other words, aesthetic values are the never-ending dynamic process of human
aesthetic psychology rising in a spiral shape. The same goes for the aesthetic val-
ues of music among college students, which will not end with the end of their
college life. The dynamic formation process and related elements of college stu-
dents’ music aesthetic values are shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1
Evaluation index system for music aesthetic values of college students

In the process of the formation of College Students’ aesthetic values of mu-
sic, “truth” mainly refers to the experience, cognition and evaluation of the au-
thenticity of music. For example, it can accurately capture and understand the
emotions conveyed in music works and the deep meaning behind these emo-
tions; Understand the social and cultural background of different music styles
and genres, have rich knowledge of music theory, and be able to deeply under-
stand the internal structure and artistic value of music; Evaluate and appreciae
music works, music creation, performance skills and values, etc.. “Goodness”
mainly refers to the positive guidance of music aesthetic judgment, such as en-
couraging yourself with the power of music, using a positive and optimistic atti-
tude towards life, and facing the challenges of life. “Beauty” mainly refers to the
aesthetic feeling of music, for example the sensitivity to musical elements such
as musical structure, harmony, rhythm and melody, and how these elements
together constitute the aesthetic experience of musical works; Be able to deeply
feel the emotional resonance caused by music and resonate with others; The
aesthetic taste has been improved, which can distinguish the elegance and vul-
garity in music works, and cultivate healthy aesthetic taste.
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To sum up, the evaluation standard of the development level of college stu-
dents’ music aesthetic values should comprehensively examine its performance
in three dimensions: true perception and evaluation, goodness judgment and
aesthetic experience. Such an evaluation system not only focuses on college stu-
dents’ aesthetic appreciation of music works, but also emphasizes the positive
social effects and personal growth value of their music aesthetic activities, aim-
ing to guide college students to form healthy, profound and creative music aes-
thetic concepts. Accordingly, this study designed the evaluation index system of
college students’ musical aesthetic values (Table 1).

Table 1
The evaluation criteria for the aesthetic values of music among college students

Standard classification First level indicators Second level indicators

Ability to distinguish different musical styles

» Ability to distinguish and evaluate different mu-
Cogpnition and evalua-

Truth . . sic types
tion of music - —
Understanding of vocal music skills
Evaluation ability of folk cultural heritage
o . Positive emotions brought by listening to music
Goodness Positive guidance — - -
brought by music Ability to express emot{ons through communica-
tion
Beaut Musical aesthetic The development of musical aesthetic taste
eauty . - - -
feeling Realize the social beauty of music

Table 2
Diagnostic table for assessing the level of development of ethical values of college students
through music

Score and number of evaluators

Indicators
0 1 2 3 4 5
Development of aesthetic 3 1 8 36 48 80
taste (5 points) (1.7%) (0.57%) (4.55%) (20.45%) (27.27%) (45.45%)
Positive emotions from lis-
. . 0 o 0 o 38 123
2 ten(l;gp:i)nrtr;;mc (0%) 0(0%) (0%) 15(8.52%) (21.59%) (69.89%)
, Mommabes oo s om o
5 ;oints) (0%) (0%) (2.84%) (15.34%) (23.3%) (58.52%)
 Cheemmesos o 2 6 % @
g (5 points) (0%) (1.14%) (3.41%) (20.45%) (25%) (50%)
Ability to distinguish be- 1 3 10 40 a 78

5 tween different styles of

0, 0 0, 0 0, 0,
music (5 points) (0.57%) (1.7%) (5.68%) (22.73%) (25%) (44.32%)
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Table 2 (cont.)

Score and number of evaluators

Indicators
0 1 2 3 4 5
Ability to distinguish be-
tween music genres and 1 1 16 42 41 75
evaluate them (0.57%)  (0.57%) (9.09%) (23.86%) (23.3%) (42.61%)
(5 points)
, emwagesl 3 s om o om o2
. 4 (1.7%) (4.55%) (10.8%) (24.43%) (18.18%) (40.34%)
(5 points)
Assessment of cultural folk 2 4 21 38 36 75
heritage (5 points) (1.14%)  (2.27%) (11.93%) (21.59%) (20.45%) (42.61%)

Taking Henan University of science and technology as an example, this paper
tests the development level of college students’ aesthetic values through music
from multiple dimensions, such as music aesthetic taste, the impact of music on
personal emotions, the social beauty of music, the ability to communicate and
express emotions, the ability to distinguish music styles, the ability to distinguish
and evaluate music types, the understanding of vocal music skills, and the ability
to evaluate folk cultural heritage. 176 questionnaires were distributed and 176
valid questionnaires were collected (Table 2).

From Table 2, the test results are as follows:

3.1. The majority of college students have a positive attitude towards the
development of musical and aesthetic taste

The following diagram shows that the majority of college students have a posi-
tive attitude towards the development of musical and aesthetic taste (Figure 2).

1.70% 0.57%
4.55%

20.45%

m A.Oscore = B.1score C. 2 score D.3score ®=E.4score =F.5score

Figure 2
Diagram of the distribution of components for assessing the formation of aesthetic values of col-
lege students
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Among the options, 45.45% of college students chose 5 points, indicating
that they thought their musical aesthetic taste was well developed. In addition,
27.27% of college students chose 4 points, showing a high degree of recognition
of the aesthetic taste of music on the whole. Only a few college students chose
a lower score, indicating that the development of music aesthetic taste has been
better evaluated on the whole.

3.2. The vast majority of college students believe that listening to music
brings positive emotions

According to the survey results, 69.89% of college students chose 5 points,
indicating that they thought the positive emotions brought by listening to music
were very significant. In addition, 91.41% of college students chose 4 points or
more, which further supports this conclusion.

3.3. Most college students believe that the social beauty of music is higher

Among all the college students interviewed, 58.52% gave the highest score
(5 points), while only 2.84% gave the lowest score (2 points). This shows that most
college students hold a positive attitude towards the beauty of music in society.

3.4. College students generally believe that they have strong ability to
communicate and express emotions

It can be seen from the data that 50% of college students chose 5 points,
indicating that they are very strong in the ability to express emotions through
communication. The students who scored 4 and 3 also accounted for a consid-
erable proportion, which were 25% and 20.45% respectively. This shows that
most college students are confident in their emotional expression ability.

3.5. Most college students have a strong ability to distinguish music styles

From the survey results, 44.32% of college students gave the highest score
of 5 points, indicating that they have strong ability to distinguish different musi-
cal styles. In addition, 69.32% chose 4 points or above, which showed that col-
lege students’ confidence in the ability as a whole.

3.6. Most college students can better distinguish and evaluate music types

42.61% of college students gave the highest score of 5 points, indicating that
they have strong ability to distinguish and evaluate different types of music. In
addition, 23.86% and 23.3% of college students gave 3 and 4 points respectively,
and only 0.57% of respondents chose 0 point, indicating that the vast majority
of people have a certain ability to distinguish and evaluate music types.
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3.7. College students generally have a good understanding of vocal music
skills

It can be seen from the data that the proportion of college students who
choose 5 points is the highest, reaching 40.34%. This shows that most college
students think they have a good understanding of vocal music skills. The second
is the college students who choose 3 and 4 points, accounting for 24.43% and
18.18% respectively. Therefore, on the whole, college students’ understanding
of vocal music skills tends to be higher.

3.8. Most college students hold a positive attitude towards the evaluation of
folk cultural heritage

In the evaluation of folk cultural heritage, 42.61% of college students chose
5 points, indicating their high recognition of folk cultural heritage. On the whole,
more than 80% of college students choose 3 points or above, indicating the im-
portance of folk cultural heritage in college students’ hearts.

From a horizontal perspective, the number of people who score basic indicators
increases from 0-5 points in a ladder like manner, and the scores are mostly con-
centrated in the range of 3-5 points, the number of people who score 1-2 points is
much less, and the number of people who score 0 points is the least. For these eight
indicators, 10 students rated themselves as 0, 19 as 1, 85 as 2, 277 as 3, 324 as 4,
and 693 as 5. Most college students fully recognize their music perception ability,
think that music can bring positive emotions for themselves, and be aware of the
social attributes of music. Music reflects the consensus of most people in society on
the beauty of music. About 50% of college students believe that they have the cor-
responding ability and cognition in the development of aesthetic taste, the ability to
communicate and express emotions, the ability to distinguish and evaluate different
music styles, different music genres, the understanding of vocal music skills and the
evaluation of folk cultural heritage. About 18-27% of college students basically or
better have these abilities or levels. About 0-12% of college students do not have or
only slightly have the ability and level in these aspects.

From the vertical view, the number of college students who rated themselves 5
points was close to 50% of the total number. College students generally hold a pos-
itive attitude towards the aesthetic taste and emotional expression ability of music,
which reflects their strong confidence in music appreciation and understanding. The
survey also shows that most college students perform well in the ability to distin-
guish different music styles and types, indicating their potential in music education
and cultural exchange. At the same time, the understanding and attention to vocal
music skills and folk cultural heritage reflect the concern and inheritance conscious-
ness of contemporary college students for traditional culture. Especially in the pos-
itive emotions brought by listening to music and the recognition of the social beauty
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of music, it has been significantly supported. College students scored 5 points for
the two indicators of listening to music can bring positive emotions and being aware
of the social beauty of music, accounting for 69.89% and 58.52% respectively. The
vast majority of college students have strong positive emotional reactions to music,
which shows that music plays an important role in college students’ emotional life.
Future education and cultural activities should pay more attention to the promotion
of music education, and help students make better use of music as a tool for emo-
tional expression and social communication.

Generally speaking, the development level of college students’ aesthetic val-
ues of music shows a positive trend, but a considerable number of college stu-
dents’ aesthetic values of music show insufficient status, which may be related
to college students’ living environment, music education program, personality,
gender, major and other factors, or they may not understand the options.

Conclusion

To sum up, people can only pursue the evaluation standard of the perfect
integration of “truth, goodness and beauty” as an ideal. Society is a complex
collection of people. People are constantly engaged in various practical activities
when they are alive, which also makes the whole world in change all the time.
Therefore, any evaluation standard formulated by people and used by people
will be affected by various factors not only in the formulation process but also
in the implementation process, and it is difficult to achieve comprehensive and
perfect evaluation results. So is the evaluation standard of college students’ mu-
sic aesthetic values. In colleges and universities of different regions and levels,
economic conditions, the attention of school leaders, the strength of teachers
and other factors will affect the implementation of music aesthetic education in
schools, and naturally affect the development level of college students’ music
aesthetic values and the formulation and implementation of evaluation stand-
ards of music aesthetic values. These issues will also be the focus of this study
in the future. As university leaders, they should not only focus on the usefulness
of music with a utilitarian attitude, but should actively create a good music ed-
ucation environment for college students under the guidance of the national
education policy and in accordance with the existing conditions; As music edu-
cators in colleges and universities, we should not only stick to one teaching
method or teaching mode, but also pay attention to the needs of students from
different backgrounds and adjust teaching strategies in classroom teaching, and
also carry out multi-dimensional evaluation of students’ learning effect under
the guidance of the standards of truth, goodness and beauty, and pay attention
to the healthy development of students’ personality.
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Kryteria oceny i poziomy ksztattowania wartosci estetycznych
studentdéw szkoét wyiszych poprzez sztuke muzyczng

Streszczenie

Artykut porusza problem ksztattowania wartosci estetycznych wsrédd studentéw i podkresla ich zna-
czenie w zyciu ludzi. Pilnos¢ problemu wynika z szybkiego tempa rozwoju technologii sieciowych,
w szczegoblnosci krotkich, niskiej jakosci filmow (Little Red Book i TikTok), ktére powaznie wprowadzajg
w btad niektdrych studentdéw w kwestii wartosci estetycznych. Jednak jakos¢ wartosci estetycznych cze-
sto napotyka trudne warunki oceny. Niniejszy artykut podejmuje probe zbadania standardéw oceny
i poziomdw wartosci estetycznych ksztattowanych przez muzyke wsrdd studentéw w kontekscie globa-
lizacji. Przesledzono geneze problemu ksztattowania wartosci estetycznych w mieszanej sytuacji wielu
kultur w Chinach. Podkreslono, ze rozwéj medidéw prowadzi do erozji ich wartosci estetycznych. Na pod-
stawie analizy prac naukowcow zidentyfikowano 4 poziomy rozwoju wartosci estetycznych: poczat-
kowy, modny, zaawansowany oraz najwyzszy poziom — poziom zawieszony. Zdefiniowano istote poje-
cia ,,oceny” i jego zwigzek z takimi kategoriami, jak standardy, kryteria, normy. Analizuje sie tresc¢ filozo-
ficzng gtéwnych kryteridw oceny wartosci estetycznych: prawdy, dobra i piekna. Opracowano system
wskaznikdw oceny wartosci muzycznych i estetycznych studentéw. Przeprowadzono badanie ekspery-
mentalne w celu zidentyfikowania korzysci w rozwoju wartosci estetycznych studentdw, a nastepnie
przedstawiono wyniki analizy takiego eksperymentu. Stwierdzono, ze kazdy standard oceny, sformuto-
wany i stosowany przez ludzi, bedzie podlegat wptywom réznych czynnikéw.

Stowa kluczowe: wartosci estetyczne, sztuka muzyczna, studenci szkét wyzszych, ocena, wskazniki.
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Positioning of Spoken Language by Erasmus
Exchange Students — Positivist Perspective

Abstract

The paper presents a study based on the notion of positioning applied to examine Erasmus Exchange
students’ approach to spoken language. First, two forms of positioning are discussed as constantly co-
occurring, requiring different methodologies, and being needed in the realm of education. Then, one of
them, namely positivist, is selected for the study and the rationale and construction of the respective
tool are outlined. It is analysed how highly the respondents’ place speech in the area of beliefs, affect,
actions (observable behaviours), and thinking, and how these four facets contribute to the overall ap-
proach. The results point to their limited appreciation of spoken language, to beliefs not being reflected
in actions, and to different purposes of language use being placed on a similar level of recognition. The
study is to be considered to present only one “side of the coin”, as findings obtained with positivist
means need to be complemented and interpreted through the prism of constructivist data, with the
former grasping the students’ approach as a scalable and gradable concept, and the latter implying such
a treatment whereby spoken language is a multidimensional construct not falling subject to any pre-set
classifications or closed hierarchisations.

Keywords: positivist perspective, spoken language, Erasmus Exchange, students, constructivist
perspective, interaction, approach to speech.

Introduction

The study does not relate to the specific subject matter of the Erasmus Ex-
change programmel, but to something that might be regarded as “soft skills” for

1 The name ‘Erasmus’ and ‘Erasmus Exchange’ are treated in this paper as a generic term cover-
ing both the previous Erasmus programmes as well as the current ‘Erasmus+’ edition, reaching
beyond the European Union.
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students’ participation to be undoubtedly beneficial. The underlying rationale
here is that if the entire programme is to be genuine and successful, there needs
to be proper spoken interaction between students (as well as academics) com-
ing from different countries and educational institutions. The notion of position-
ing helps capture their approach to spoken language, which underlies all in-
stances of spoken interaction and which, as a consequence, could serve as an
important facet indicating students’ eligibility for participation and as an indica-
tor showing a real educational change during the exchange. Conversely, how
students position spoken language helps account for the trajectory, the success,
and the personal experiencing of their Erasmus experience. The notion’s scope
and potential speak in favour of its inclusion in the Erasmus exchange official
framework, which is additionally justified by education becoming more strongly
affected by online resources, artificial intelligence, electronic gadgets (prevent-
ing students from regular “corridor exchange”), and spoken communication be-
ing more increasingly on the scrap heap.

1. Theoretical foundations

The notion of positioning has a twofold character in this paper (whereby it
differs from its treatment by other sciences and disciplines noted below). It com-
bines objectivity-oriented facets of a person’s approach with its subjectivity-
poised characteristics. In other words, positioning as construed in this study re-
flects the very human nature causing individuals to both think in terms of scales
and comparisons, as well as view reality through strictly personal lenses. The
former facets are more explicit (and verbalised on a daily basis) than the latter.
It is no different with how people approach their own speech.

Accordingly, the eponymous notions helps capture the spoken dimension of
education, which, for a number of commonsensical reasons, is the crucial one
for such an international educational programme (such as currently Erasmus+)
which rests heavily on spoken interaction and on the exchange of knowledge
and ideas by word of mouth. How students position spoken language strongly
determines their academic participation (and how actively they take part in uni-
versity classes and lectures) as well as their engagement in extra-curricular ac-
tivities, both on and off university premises. Recognising their positioning of
spoken language can thus support classroom diagnostics, instruction, communi-
cation, and overall performance, especially if students themselves become
aware of the notion in question.

Technically speaking, everyday positioning of things takes a twofold character:
— first, we all place various issues, facets, people, phenomena on multiple

(mental) scales, which is manifested by comments about something or
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someone being, for instance, more important, pleasant, etc. than other

things or people (and hence quietly assuming that their importance, amica-

bility, etc. is scalable);

and

— second, we locate the very same facets or persons within multidimensional
spaces, without any need or possibility of specifying any extremes, recognis-
ing degrees, making linear comparisons, drawing up any kind of hierarchisa-
tions.

These two forms of positioning co-occur by definition and neither of them is
more significant than the other. Their naturalness speaks in favour of their com-
plementary treatment as people are inclined both to putting things on scales as
well as to developing their own conceptual categories adding something more
to gradable characteristics. In other words, positioning falls both under positivist
rationale (the former option named), whereby we can speak of ‘concepts’ which
are ‘placed’ on scales, and under constructivist rationale (the latter option),
whereby it is more relevant to speak of ‘constructs’ being ‘located’ in spaces. (In
this paper we will stick to scales- and placement-based terminology as the re-
search discussed here followed the positivist study regime.)

It is the hybrid character of positioning that renders the notion highly suita-
ble for educational purposes. Yet, contrary to numerous fields and disciplines,
where it has been heavily exploited, in the realm of education it remains essen-
tially absent. This gap can be viewed detrimental as the understanding of posi-
tioning outside the scope of education as well as applications of this term tran-
spire as highly relevant for teaching and learning, too, and offer a potentially
fruitful perspective. Popularised by two specialists of advertising, Al Ries and
Jack Trout in their book entitled Positioning: Battle for Your Mind (2001), in the
world of marketing positioning refers to placing a product or organisation in the
minds of prospects or customers, which, as discussed by Michael E. Porter
(2011) or Jekaterina Barakova (2010), generates a sustainable competitive ad-
vantage, beats competition by maximizing the potential benefit (Kotler & Keller
2006), and frequently becomes fundamental to how companies approach and
succeed in a market (Fluhrer & Brahm, 2023). By the same token, positioning
spoken language can give one a strong educational advantage.

The advantage implied by the high positioning of spoken language is partic-
ularly worth considering in the context of Erasmus Exchange programme, the
specific objectives of which should be noted to rest heavily on students’ oral
linguistic skills, even though they are as such not explicitly stated. Promoting
“cooperation, excellence, creativity and innovation” as well as “learning mobility
and active participation” (Erasmus+ Programme Guide, 2024) can hardly be suc-
cessfully carried out without strong reliance on spoken language. It is beyond
any doubt that the fact that, as Serkan Dincer notes, Erasmus Exchange pro-




176 Michat DASZKIEWICZ

gramme has particularly contributed to cross-cultural education (Dincer, 2014)
is largely owing to communication conducted by word of mouth, being posi-
tioned highly throughout the period of this international exchange programme’s
existence.

The hybrid character of the notion of positioning chimes with today’s inte-
gration of mixed methods, aggregation of multiple sources of data, and applica-
tion of various instruments — which jointly enable a more holistic look at phe-
nomena being studied (Creswell, 2003). Of the three holistic approaches recog-
nised by Adrienn Fekete as relevant to linguistic education — complex dynamic
system theory (CDST), language ecology, and post-structuralism (Fekete, 2023),
the second one is most concordant with positioning as construed in this paper.
According to the ecological approach, the language user and their environment
cannot be separated from each other forming a dynamic interacting relationship
(Steffensen & Kramsch, 2017), which additionally implies that the process is
strongly linked to the process of socialisation during which one conforms to all
sorts of cultural and social conventions or behaviours established and required
by a specific community (Ochs & Schieffelin, 2017).

Our eponymous notion is indeed highly ecological, as construed above, in
that not only is positioning an integral part of our daily functioning, but its both
versions mentioned above consistently accompany each other and jointly un-
derlie our natural way of interacting with our environment. Neither can we
cease to put phenomena or people on our mental scales (as those which we
value or like to a lower or higher extent), nor can we somehow resign from build-
ing up our own networks of constructs falling outside any measures and evading
any systematic hierarchisations. Thanks to its ecological and holistic nature, po-
sitioning is both a notion with solid theoretical grounds, but also a most practical
tool for examining people’s approach and finding out how low/high they place
particular issues and in what context/where they locate them in their individual
networks of constructs. For the very same reason, any study focused on either
the former (like this very paper) or the latter perspective will remain fragmen-
tary if not complemented by a verification of the other.

The above means that positioning can provide grounds for a completely new
educational paradigm. Lying at the heart of our human nature, this twofold epis-
temological process remains deeply hidden, quietly presumed or taken for
granted. Positioning is frequently conducted without people’s awareness —
which often characterises emerging paradigms engaging various ways of seeing
and researching the world, which, as Kostera notes, may prevent specialists of
one discipline from cooperating with one another (Kostera, 2005). The two
“branches” of positioning make up a cohesive model (which is one of the con-
stitutive features of paradigms, as defined by Kuhn, 2001) and exist as immanent
contradiction, which, as is the case with usable paradigms, justifies and legiti-
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mises researchers two-lined activities (Stawecki, 2012). One branch of position-
ing rests on the reality being “tameable” by objective/dual descriptors (as ex-
emplified in the study discussed here), whilst its other branch presupposing rel-
ative reality subject to “subjective criticality” (Guba & Lincoln, 2014, p. 285). Dis-
cordant as the two versions of positioning appear, they rely on their natural in-
tegration by individual people and, as such, call for a harmonious application of
mixed (reflective) methods.

2. Methodology

AIMS. The study was aimed to establish by positivist means how Erasmus
Exchange students (EEs) position spoken language (along four selected scales
described below as comprising their overall approach to speaking). It was not
intended to examine how well/much they speak or how they participate in class-
room interactions , but, instead, to rely essentially on their self-assessment on
the level of spoken language (whether it complies with their real use of speech
or not). In short, it is the students’ (not outsiders’) perspective of their own
speech that mattered. Although the study was not meant to result in any sweep-
ing generalisations (as personal attitudes remain too individual too be directly
compared), it was based on the assumption that certain overarching tendencies
among students from different EU member states could be found for further
more systematic studies.

PROBLEMS. The formulation of the problems rested on the distinction of four
dimensions: beliefs, emotions, actions, and thoughts, which under the theory of
multilateral education (Okon, 1995) are the essence of four educational domains.
Each dimension can be viewed as a scale on which speaking is placed (Figure 1).

BELIEFS EMOTIONS ACTIONS THOUGHTS
SPEAKING I LIKE | SPEAK I REFLECT
IS IMPORTANT SPEAKING ALOT ON MY SPEECH
SPEAKING | DISLIKE | SPEAK | DON'T REFLECT
IS UNIMPORTANT SPEAKING LITTLE ON MY SPEECH
axiological affective psychomotor cognitive
domain domain domain domain

Figure 1
Four dimensions of spoken language positioning
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Any of the four components may be the cause of high positioning of spoken
language (and make students more likely to become engaged and focused on
the content being articulated by themselves and others. More significantly,
though, “adding up” (in mind) the four arrows representing four placements of
spoken language by an individual yields one joint scale built up by the four sub-
scales, as the examples — of higher and lower positioning, with differing config-
urations — show (Figure 2).

A
beliefs | A
A | beliefs
emotions A
i emotions
A A
actions 1
1\ ! actions
1
; A
thoughts | ithoughts

Figure 2
Examples of overall spoken language positioning

With this joint scales in mind, the general problem of how Erasmus Exchange
students position spoken language was broken down into four specific research
problems:

1. What is the overall tendency of Erasmus Exchange students as to positioning
spoken language?

(Do they place it high or low? How long are the joint (symbolic) arrows?)

2. Which components matter the most in Erasmus Exchange students’ posi-
tioning of spoken language?

(How consistently do they position it? How similar is the length of the four

(symbolic) sub-scales?)

3. How does the overall positioning of spoken language by Erasmus Exchange
students relate to the purpose of language use?

(How do extrinsic and intrinsic purposes contribute to their positioning?)

4. To what extent does the positioning of spoken language by Erasmus Ex-
change students relate to their self-assessment as speakers (as to how much
and how well they speak)?

HYPOTHESES. There being no research addressing positioning construed as
herein (by other researchers), | can hypothesise here basing predominantly on
common sense, instructional experience and observations from classrooms in
which Erasmus Exchanges students have participated — as follows:
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Hypothesis 1. On the whole, EEs were hypothesised to position spoken language
fairly high, but not very high (or, in other words, not high enough for all the
ambitious objectives of the Erasmus programme to be secured on the level
of university students). On the one hand, these students are willing to take
part in the international exchange, which, rather obviously, implies spoken
communication (and this favours higher positioning), but, on the other hand,
their educational systems do not prioritise language as such (which, in turn,
moves the positioning lower).

Hypothesis 2. The dimension of actions (psychomotor domain) was presumed
to contribute the most to the location assigned by EEs to spoken language.
This was assumed to have been caused by their practical approach to lan-
guage skills and by them regarding speaking skills as predominantly a com-
municative means serving different everyday needs and purposes. The di-
mension of thoughts (cognitive domain) was expected to contribute the
least, with EEs not reflecting on language per se very much and the dominant
view on language as a practical tool.

Hypothesis 3. It was hypothesised that EEs were more likely to place spoken lan-
guage higher when it comes to purposes extrinsic to language (be it fulfilling
a classroom task or learning subjects or disciplines), and lower when think-
ing of purposes of an intrinsic character (such as mastering a language as
a goal in itself or developing it as a prospective attribute of a person).

Hypothesis 4. The following logic was assumed to operate here: the higher the
self-assessment in terms of quantity, the higher the positioning of spoken
language (as garrulous students could be assumed to demonstrate a highly
positive approach to speaking). On the level of quality, though, the logic was
assumed not to apply as some students assessing themselves as good speak-
ers might be taking every opportunity to practice speaking, to cherish and
reflect on their own talks, and to value all speech-focused settings, whilst
others, assessing themselves equally well, might tend to treat spoken lan-
guage with care, not to overuse it, or even consider insignificant in life.
METHOD. In line with the positivist rationale (constituting “one side of the

coin”, so to speak, in addressing the notion of an invariably hybrid character as

noted earlier in the text), the study had a quantitative character and employed
an attitude scale with a 5-point scale used, with the replies being marked as

‘Definitely NOT’, ‘Rather NOT’, ‘Hard to say’, ‘Rather YES’, and ‘Definitely YES'.

Crucially, the method retained a balance between the four subscales as well as

the purposes of language use and the two sides of students’ self-assessment

(quantity and quantity) necessary for an objective examination of the third and

fourth hypotheses.

TOOL. The study tool had a simple format and consisted of 20 items, ordered
in the way considered most justified from the respondents’ point of view, that
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is: 2 opening items on the quantity of their use of spoken language, 16 “core”
items pertaining to the four dimensions (sub-scales, domains) named, and 2
closing items on the quality self-assessed after all the facets have been consid-
ered. Hence, the self-assessment comprised of items shown by Table 1.

Table 1
Questionnaire items relating to self-assessment

I’'m a talkative kind of person.

———  Self-assessment Quantity
2 | speak in the company of all the people | meet.

19 My general speaking abilities are good.
Self-assessment Quality

| find myself a person nice to listen to.

The “core” of the tool followed the sequence beliefs-emotions-actions-
thoughts and each of the four components (the tool’s blocks) was constructed
in such a way that balanced references were made to four potential purposes of
language use (as construed above), two extrinsic — speaking for the sake of ful-
filling tasks or learning various subjects, and two intrinsic — speaking as a goal
per se or a personal attribute, as presented by Table 2.

Table 2
Questionnaire items relating to beliefs

3 TASKS | view speech as a way of dealing with all kinds of problems.

4 SUBJECTS I must be able to speak about an issue if | want to say that I've learnt it.
5 VALUE | see the ability to speak as an important educational goal.

6 ATTRIBUTE | believe that the way | speak is an important part of my personality.

This component appeared as first owing to the fact that beliefs are often
explicitly expressed, discussed and openly compared by different language us-
ers. All the items are strongly oriented on the first person singular so as to em-
phasise that it is the respondent’s approach that matters here rather than any
general view and, accordingly, that there are no good or bad answers.

Table 3

Questionnaire items relating to affect
7 TASKS When solving a task, | feel more comfortable when | can speak about it.
8 SUBJECTS Speaking out loud about what | know gives me pleasure.
9 VALUE | like speaking about the things which I’'m learning about.

10 ATTRIBUTE I’'m keen to develop my speaking abilities, in all the languages | know.
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The affective component — covered by Table 3 — was next for two main rea-
sons: first, it strengthened the initial message concerning the respondent’s ap-
proach being at stake the most, and, second, it was important for this block to
precede the items relating to acting and thinking so that the respondent could
focus on their general emotional stance rather than on any particular linguistic
behaviours or doubts.

Table 4
Questionnaire items relating to actions

11 TASKS When facing a problem, | speak with people about it.

12 SUBJECTS After I’'ve learnt something new, | speak and discuss it with people.
13 VALUE | tend to talk to people just for the sake of my speaking abilities.
14 ATTRIBUTE | use conversations with people as a means of self-improvement.

The psychomotor component — reflected by Table 4 — related to behaviours
that are observable and measurable (or, perhaps better — graspable with human
senses), which in the case of spoken language refers strictly to actually utter-
ing/verbalising content. (The fact that actions are directly accessible through
senses makes them different from affect, which belongs to the so-called latent
sphere of education comprising all those facets that need to be derived by what
is available and largely inferred). This part comprised items (the first two) which
sounded rather ordinary compared to those (the later couple) which might ap-
pear atypical and somewhat odd, especially to those who view language as pre-
dominantly a tool for communication. Thanks to the second half being more ob-
scure, the block served as a shift and introduction to the next — most demanding
— component.

Table 5
Questionnaire items relating to thinking

15 TASKS Whatever task I’'m doing, | think about how to put things into words.
16 SUBJECTS | tend to reflect on how much | can say about different issues.

17 VALUE | ask myself how much | can say about different things.

18 ATTRIBUTE | tend to wonder what kind of speaker | am.

The realm of thoughts, to which Table 5 pertains, appeared last as reflecting
on the very use of language seemed to be most implicit of all the four compo-
nents and most advanced, too. It takes time and expertise to develop the habit
of considering the points raised in the questionnaire’s four items here and in the
study itself the respondents had been prepared to address them after the three
previous components.
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Notwithstanding the tool’s build-up, which perhaps might be modified and
justified differently, what mattered the most is that all the four components
(domains) were addressed in a balanced way and the respondents did not
“jump” between them, but focused on one at a time.

SAMPLE. The study employed stratified sampling and was made with a group
of 40 respondents, volunteering from a pool of larger groups taking part in
courses designated for Erasmus Exchange students of different social sciences
(early education, journalism, political science, psychology). Their line of studies
was marked at the beginning of the questionnaire, along with their nationality,
with the respondents coming from (mostly European) countries, i.e. the Czech
Republic, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Kazakhstan, Malta, Portugal, Spain, Tur-
key, and Ukraine. The respondent’s majors and nationalities were of secondary
importance in the study, they supported the analysis of the results obtained,
and also provided initial information for a later constructivist-wise study.

3. Analysis of results

[Quantity = Quality] In order to make the reading smoother and to mark
the supportive character of quantitative data, percentage indicators will be con-
sistently converted into descriptive terms, with 20-percent ranges applied for
the interpretation of the results, i.e. 1-20% very low (positioning), 21-40% low,
41-60% medium, 61-80% high, 81-100% very high. The quantifier ‘extreme’ will
be employed here to the 5-percentage ranges on the two end of the scale (not
observed in the study itself, but referred to in the discussion within comparative
and hypothetical comments made.)

OVERALL TENDENCY. On the most general level, the positioning of spoken
language was found as fairly high (the mean equalling 72.5%) — in accordance
with Hypothesis 1, with as many as 37 students positioning it above the medium
range, only 3 respondents positioning it at the medium level, and none of them
as low or very low. The average percentage observed for the 16 core items was
72.5, with the average for all 20 items (i.e. also including the 4 self-assessment
items) being just one percentage point lower. Nearly 60% of all the replies given
with regard to the 16 items are positive, with the answer ‘Rather YES' being cho-
sen significantly more frequently (36%) than ‘Definitely YES’ (23,5%). What is
crucial here, too, is that within this core of 16 items the answer ‘Hard to say’ was
marked in 22% of all replies, which means that nearly 80% of respondents were
clear about being either negatively or positively approached to particular state-
ments. Additionally, it is also worth noting that considering all the students tak-
ing part in the study together, four highest positioning was shown above Spanish
respondents (constituting the largest sub-group of all and scoring on average
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62), that is just above the medium-high borderline. On the other hand, the low-
est positioning was found with Czech and Maltese respondents, although there
were too few of them for this observation to be of any major significance in this
very study. This aspect, though, is worthy of further investigation.
COMPONENTS. The highest positioning was observed with the items relating
to beliefs and actually classified as very high here (more than 85%), whilst the
lowest with the items to do with actions — which is strongly opposite to what
had been anticipated under Hypothesis 2, whereby actions had been expected
to appear on the other end of the scale as positioned the highest. Within the
two other domains, i.e. affective and cognitive, fairly high positioning was ob-
served — 74.5% and 68% respectively. In order to interpret these scores with
more understanding, it is worth noting that the average correlation between all
the four components (domains) equalled only 0.26, with the highest correlation
noted between affect and actions (0.44) and the lowest (practically non-exist-
ent) between the components concerning beliefs and thoughts (0.09).
Considering the outcome observed for single items (in the core group of 16),
they all fell within a rather wide range, i.e. from 54% to 91% (with the average — as
observed earlier —equalling 72.5%,; the average score was exactly the same for odd-
and even-numbered items, which adds to its reliability — often verified with a test
juxtaposing scores for two halves, which here would not have been adequate owing
to the halves including items pertaining to different educational domains).
PURPOSES OF SPOKEN LANGUAGE. There was hardly any difference in scor-
ing between the foursomes of items relating to the purposes distinguished (i.e.
fulfilling tasks, learning subjects, improving language per se, developing a per-
sonal attribute), also across the first two (extrinsic) and the next two (intrinsic)
purposes — which disproves Hypothesis 3. Yet, there were significant differences
between separate items, especially in the case of those relating to the third and
fourth purpose: it is within these two sub-groups that both the lowest position-
ing and the highest positioning was observed as if the respondents were most
uncertain as to the decisions — we will return to this issue later in the text. Yet,
these sub-groups of items correlated higher than those relating to the four main
components, with the average correlation being more or less twice as high as
earlier (0.51), the highest between the two latter (extrinsic) purposes — 0.74,
and the lowest between the first and the fourth purpose named —0.31.
SELF-ASSESSMENT. The correlation between the 4 (opening and closing)
self-assessment items and the core 16 (domains-oriented) items is nearly iden-
tical with regard to quantity and quality — which disproves Hypothesis 4. Yet, it
can be said that this negative verification of the hypothesis provides positive
information as the respondents’ self-assessment seems to be more consistent
and partially reflective of their approach to spoken language — even if this reflec-
tion is not too exact, with the correlation obtained equalling only 0.35 (for the open-
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ing two — quantity-oriented — items) and 0.33 (for the closing two — quality — ori-
ented items). At the same time, the scoring obtained in the items concerning the
guantity of speech (65%) was lower than that relating to quality (71%).

4. Discussion and conclusions

Considering the primary role of spoken language in education, the respond-
ents’ positioning of it remains far from ideal, as the overall score obtained im-
plies that on average they remain sceptical about more or less every fourth
item included in the questionnaire. The statements included in it are by no
means radical and the entire set of 16 items can be viewed as the desired ap-
proach to spoken language across four components and four purposes of lan-
guage use. (The tool might be radicalised by the inclusion of statements such as
Putting my thoughts into speech can help solve all my problems or The way
a person speaks is one of the most important traits of a human being.) This scep-
ticism was revealed in different components by different respondents, which
clearly shows that boosting their positioning of speech would require a highly
individualised didactic treatment.

In the sphere of spoken language positioning, the say that ‘actions speak
louder than words’ appears to apply: the respondents’ claims falling into the
realm of beliefs do not prove to be confirmed — even at the level of their decla-
rations — by what they actually do. The gap between the two sub-scores which
exceeds 20% (85% for beliefs and 62% for actions) can be interpreted as indica-
tive of a clear discrepancy (so as not to use the word ‘hypocrisy’) between what
the respondents think of (the beneficial and developmental side of) spoken lan-
guage and how they act with it. The fact that the score pertaining to actions is
even (6 percentage points) lower than that relating to thoughts (contrary to Hy-
pothesis 2) only justifies the conclusion that the high positioning of spoken lan-
guage and somewhat lofty claims as to its benefits and reflections on it need
putting into practice.

The study of correlations between the four components imply that if any
one of them is supposed to boost some other one(s), it is most likely to happen
between affect and actions. In other words (although this will not sound very
innovative), a positive attitude to spoken language tends to be accompanied by
actual spoken performance, and, at a slightly lower level, by reflections on speech.
Yet, the generally very low level of all correlations between the four components
can be viewed to imply that the positioning of spoken language, or the role or func-
tion of speech, is not given sufficient explicit coverage across different European
educational systems, which leaves students to themselves as to what to think of it,
how to feel about it, or, more generally, how it all works in life.
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Much as the affect-and-actions link appears unsurprising, it was definitely
unexpected in the study to see the four different purposes of spoken language
contributing to its positioning at a nearly the same level. In the light of the
dominance of practical approaches to language use observed today, it seems
that the respondents proved to address the set of four purposes intuitively and
commonsensically, treating spoken language as equally vital for classroom tasks,
learning things, developing it as a means it itself or as a personal attribute. The
highest correlation between the intrinsic purposes and the lowest correlation
between speaking for the sake of classroom tasks and for the benefit of speech
as anintegral part of one’s personality (with both these findings being accordant
with the premises of the study and the construction of the questionnaire) spoke
in favour of the harmonious treatment of all the four purposes and their explicit
discussion with students. The fact that the correlations observed here exceeded
those observed across the four domains imply that the positioning of spoken
language is somehow more effectively boosted on the level of what functions,
roles, or purposes languages serve than on the level of how spoken language
relates to beliefs, emotions, feelings, actions, or cognition, which seems to re-
main out of classroom talks.

Two couples of items pertaining to we have referred here as intrinsic pur-
poses of spoken language merit a more detailed discussion here as the results
obtained prove the most extreme. Specifically, whilst on the level of BELIEFS the
two statements — (Item 5) / see the ability to speak as an important educational
goal and (Item 6) I believe that the way | speak is an important part of my per-
sonality — yielded the highest scores, on the level of ACTIONS with the two (also
l-oriented) statements — (Item 13) / tend to talk to people just for the sake of my
speaking abilities and (Item 14) | use conversations with people as a means of
self-improvement — the lowest scores were obtained. This can be interpreted as
the respondents being most at a loss when requested to address items reach-
ing beyond extrinsic purposes of spoken language. The outcome obtained with
the latter component is tantamount to admitting that one finds it ‘Hard to say’
(as worded in the questionnaire) whether one talks to people so as to improve
speaking (in Item 13) or whether one views conversations as a way to develop
one’s personality altogether. This shortage of awareness here constitutes a ma-
jor obstacle to higher positioning of spoken language and it calls for a prompt
didactic intervention.

Yet, this is not the only area in which the study shows self-awareness to be
required: the results noted with the four items “surrounding” the core section
of the questionnaire, the respondents’ self-assessment with regard to spoken
language proves markedly higher for quality than for quantity. This is to say that
their view of how much they speak is excelled by their perspective on how well
they do so. In other words, a respondent’s self-assessment reads along lines
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“Although | do not speak too much, | speak pretty well”. At the same time, the
two respective sub-scores (65% vs 71%) are not too high, which makes these
replies not too convincing, especially the former one, which is not far from the
borderline with uncertainty. The lack of being convinced on the level of both
guantity and quantity is additionally confirmed by the fact that within the four
self-assessment items the most frequently chosen one was ‘Hard to say’ (36%)
(whilst the two positive options were marked nearly three times as often as the
negative replies —48% vs (less than) 17%, respectively). “Connecting dots” here,
we can infer that the respondents speak pretty high of their spoken language
despite its amount not being too large, which may imply that their true speaking
skills and habits are not being sincerely disclosed.

Finally, just a few more remarks on the issue of decisiveness and positivity:
(1) Whilst there was no single item where negative agreement was observed
among more than half the respondents, there were six items in which positive
agreement was found. The top one on the negative end was item 13, in which
every second student denied talking to people just for the sake of speaking abil-
ities. On the other hand, nearly all the respondents admitted (in items 5 and 6)
seeing the ability to speak as an important educational goal and viewing it as an
important part of their personality (38 and 36 respondents, respectively). (2) On
the whole, there was more indecisiveness on the positive end than the negative
one (if we look at the two options with the quantifier ‘rather’ included), which
can be interpreted as an indicator of replies being given somewhat intuitively
along the lines ‘l agree that there is some value in spoken language, but | am not
certain what exactly it is’. (3) In as many as eight items (out of 16, hence in ex-
actly half of the core) there was not a single respondent definitely denying the
item’s claim and in the entire sample the highest negativity reached only a group
of three students. (4) The facets which attracted negativity the most occurred in
items relating to actions, where the respondents denied (strongly or mildly) ac-
tually talking to people for the sake of speaking abilities (item 13 — exactly half
the sample) and using conversations with people as a means of self-improve-
ment (items 14 — 40% of the respondents).

Although the sample was too small to allow for any far-reaching generalisa-
tions, the study does point to several noteworthy aspects concerning Erasmus
Exchange students, on the one hand, and the positioning-oriented research, on
the other. As for the respondents, there appears to be a fairly consistent ap-
proach characterised by appreciation of spoken language, which is not quite in-
tense or ubiquitous, but rather moderate and limited, without too much strictly
speech-oriented focus. This form of limited appreciation proved equally scat-
tered across different purpose of language use, which is to say that spoken lan-
guage was not assigned by the respondents a primary role when it comes to
either classroom tasks, learning issues, superior educational goals, or personal
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development. What is more (and worse — for the success of education and Eras-
mus Exchange itself), a strongly positive attitude to speaking on the level of be-
liefs is not matched in the sphere of the respondents’ approach to actions, af-
fect, and reflections. A more balanced approach would no doubt be highly con-
ducive to language performance on and outside university premises.

The consistency of the results speaks in favour of the tool having been applied
as well as to the existence of some degree of the respondents’ common denomi-
nator when it comes to how they approach spoken language. It has led to two
hypotheses being unequivocally disproved and one more being partially con-
founded. Although the quantitative measures used under the positivist methodo-
logical regime serve only a secondary function and the exactness of numerical
data does not really matter in the case of spoken language, grasping the level of
positioning speech does indicate how much room there is for boosting it and in
which of the four dimensions applied there is most work to be done in this respect.
As a notion which — largely thanks to its popularity in the world of computers and
Internet websites — is readily graspable (despite having solid theoretical grounds
at the same time), positioning has the potential of moving education further, es-
pecially when it is applied to as crucial a concept as spoken language, with regard
to which university students’ stance should be well known, particularly when it
comes to a spoken-interaction-based international exchange.

There are two chief recommendations that follow from the study’s results:
first, boost the students’ positioning of speech by referring it to its four dimen-
sions mentioned; relating speech only to such issues as roles, functions, and pur-
poses (which appear highly practical) does not secure the most desirable level
of positioning — which can be developed by orienting students — when they
speak — towards their beliefs, affect, actions, and thinking. The second conclu-
sion applies to the Erasmus programme itself, under which the positioning of
spoken language might be adapted as one of the criteria of students’ eligibility
for participation (as noted earlier); the students’ (developmental) profit from
partaking in the international exchange is bound to be enhanced when the ap-
propriate positioning of spoken language is addressed, improved, and consist-
ently fostered.
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Pozycjonowanie jezyka mowionego przez studentow programu
wymiany Erasmus — perspektywa pozytywistyczna

Streszczenie

W artykule przedstawiono badanie oparte na koncepcji pozycjonowania zastosowanej do zba-
dania podejscia studentéw programu wymiany Erasmus do jezyka mowionego. Najpierw omo-
wione zostaty dwie formy pozycjonowania, ktére stale ze sobg wspotwystepuja, wymagajg réz-
nych metodologii i sg niezbedne w obszarze edukacji. Nastepnie wybrano jedng z nich — mianowi-
cie pozytywistyczng, przedstawiono jej uzasadnienie oraz konstrukcje narzedzia. Analiza dotyczy
tego, w jakim stopniu respondenci przypisujg wypowiedziom aspekty z obszaru przekonan, uczué,
dziatan i myslenia, oraz w jaki sposéb te cztery aspekty przyczyniajg sie do ogdlnego podejscia.
Wyniki wskazujg na ograniczone docenianie jezyka méwionego, brak odzwierciedlenia przekonan
w dziataniach oraz podobny poziom rozpoznawalnosci réznych celéw uzywania jezyka. Nalezy
uznaé, ze badanie prezentuje tylko jedng ,strone medalu”, poniewaz ustalenia uzyskane za po-
moca metod pozytywistycznych nalezy uzupetnié i zinterpretowac przez pryzmat danych konstruk-
tywistycznych. Pierwsze z nich ujmujg podejscie studentow jako pojecie skalowalne i stopnio-
walne, drugie za$ zaktadajg takie podejscie, w ktorym jezyk méwiony jest wielowymiarowg kon-
strukcjg, niepodlegajgcg zadnym ustalonym klasyfikacjom ani zamknietym hierarchiom.

Stowa kluczowe: perspektywa pozytywistyczna, jezyk mowiony, wymiana Erasmus, studenci,
perspektywa konstruktywistyczna, interakcja.
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Education in the Age of Artificial Intelligence.
Conclusions from Sweden’s Decision for Pedagogy
and the Design of Educational Environments

Abstract

The decision of the Swedish government to limit digital technologies in early school education
has been taken as a starting point for reflection on the design of didactics in the age of artificial
intelligence. The analysis was embedded in the framework of digital pedagogy, Marian Mazur’s
theory of autonomous systems, and pedagogical cybernetics. OECD data (PIAAC, PISA) and na-
tional statistics (GUS, BN) concerning basic skills and reading practices were used. A comparison
of trends from 2011/12 to 2022/23 shows that in Sweden the percentage of people with very low
skills remains stable (12—-14%), while in Poland it reaches almost 40% in reading and mathematical
reasoning and 48% in problem solving (see also Diaz et al., 2024). The results indicate that mere
access to technology does not guarantee the development of competences and, with a weaker
foundation, may deepen inequalities. The conclusions emphasize the need for sequential didactic
models “offline-first, Al-assisted,” in which traditional practices form the foundation and artificial
intelligence supports only critical and autonomous thinking.

Keywords: digital pedagogy; artificial intelligence in education; internal control; design of ed-
ucational environments; functional illiteracy.

Introduction

Digitization has become, over the past two decades, one of the main direc-
tions of educational reforms. Information and communication technologies
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(ICT) have been presented as tools of the democratization of knowledge, the
personalization of teaching, and the development of future competences. The
decision of the Swedish government in 2023 to limit the use of ICT in early school
education — including a return to printed textbooks and handwriting — has
sparked a broad debate. It is interpreted not as a resignation from digitization,
but as an attempt to restore balance between online and offline practices at key
stages of education. As Selwyn, Nemorin, Bulfin and Johnson (2017) emphasize,
digital technologies in schools should not be treated as neutral tools but as po-
litical and cultural instruments, embedded in broader social contexts, which
makes critical reflection on their implementation essential.

As Prof. M. Piasecka (2022) notes, “every epoch has its important questions,
which are posed in the face of successes, failures, crises, and challenges. Educa-
tional reality, immersed in broad social and cultural contexts, concentrates
within itself like a lens the problems of the macro-world.” One such question is
the relationship between technology and basic competences.

The research problem concerns the discrepancy between access to technol-
ogy and the level of basic skills. In the PISA methodology, basic competences are
understood as the ability to read and to reason mathematically above the Level
2 threshold, that is, the minimum level of proficiency enabling further learning
and social participation (OECD, 2023). PIAAC and PISA data indicate that the
mere presence of ICT in schools does not automatically translate into higher re-
sults in reading, writing, or mathematical reasoning. Research results on the
popular flipped classroom concept confirm that the effectiveness of methods
depends on the quality of didactic preparation and teacher support (Diaz Gomez
et al., 2024). Moreover, with differentiated initial competences, technologies
may deepen educational inequalities instead of reducing them. In the Polish de-
bate, however, the digitization of schools is still reduced mainly to the issue of
equipment, although the data show the greater importance of the quality of
tasks and teacher preparation.

The aim of this analysis is to juxtapose Sweden’s decision with OECD data
and the situation in Poland, as well as to interpret the results in the light of
Marian Mazur’s theory of character. The cybernetic perspective makes it pos-
sible to treat the student as an autonomous system, whose rigid control pa-
rameters constitute the basis for development (Mazur, 1999). From this per-
spective, the role of the school is not to attempt to change the student’s char-
acter, but to design educational environments conducive to internal control
and cognitive autonomy.

The analysis focuses on three research questions:

1. How have the indicators of basic competences (PIAAC/PISA) changed in Swe-
den and Poland in the years 2011/12-2022/23, and what significance do
these changes have for policies limiting screens in lower grades?
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2. In what way do Mazur’s theoretical categories (autonomous system, inter-
nal control, “control parameters”) help to interpret the effects of different
online/offline mixes for students of different characters?

3. What design solutions —the selection of tools, the sequence of activities, the
task-based use of Al — support the strengthening of internal control, and in
what situations is there a risk of its weakening?

The structure of the article includes a discussion of the theoretical frame-
work, a presentation of the methodology and comparative results, an analysis
of the case of Sweden, and a discussion leading to conclusions and recommen-
dations concerning the design of educational environments in the era of artificial
intelligence.

1. Theoretical framework

1.1. Digital pedagogy and the online/offline mix — definitions and risks of
competence inequalities

Digital pedagogy is understood as the practice of combining information and
communication technologies (ICT) with traditional forms of education. The key
challenge remains the balance between digital and analog elements — not for
the mere presence of screens, but for the purpose of strengthening basic com-
petences (Fullan & Langworthy, 2014).

Research shows that technology in itself does not improve the quality of
learning, and the lack of teacher preparation deepens inequalities (Zawacki-
-Richter et al., 2019). Polish studies have indicated that teachers often have
equipment at their disposal, but they lack tools for designing tasks that develop
critical thinking and cognitive competences.

Diaz et al. (2024) show that well-designed digital books can surpass paper
materials, but their effectiveness depends on the methodology of work. With-
out appropriate instructional design, e-books foster the shallowing of practices
and the reinforcement of competence differences, especially with unequal
school and family support (Holmes et al., 2022).

In this context, there is talk of “second-generation inequalities” — resulting
from the quality of didactic tasks and the way online/offline is integrated, not
from mere access to equipment. As Bussesund, McGarr, and Engen (2024,
p. 268) noted, teachers are at the same time “key actors and main obstacles” of
the digitization process, because it is their design decisions that determine
whether technologies support students’ development or merely deepen differ-
ences. This aligns with Hattie’s (2011, p. 22) findings that visible learning de-
pends primarily on the teacher’s ability to set explicit goals, provide and seek
feedback, and actively engage students in the learning process. Recent research
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further confirms this perspective: Ning and Danquah (2025) show that teachers’
pedagogical readiness for digital innovation is shaped not only by their individual
competences, but also by institutional support, targeted professional develop-
ment, and their own beliefs about the educational value of technology.

1.2. Mazur’s theory — Key concepts

Marian Mazur defined the human being as an autonomous system, capable
of self-regulation through feedback mechanisms and a homeostat that main-
tains functional equilibrium in the face of disturbances (Mazur, 1976; 1999). The
central concept of this theory is character, understood as “a set of rigid control
properties” (Mazur, 1976). These are relatively stable regulatory traits that de-
termine how an individual responds to stimuli and makes decisions.

Internal control means the ability to maintain balance despite disturbances
and in didactics corresponds to processes of self-regulation. As Mazur empha-
sized, “the behavior of other people can be influenced only by affecting the reg-
istration potential Vr” (Mazur, 1976). This means that the school does not
change the student’s character but can design educational environments con-
sistent with his or her parameters.

Although the theory was developed in the 1970s, its categories remain rele-
vant. The concepts of character and internal control allow us to redefine the
boundaries of the school’s influence on the development of cognitive autonomy
and critical thinking. These interpretations have been further elaborated in Polish
pedagogical literature, where Wilsz (2005, 2012, 2015) developed systemic and
cybernetic analyses of human functioning as a basis for educational research.

1.3. Pedagogical cybernetics — adaptive control

Pedagogical cybernetics approaches the educational process as a cycle of
adaptive control: identification (recognition of the student’s state), intervention
(selection of didactic actions), and re-identification (evaluation of effects and
adjustment of the process) (Barot, 2017). Empirical studies have shown that stu-
dents were “repeatedly identified by a teacher” in order to adjust tasks and tools
to changing needs (Barot, 2017).

In this approach, the teacher does not change the student’s control param-
eters but adjusts stimuli and the environment so as to support the cognitive ho-
meostat. Adaptive control requires not only cyclical diagnosis and re-diagnosis
but also the conscious design of feedbacks between teacher and student (Barot,
2017). Practice understood in this way constitutes a development of Mazur’s
concept, transferring it to the ground of school didactics.

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the author’s own translations.
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1.4. Knowledge Management and Artificial Intelligence (Al)

Generative artificial intelligence carries the risk of flattening knowledge
structures and lowering cognitive curiosity (Fazlagi¢, 2018, 2022). The effective-
ness of knowledge management in schools, however, depends on the ability to
create “organizational memory” — repositories of experiences, examples, and
practices (Fazlagi¢, 2020). Knowledge management understood in this way
makes it possible to counteract the effect of superficiality generated by Al, be-
cause students can use authentic sources and institutional reflection, and not
only content provided by algorithms.

Shifting the burden of regulation from the student to technology weakens the
processes of internal control. Therefore, didactics should include “Al-resilient” tasks,
such as the reconstruction of reasoning, working with sources, counter-argumenta-
tion, and diversifying ways of acquiring knowledge (print, discussion, digital re-
sources). An important element is also knowledge management practices in schools
—the creation of communities of practice (groups of teachers and students exchang-
ing experiences) and joint reflection on mistakes (Fazlagi¢, 2020). In this perspective,
the role of Al is to support the planning, monitoring, and correction of the student’s
actions so as to strengthen, rather than replace, his cognitive autonomy.

2. Methodology

The study employed a comparative case study (Sweden—Poland), secondary
analysis of international data (PIAAC, PISA) and national data (GUS, BN), as well
as an analysis of education policy documents announced in Sweden since 2023
(Regeringskansliet). Quantitative data made it possible to capture trends in basic
competences and reading practices, while the analysis of documents enabled
the reconstruction of the logic of policy (e.g., limiting screen time, investments
in textbooks) (OECD, 2016; OECD, 2019; U.S. Department of Education, NCES,
n.d.; OECD, 2023a, 2023b; Biblioteka Narodowa, 2016-2024; GUS, 2023;
Regeringskansliet, 2023; UNESCO, 2023).

The trend analysis covered the years 2011/12-2022/23: in PIAAC — cycle 1
(2011-2016) and cycle 2 (2022/23), in PISA — the 2012-2022 editions, and in
national data — annual BN indicators and GUS aggregates. The analysis of docu-
ments concerned the period 2023-2024, including communications of the Swe-
dish government on skarmfri forskola policy and directions of digitization
(Regeringskansliet, 2023; UNESCO, 2023).

Five indicators were adopted (Table 1):

1. Adult competences (PIAAC) — the percentage of people with a score < Level

1 (225 points) as a measure of very low skills, identified with functional il-

literacy (OECD, 2016).



Izabela ZIEBACZ

Student competences (PISA) — a score below Level 2 means the absence of
a minimum proficiency threshold and the risk of cognitive deficits (OECD,
2023a; OECD, 2023b).

Reading practices (BN) — no reading of books (0 per year) as an indicator of
the marginalization of literacy practices (Biblioteka Narodowa, 2016-2024).
Demographic-educational context (GUS) — structure of education and par-
ticipation in lifelong learning as the background for interpreting differences
in PIAAC and PISA (GUS, 2023).

Theoretical categories (Mazur)- character as “a set of rigid control proper-
ties” and internal control as the ability to self-regulate the learning process
(Mazur, 1976; 1999).

The analysis focuses on the percentage of people < Level 1. Other measures, e.g.,

average scores, were omitted due to clarity and usefulness for education policy.

Table 1
Operationalizations of the Studied Variables
Variable Oper:aFu')naI Threshold/ Interpretation Source
Definition Category

Adult Scoreinthe <Level1(< Proxyof func-  OECD (2016), Skills Matter: Further Re-
Compe- literacyand 225 points) tional illiteracy — sults from the Survey of Adult Skills,
tences (Pl- numeracy performing only OECD Publishing, Paris; OECD (2019),
AAC) scale in the PI- simple text and Technical Report of the Survey of Adult

AAC survey numerical tasks. Skills (PIAAC), OECD Publishing; OECD

(ages 16-65)

(2023), Do Adults Have the Skills Re-
quired to Succeed in the 21st Century?,
OECD Publishing; NCES (n.d.), What PI-
AAC Measures, National Center for Ed-
ucation Statistics

Student  Score of fif- <Level 2  Risk of cognitive OECD (2023), PISA 2022 Results: Coun-
Compe-  teen-year-olds deficits — diffi-  try Note — Poland, OECD Publishing;
tences in reading and culty in identify- OECD (2023), PISA 2022 Results: Coun-
(PISA) mathematics. ing the main try Note — Sweden, OECD Publishing
idea and apply-
ing basic strate-
gies.
Reading  Declarations 0books/ Indicator of the Biblioteka Narodowa (2016), Stan czy-
Practices of Polesre-  year marginalization telnictwa w Polsce w 2016 roku; Bi-
(BN) garding the of reading; blioteka Narodowa (2020), Stan czytel-
number of proxy of the de- nictwa w Polsce w 2020 roku; Biblio-
books read in cline of cultural teka Narodowa (2022), Stan czytelnic-
ayear. practices sup-  twa w Polsce w 2022 roku. Komunikat

porting literacy.

o badaniach; Biblioteka Narodowa
(2024), Stan czytelnictwa w Polsce
w 2024 roku
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Table 1 (cont.)

Operational Threshold/

- Interpretation Source
Definition Category P

Variable

Educa- Participation  GUS indica- Demographic-  Gtéwny Urzad Statystyczny (2024),

tional in education  tors (2011- educational Program badan statystycznych staty-
Context  and lifelong  2023) background for styki publicznej na rok 2024. Czes¢ |I.
(GUS) learning; the interpreta- Informacje o badaniach, Warszawa

structure of tion of PIAAC

the popula- and PISA.

tion’s educa-

tional attain-

ment.

Theoreti- Character and Definitions Interpretative  Mazur, M. (1976), Cybernetyka i cha-

cal Cate- internalcon- from Ma- categories: rakter, PIW, Warszawa
gories (M. trol zur (1976) whether the ed-
Mazur) ucational envi-

ronment

strengthens or
weakens self-
control.

Note. Author’s own elaboration based on OECD (2016), U.S. Department of Education, NCES (n.d.),
OECD (2024), Biblioteka Narodowa (2024), GUS (2023), and Mazur (1976, 1999).

PIAAC Poland (2022/23). OECD emphasizes problems with the quality of
data in a significant part of the sample; the results require greater interpretative
caution than in other countries (OECD, 2023, Do Adults Have the Skills...).
BN. The “0 books” indicator in 2023 amounted to 57% of adults (readers about
43%), that is, slightly less than the over 60% observed earlier (Biblioteka Naro-
dowa, 2024).

The analysis was deliberately limited to the percentage of people < Level 1.
Other measures, e.g., average scores, were omitted due to clarity and usefulness
for education policy.

2.1. Limitations of the Study

Comparative studies carry the risk of simplifications. In the case of Poland
and Sweden, significant demographic and linguistic differences mean that
“measures of competence” also reflect the cultural and social context.

In PIAAC, the methodology has changed: cycle 2 (2022/23) differs from cycle 1
not only by the transition to tablets but also by the introduction of a new do-
main, adaptive problem solving, instead of the earlier problem solving in tech-
nology-rich environments (OECD, 2019). This means that comparisons of results
may be misleading, especially in public debate. Also in PISA 2022 it is difficult to
separate the results from the effects of the pandemic and remote learning. In
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Poland, this crisis was exceptionally severe, which may have influenced declines
in reading and mathematics. GUS and BN data have a different character — they
show cultural practices rather than skills themselves.

The declaration “I do not read books” does not mean a lack of reading ability,
but indicates lifestyle and generational differences. These limitations do not in-
validate the comparisons but require interpreting them with caution, taking into
account the context and with the awareness that differences of a dozen or so
percent between countries are of a lasting character.

The analysis is based on published PIAAC and PISA data. Reported percentages
should be treated as point estimates subject to sampling error. Standard errors
(SE) and confidence intervals (Cl) are available in the OECD technical documenta-
tion. In this paper a descriptive approach is applied, focusing on the mapping of
patterns and their educational interpretation. No causal tests were conducted,
and the comparisons are cross-sectional and interpretative in nature.

2.2. Selection of the Comparative Country

The choice of Sweden as the comparative country results from two prem-
ises. First, in 2023 the government in Stockholm decided on a clear correction
of policy: limiting digital technologies in preschool and early school education
and returning to printed textbooks and handwriting (Regeringskansliet, 2023).
In Poland, where digitization has been developed for years — among others
through laptop programs for students — this decision constitutes an important
counterpoint.

Second, the percentage of adults with extremely low results in PIAAC
(< Level 1) is low and stable in Sweden, while in Poland it remains high. The fact
that a country with a large share of migrants maintains a low level of very low
competences indicates that the Polish problem has other sources — systemic or
cultural. This question constitutes a key point of the comparative analysis.

2.3. Analytical Procedure

The analysis comprised three stages. First, the PIAAC results of Poland and
Sweden were compared in cycles 1 and 2, limited to the literacy and numeracy
domains, which are comparable between waves. Next, a table “country x year x
domain” was developed, also including APS from 2022/23, with the reservation
of its incomparability with the earlier PSTRE (OECD, 2019). In the third step,
a content analysis of Swedish policy communications was carried out.

Coding according to the scheme policy element - principle - expected
mechanism revealed a logic in which limiting screens is justified by concern for
the student’s self-control and ability to concentrate. Such an approach corre-
sponds both with Mazur’s (1976) cybernetic categories and with the concept of



Education in the Age of Artificial Intelligence... 199

adaptive control (Barot, 2017), see also the approach of predictive control in
technical cybernetics, which justifies the cycle diagnosis—intervention—re-diag-
nosis (Barot, Kubalcik, & Bobal, 2017). From the Polish perspective, it contrasts
with the parallel modernization discourse: “more technology = a better school.”
This asymmetry is one of the most important findings of the analysis.

3. Results

The analysis of data from the Programme for the International Assessment
of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) and the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) reveals a clear contrast between Poland and Sweden in terms
of basic competences (Table 2).

Table 2
Percentage of adults (ages 16—65) reaching level < Level 1 in PIAAC (literacy, numeracy, adaptive
problem solving), Poland and Sweden, 2011/12 and 2022/23 (%]

Countr Literacy Literacy Numeracy Numeracy |Adaptive Problem
y 2011/12 2022/23 2011/12 2022/23 Solving 2022/23*

Sweden 13.3 12 14.7 12 14

Poland 38.3%* 39 38.1** 38 48

Note. Author’s own elaboration based on OECD (2016), OECD (2019), OECD (2023a), and OECD
(2023b). *Adaptive Problem Solving (APS) is reported only in cycle 2 (2022/23). In cycle 1 a differ-
ent construct, PSTRE, was used and is not directly comparable. **Exact values for Poland
(2011/12) are taken from tables A.3.2 and A.2.2 in OECD (2016).

3.1. Trends in PIAAC

In Sweden, the percentage of adults with very low competences remains at
the level of 12-15% and is stable between cycles, which indicates a lasting skill
base. In Poland, this indicator is more than twice as high — 38-40% — and has
practically not improved over the decade. Particularly alarming are the results
of the APS domain from 2022/23: 48% of adult Poles do not reach the minimum
threshold, while in Sweden only 14%.

Such data mean that nearly half of adults in Poland may have difficulties
adapting to new professional and social situations. This contrasts with the nar-
rative of education policy, which for years has emphasized digitization and “skills
of the future.” OECD results suggest that the real effect of these actions is lim-
ited. However, it should be remembered about the limitations: in Poland in
2022/23 problems with data quality were noted in a significant part of the sam-
ple, which requires more cautious interpretation (OECD, 2023a).
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3.2. Trends in PISA

The results of fifteen-year-olds in the PISA study confirm the differences ob-
served among adults. In Poland in 2022, about 25% of students scored below
level 2 in reading and mathematics, which means the absence of a minimum
proficiency threshold. In Sweden, the problem concerned about 17% of stu-
dents, and the results were more stable. Poland ranks close to the OECD aver-
age, while Sweden maintains a level clearly above this average (OECD, 2023b;
OECD, 2023c). The difference of eight percentage points translates into thou-
sands of students: in Poland many of them remain below the threshold of mini-
mum competences, while in Sweden they reach this threshold.

3.3. Interpretation of Differences

The Polish—-Swedish contrast goes beyond dry numbers and has several di-
mensions.

1. Competence base — in Sweden, a stable level of skills is maintained both
among adults and students. In Poland, the high percentage of adults with
very low competences limits the effectiveness of the school — the system
operates in the shadow of a weak family and social base.

2. Cultural practices — according to National Library surveys, in 2020 the indi-
cator of at least one book read during the year was 42% (BN, 2020, p. 1), in
2022 it dropped to 34% (BN, 2022, p. 5), in 2023 it rose again to 43% (BN,
2023, p. 4), and in 2024 it slightly decreased to 41% (BN, 2024, p. 6). In Swe-
den, reading culture, supported by a dense network of libraries and state
policy, remains a widespread practice. This is a difference not only of a sta-
tistical but also of a civilizational character.

3. Demography and language- factors such as the share of migrants or the
structure of the language may influence the results but do not explain the
scale of the contrast. Rather, they increase the demands on Sweden, which
nevertheless achieves higher results.

3.4. Case Study: Sweden - Policy of Limiting ICT

In 2023, the Swedish government announced a package of measures limiting
children’s exposure to digital tools in preschool and early school education. It
included the withdrawal of the obligation to use tablets in preschools, increased
expenditure on printed textbooks, and the return to learning handwriting in
grades I-lll. In official communications, emphasis was placed on the protection
of “cognitive health” and the need to strengthen educational foundations be-
fore intensive digitization (Regeringskansliet, 2023).

Studies by Holmes et al. (2022) and Pettersson, Hult, Eriksson, and Adewumi
(2024) indicate that these decisions were interpreted in schools as a signal of
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care for students’ attention and for balance between the analog and digital en-
vironment. In practice, they can be treated as a conscious giving of a “breath
from digitization” to students.

In March 2023 the National Agency for Education announced the phasing
out of mandatory digital tools in Grades 1-3. In August 2023 the Ministry of Ed-
ucation confirmed the return to printed textbooks as the default in basic educa-
tion, and in September the government allocated SEK 685 million for the pur-
chase of printed materials and teacher training in reading instruction. In 2024
pilot projects were launched in selected municipalities in order to evaluate
learning outcomes under a reduced digital load. These actions represent a re-
versal of the earlier “digital-first” policy. At the time of writing no outcome data
are yet available; the analysis refers to the logic of policy design rather than to
its measured results.

3.5. Political Justifications

The decision of the Swedish government had three sources: deteriorating
competence results, concerns about the impact of screens on attention and
memory, and the lack of evidence that early digitization improves the quality of
learning (Regeringskansliet, 2023; UNESCO, 2023). This direction was assessed
differently — as a necessary limitation or as a risk of weakening digital compe-
tences. In Poland, a similar debate practically does not exist: digitization is usu-
ally presented as a non-alternative solution.

In Poland, where nearly 40% of adults have serious deficits in basic skills,
the priority should be the foundations of reading, writing, and arithmetic. Only
on this basis is it worthwhile to selectively introduce new technologies and
artificial intelligence into didactics. Otherwise, there is a risk of a paradox:
modern tools end up in the hands of students who are unable to fully under-
stand a simple text.

3.6. Mapping onto Didactic Design

In Mazur’s (1976) cybernetic perspective, these actions strengthen the at-
tention homeostat and the student’s internal control. The limitation of screens
and the emphasis on handwriting do not change character but tune the environ-
ment to natural regulatory mechanisms. Sweden’s policy resembles an adaptive
loop: diagnosis (decline in competences), intervention (print, handwriting, re-
duction of screens), and re-identification of effects in PISA and national tests.
This is an example of practical feedback — rarely encountered in Poland. This
logic can be further illustrated in Table 3, which maps Swedish policy elements
onto design principles and expected mechanisms.
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Table 3
Elements of Swedish policy — design principles — expected mechanism (Mazur / adaptive control)

Policy element Design principle Expected mechanism (Mazur /
(Sweden) (for school/classroom) adaptive control)
Investments in printed Offline-first in grades |-Il: most Reduction of distractions = stabili-
textbooks (“more read- work with printed text, screen as  zation of the attention homeostat;
ing, less screens”) support strengthening of internal control

Return to handwriting

Investments in printed Daily handwriting practice (10-15 Integration of motor skills and
textbooks (“more read- minutes) memory — deeper encoding — de-
ing, less screens”) velopment of agency

Return to handwriting

Limitation of screens in Gradual introduction of ICT only ~ Dosing of stimuli- reduction of cog-
preschool and lower after reaching proficiency thresh- nitive overload, prevention of ex-
grades olds in reading and arithmetic ternal control

Introduction of “silent  Fixed periods of focus without dig- Micro-loops of re-identification of
reading windows” ital devices progress; strengthening of self-reg-
ulation capacity

Caution toward “hyper- Al as an assistant, not a substitute Minimization of “flattening” of
digitization” (Al and — tasks requiring reconstruction of knowledge; preservation of the
cognitive health) reasoning student’s cognitive autonomy

Note. Author’s own elaboration based on Regeringskansliet (2023), UNESCO (2023); OECD (2023),
Holmes et al. (2022), Pettersson et al. (2024).

The Swedish case shows that ICT limitations can be consistently embedded
within a systemic logic. Strengthening analog elements — such as the textbook,
handwriting, or silent reading — stabilizes attention and supports self-regulation.
For Poland, with a high proportion of adults with low competences, this means
the necessity of building foundations before digitization. Technologies, including
Al, can support learning, but only when they are based on a solid foundation of
reading and arithmetic.

4. Discussion

The analysis of PIAAC and PISA shows that without strong foundations in
reading, writing, and arithmetic, the inclusion of digital technologies and artifi-
cial intelligence into didactics is risky. The “offline-first, Al-assisted” model as-
sumes the dominance of analog activities in early school education, and the in-
troduction of digital tools only after reaching the proficiency threshold (e.g.,
Level 2 in PISA; OECD, 2023). Technology makes sense when the student is able
to work with text independently.
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According to Mazur’s (1976; 1999) theory, the goal is the protection of the
attention homeostat and the strengthening of internal control. The implemen-
tation of such a model, however, encounters barriers: some teachers have be-
come accustomed to tablets, and parents treat them as a symbol of a modern
school. In Poland, the debate focuses more on equipment than on the quality of
didactic practices. Such an interpretation resonates with Wilsz’s (2012, 2015)
argument that cybernetics provides a key to the interdisciplinarity of pedagogy
and its application to practical educational design.

The design of learning environments should be based on the logic of adap-
tive control (Barot, 2017): identification of the student’s level, intervention
(greater share of offline when deficits are present; task-based use of Al after
crossing the threshold), and re-identification of effects. The online/offline “mix”
is not a slogan but a sequence of actions: textbooks, discussion, and handwriting
must balance the screens. Al, in turn, should support the reconstruction of rea-
soning and additional tasks, not provide ready-made answers (Fazlagi¢, 2018).

Effectiveness also depends on the culture of the school. Fazlagi¢ (2018,
2022) emphasizes the role of communities of practice and learning from mis-
takes, while Bussesund, McGarr, and Engen (2024) highlight the responsibility
of teachers as both the main actors and the main barriers to digitization.
UNESCO (2023) and Holmes et al. (2022) warn that Al, when used unreflectively,
flattens knowledge and lowers cognitive curiosity. The answer lies in “Al-resili-
ent” tasks that require recording the thought process and engaging in critical
discussion.

Critics of the offline-first model point to greater motivation and personaliza-
tion thanks to technology. However, OECD (2023) data suggest that this effect
occurs only after reaching the proficiency threshold. Similarly, the argument
about a “regression of digital competences” is misguided—offline foundations
are a prerequisite for effective digital work.

The comparative difficulties of PIAAC and PISA stem from demographics and
reading culture but do not invalidate the conclusions. Therefore, triangulation
was applied: numerical data were combined with policy documents and theo-
retical frameworks. The paradox is clear: tools promised as “democratizing” ac-
cess to knowledge may flatten its structure. This is confirmed by reports from
the Supreme Audit Office, which indicate that the lack of teacher preparation
effectively limits the impact of school digitization.

The scheme (Fig. 1) shows the flow of dependencies in the design of learning
environments. The starting point is the online/offline proportions, which stabi-
lize attention and support self-regulation. Internal control is monitored in an
adaptive cycle (diagnosis — intervention — re-diagnosis) (Barot, 2017, p. 7). Al
appears only after reaching the proficiency threshold and serves as an assistant
— supporting analysis and the reconstruction of reasoning instead of providing
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ready-made answers. In this way, a well-designed mix can both reduce inequal-
ities and protect against cognitive overload.

Online/offline Internal control Adaptive control (Diagnosis - differ-
mix (Mazur: homeo- [# entiation - re-diagnosis)
stat)

T

Artificial intelligence
(Al as assistant)

T

Cogpnitive effects
and inequalities

Fig. 1

Conceptual scheme

Note. Author’s own elaboration based on Mazur (1976, 1999), Barot (2017), Fazlagi¢ (2018, 2022),
OECD (2023a), Regeringskansliet (2023).

5. Conclusions and Recommendations

The comparison between Poland and Sweden shows that effective digitiza-
tion of education begins with the basics. PIAAC and PISA data demonstrate that
students who do not reach the minimum proficiency threshold in reading, writ-
ing, and arithmetic cannot fully benefit from digital tools—technologies may
even weaken their independence. Therefore, in grades I-lll, analog practices
should be the priority: working with books, handwriting, and silent reading.

Al should serve as an assistant, not a substitute. Its task is to support the
reasoning process—generating additional exercises or solution variants—rather
than providing ready-made answers. The key is “Al-resilient” tasks that require
recording the reasoning process and engaging in critical discussion, ensuring
that Al strengthens internal control instead of replacing it (Fazlagic, 2018, 2022).

The practical implementation of this approach requires the logic of adaptive
control (Barot, 2017): diagnosis of the level, adjustment of the online/offline
proportions, and re-diagnosis. This cycle makes it possible to respond to the di-
verse needs of students and to protect against cognitive overload.
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The organizational culture of the school is also crucial: communities of prac-
tice, repositories of student work, and learning from mistakes create resources
that counteract the “flattening of knowledge” by generative tools (Fazlagic,
2018, 2022).

The Swedish experience shows that education policy should balance invest-
ments in traditional practices with the development of teachers’ competencies
for critical, task-based use of Al. In Poland, with a weaker baseline of adult com-
petences, the necessary sequence is: first the fundamentals, then the careful
integration of technology (BN, 2020, p. 1; BN, 2022, p. 5; BN, 2023, p. 4; BN,
2024, p. 6).

Thus understood, the “offline-first, Al-assisted” strategy minimizes the risk of
deepening inequalities and prepares students for the conscious use of Al. This is
not only a matter of education policy but also a civilizational challenge: how to
design a school that strengthens cognitive autonomy instead of reducing the stu-
dent to the role of a content consumer. This challenge is echoed in recent research
on inclusive education, where the dynamism of character is proposed as a tool for
supporting teachers in diverse classroom environments (Ziebacz, 2024).

Meta-analyses indicate a consistent advantage of paper-based reading over
digital reading, especially in tasks requiring deeper reflection (Delgado et al.,
2018; Clinton, 2019). At the same time, research on the flipped classroom model
confirms its moderate effectiveness when appropriate instructional support is
provided (Lo & Hew, 2017).

This paper does not test causal relationships between ICT use and learning
outcomes. The analysis is descriptive and is based on international assessment
data and one national case study. The focus is on policy logics and their possible
implications. The results should not be overgeneralized beyond the cultural and
institutional contexts of Poland and Sweden.

References

Barot, T. (2017). Adaptive control strategy in context with pedagogical cybernet-
ics. ICTE Journal, 6(2), 5-11.

Barot, T., Kubalcik, M., & Bobal, V. (2017). Predictive control of two-input two-
output system with non-minimum phase. In: Z. Z. Paprika, P. Horak, K.
Varadi, P. T. Zwierczyk, A. Vidovics-Dancs, & J. P. Radics (ed.), Proceedings of
the 31st European Conference on Modelling and Simulation (ECMS 2017)
(pp. 237-243). ECMS; https://doi.org/10.7148/2017-0342.

Biblioteka Narodowa (2016). Stan czytelnictwa w Polsce w 2016 roku: Komunikat
o badaniach. Biblioteka Narodowa.



https://doi.org/10.7148/2017-0342

206 Izabela ZIEBACZ

Biblioteka Narodowa (2020). Stan czytelnictwa w Polsce w 2020 roku: Komunikat
o badaniach. Biblioteka Narodowa.

Biblioteka Narodowa (2022). Stan czytelnictwa w Polsce w 2022 roku: Komunikat
o badaniach. Biblioteka Narodowa.

Biblioteka Narodowa (2023). Stan czytelnictwa w Polsce w 2023 roku: Komunikat
o badaniach. Biblioteka Narodowa.

Biblioteka Narodowa (2024). Stan czytelnictwa w Polsce w 2024 roku: Komunikat
o badaniach. Biblioteka Narodowa.

Bussesund, E. S., McGarr, O., & Engen, B. K. (2024). Teacher educators’ discur-
sive enactment of professional digital competencies. Journal of Education
Policy, 40(2), 266—287; https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2024.2379821.

Clinton, V. (2019). Reading from paper compared to screens: A systematic re-
view and meta-analysis. Journal of Research in Reading, 42(2), 288-325;
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9817.12269.

Delgado, P., Vargas, C., Ackerman, R., & Salmerdn, L. (2018). Don’t throw away
your printed books: A meta-analysis on the effects of reading media on read-
ing comprehension. Educational Research Review, 25, 23-38; https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2018.09.003.

Diaz, A., Nussbaum, M., Greiff, S., & Santana, D. (2024). The role of technology
in reading literacy: Is Sweden going back or moving forward by returning to
paper-based reading? Computers & Education, 213, Article 105014;
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2024.105014.

Diaz Gomez, M. F., Nunez, R. C., Brito, X. B., Jameson, A. C., Moscoso, F. T., &
Riquelme Bravo, P. A. (2024). Flipped classroom as an active strategy in
higher education. American Journal of Science Education Research, 3(11),
(2835-6764), 2—12; https://doi.org/10.47991/2835-6764/AJSER-217.

Fazlagic, J. (2018). Knowledge management practices in the Polish education
system. VINE Journal of Information and Knowledge Management Systems,
48(3), 354-370.

Fazlagi¢, J. (2020). Measuring intellectual capital of universities. Journal of Intel-
lectual Capital, 21(3), 381-401.

Fazlagi¢, J. (2022). Future insights into knowledge management: Challenges and
opportunities. Journal of Knowledge Management, 26(6), 1287-1300.

Fullan, M., & Langworthy, M. (2014). A rich seam: How new pedagogies find
deep learning. Pearson.

Gtéwny Urzad Statystyczny. (2023). Program badan statystycznych statystyki
publicznej na rok 2024. Czesc I: Informacje o badaniach. Gtéwny Urzad Sta-
tystyczny.

Hattie, J. (2011). Visible learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating
to achievement. Routledge.



https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2024.2379821
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9817.12269
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2018.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2018.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2024.105014
https://doi.org/10.47991/2835-6764/AJSER-217

Education in the Age of Artificial Intelligence... 207

Holmes, W., Porayska-Pomsta, K., Holstein, K., Sutherland, E., Baker, T., Bucking-
ham Shum, S., Santos, O. C., Rodrigo, M. T., Cukurova, M., Ibert Bittencourt,
l., & Koedinger, K. R. (2022). Ethics of Al in education: Towards a community-
wide framework. International Journal of Artificial Intelligence in Education,
32, 504-526; https://doi.org/10.1007/s40593-021-00239-1.

Lo, C. K., & Hew, K. F. (2017). A critical review of flipped classroom challenges in
K=12 education: Possible solutions and recommendations for future re-
search. Research and Practice in Technology Enhanced Learning, 12(4), Arti-
cle 4; https://doi.org/10.1186/s41039-016-0044-2.

Mazur, M. (1976). Cybernetyka i charakter. Paristwowy Instytut Wydawniczy.

Mazur, M. (1999). Cybernetyka i charakter (3rd ed.). Wyzsza Szkota Zarzadzania
i Przedsiebiorczosci im. B. Janskiego.

Ning, Y., & Danquah, S. D. (2025). Assessing pedagogical readiness for digital
innovation: A mixed-methods study [Preprint]. arXiv; https://doi.org/
10.48550/arXiv.2502.15781.

OECD (2016). Skills matter: Further results from the Survey of Adult Skills. OECD
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264258051-en.

OECD (2023a). PISA 2022 results (Volume |): The state of learning and equity in
education. OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/53f23881-en.

OECD (2023b). PISA 2022 results: Country note — Poland. OECD Publishing.

OECD (2023c). PISA 2022 results: Country note — Sweden. OECD Publishing.

OECD (2024). Do adults have the skills they need to thrive in a changing world?
Survey of Adult Skills 2023 (PIAAC Cycle 2). OECD Publishing. https://
doi.org/10.1787/b263dc5d-en.

Pettersson, J., Hult, E., Eriksson, T., & Adewumi, O. (2024, June 10-11). Genera-
tive Al and teachers: For us or against us? A case study. In: F. Westphal,
E. Peretz-Andersson, M. Riveiro, K. Bach, & F. Heintz (ed.), Proceedings of
the 14th Scandinavian Conference on Artificial Intelligence (SCAI 2024) (pp.
37-43). Linkoping Electronic Conference Proceedings. Linképing University
Electronic Press; https://doi.org/10.3384/ecp208005.

Piasecka, M. (2022). Od redakcji: Podstawy edukacji. Na jakie wazne dzi$ pytania
szukamy odpowiedzi? Podstawy Edukacji, 15, 9-12; https://doi.org/
10.16926/pe.2022.15.01.

Regeringskansliet. (2023). Regeringen vill ta bort kravet pad digitala ldrverktyg
i férskolan. Government Offices of Sweden.

Selwyn, N., Nemorin, S., Bulfin, S., & Johnson, N. F. (2017). Toward a digital so-
ciology of school. In: J. Daniels, K. Gregory, & T. McMillan Cottom (ed.), Dig-
ital Sociologies (pp. 147-162). Policy Press.

UNESCO (2023). Technology in education: A tool on whose terms? Global Educa-
tion Monitoring Report 2023. UNESCO Publishing.



https://doi.org/10.1007/s40593-021-00239-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41039-016-0044-2
https://doi.org/
http://dx.doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2502.15781
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264258051-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/53f23881-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/b263dc5d-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/b263dc5d-en
https://doi.org/10.3384/ecp208005
https://doi.org/10.16926/pe.2022.15.01
https://doi.org/10.16926/pe.2022.15.01

208 Izabela ZIEBACZ

Wilsz, J. (2005). Systemowa koncepcja cztowieka. Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu
Slaskiego.

Wilsz, J. (2012). Rozwdj kapitatu intelektualnego uczestnikéw procesu edukacyj-
nego ze wzgledu na ich state indywidualne cechy osobowosci. Chowanna,
2(39), 45-59.

Wilsz, J. (2015). Cybernetyka kluczem do interdyscyplinarnosci. Pedagogika
Ogdina, 2, 21-36.

Zawacki-Richter, O., Marin, V. |., Bond, M., & Gouverneur, F. (2019). Systematic
review of research on artificial intelligence applications in higher education:
Where are the educators? International Journal of Educational Technology
in Higher Education, 16(1), Article 39; https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-019-
0171-0.

Ziebacz, 1. (2024). The dynamism of character as a tool for supporting teachers
in diverse educational environments: The application of Mazur’s theory in
inclusive education. Podstawy Edukacji, 17, 143-160; https://doi.org/
10.16926/pe.2024.17.11.

Netography

OECD. (2019). Technical report of the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (3rd ed.).
OECD Publishing. https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/about/pro-
grammes/edu/piaac/technical-reports/cycle-1/PIAAC_Technical_Re-
port_2019.pdf [access: 10.09.2025].

Edukacja w epoce sztucznej inteligencji. Wnioski z decyzji Szwecji
dla pedagogiki i projektowania srodowisk dydaktycznych

Streszczenie

Decyzja rzagdu Szwecji o ograniczeniu technologii cyfrowych w edukacji wczesnoszkolnej zostata
potraktowana jako punkt wyjscia do refleksji nad projektowaniem dydaktyki w epoce sztucznej
inteligencji. Analiza zostata osadzona w ramach pedagogiki cyfrowej, teorii systeméw autonomicz-
nych Mariana Mazura oraz cybernetyki pedagogicznej. Wykorzystano dane OECD (PIAAC, PISA)
oraz statystyki krajowe (GUS, BN) dotyczace kompetencji podstawowych i praktyk czytelniczych.
Poréwnanie trendéw z lat 2011/12-2022/23 pokazuje, ze w Szwecji odsetek oséb o bardzo niskich
umiejetnosciach pozostaje stabilny (12—14%), podczas gdy w Polsce siega niemal 40% w zakresie
czytania i rozumowania matematycznego oraz 48% w rozwigzywaniu probleméw. Wyniki wska-
zujg, iz sam dostep do technologii nie gwarantuje rozwoju kompetencji, a przy stabszej bazie moze
pogtebia¢ nieréwnosci. Wnioski akcentuja potrzebe sekwencyjnych modeli dydaktycznych ,of-
fline-first, Al-assisted”, w ktdrych tradycyjne praktyki stanowia fundament, a sztuczna inteligencja
wspiera jedynie krytyczne i autonomiczne myslenie.

Stowa kluczowe: pedagogika cyfrowa; sztuczna inteligencja w edukacji; sterowanie we-
wnetrzne, projektowanie srodowisk dydaktycznych; analfabetyzm funkcjonalny.
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Introduction

In recent years we are observing the growth of the role of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) in education. This change — which had al-
ready been reinforced all over Europe through the postulate of the promotion
of digital education (see e.g., European Commission 2019) — has accelerated in
recent years because of two factors. The first was the Covid-19 pandemic, which
forced teachers and students to almost instantaneously switch to digitally-me-
diated learning methods (see e.g., Winiarczyk, Warzocha, 2021). The second and
more recent one was the release, in November 2022, of ChatGPT, the freely
available generative Al chatbot by the company OpenAl. Importantly in the con-
text of education, this tool allowed to easily create original pieces of text on
a level that was sufficient to meet the grading standards of many teachers, and
to solve problems requiring using mathematical equations or coding.

The aforementioned technological changes are reflected also in Polish edu-
cational policy documents. These types of documents set the direction of the
development of the Polish education system, contain diagnoses of the current
educational system, and recommend actions from policymakers, administrators
and teachers. Importantly for the current study, they are also based on — not
always explicitly stated — assumptions concerning key questions relating to the
role of technology and teachers in education and society as a whole. The aim of
this text is to recognize and understand these assumptions.

Theoretical underpinnings

The study uses an approach based on the interlinked methodologies of prag-
matic linguistics, critical discourse analysis and critique of ideology. Taking the
perspective of critical discourse analysis means that the object of the study is
not to determine the factuality or truthfulness of the analyzed documents, nor
is it to reconstruct the actual beliefs of the authors or policymakers. The analysis
concentrates on the ways in which reality is constructed with linguistic means,
i.e., what patterns of meaning and interpretational frameworks are created and
reinforced in the documents. This means that this approach does not concen-
trate on the factual value of the diagnoses and postulates presented in the doc-
uments, but rather on the way in which the language of the documents natural-
izes certain beliefs about the role of technology and teachers. The critical part
of the study concerns the unveiling of ideological underpinnings of discourse in
the documents rather than discussing with the arguments presented therein.

We define ideology following Jef Verschueren, who claims that “We can de-
fine as ideological any basic pattern of meaning or frame of interpretation bear-



The Perception of Teachers and Technology... 211

ing on or involved in (an) aspect(s) of social ‘reality’ (in particular in the realm of
social relations in the public sphere), felt to becommonsensical, and often func-
tioning in a normative way” (Verschueren, 2012, p. 10).

Ideology in this sense is not an axiologically loaded notion — like it is in the
opposition between (real, true) science and (bad, false) ideology we often ob-
serve in the public sphere — but rather a term describing a set of basic and un-
reflectively accepted (or at least not put into question) beliefs concerning
a given aspect of social reality. Verschueren puts the word “reality” in parenthe-
ses, because any critique of ideology stipulates that social “reality”, even though
it seems objective and unquestionable to the persons who function within it, is
in fact an effect of complex processes of “normalization” and “objectivization”.

The second part of Verschuheren’s definition —referring to the “normative” char-
acter of ideological patterns of meaning or frames of interpretation — means that in
this text we are interested primarily in the norms that are created for social actors
who are denoted by the analyzed terms. In particular, we are trying to understand,
what actions are required from “teachers” towards “technology” and how the two
terms are valued — e.g., when is a teacher “good” or when is technology “bad”.

According to Verschuheren, “(One of) the most visible manifestation(s) of
ideology is LANGUAGEUSE or DISCOURSE, which may reject, construct, and/or
maintain ideologicalpatterns.” (Verschueren, 2012, p. 17). Verschuheren’s prag-
matic-linguistic approach suggests that the two terms (language use and dis-
course) are equivalent — this of course is a controversial decision from the point
of view of some classic conceptions of discourse (see e.g., Foucault 1971), but,
regardless of any care for theoretical orthodoxy, does unequivocally point to
language as a privileged space for the analysis of ideology. Crucially, the prag-
matic approach recognizes the productive role of discourse, which means that it
claims that language does not (only) describe reality, but also creates or con-
structs it. This is especially true with regards to institutions of power (e.g., Fou-
cault 1977) —this is why policy documents, among others, are a promising object
of this type of analysis.

One of the key functions of the language of power is the legitimization of
certain practices of management; these practices are shown as necessary with
regards to the aspects of reality that have been naturalized. In the case of
a change as significant as the introduction of digital technologies in education,
observing such practices seems especially important.

State of the art

Earlier analyses concerning the representation of the problem of technology
in educational policy documents suggest that technology is almost always valor-
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ized positively as a means of offering solutions to many problems plaguing edu-
cation, and that teachers need to adjust to the speed and character of techno-
logical development. E.g., a study which — like this one —was conducted as a part
of the EDUCAT(H)UM project and concerned EU educational policy documents
revealed them as

portraying EdTech as a panacea without adequately addressing the multifaceted chal-
lenges and implications. Thus, the problem of an a priori ‘inadequate’ teacher, constantly
lacking digital competencies, is discursively constructed as commonsensical. Simultane-
ously, the solution to the problem is imposed as an implicit demand to use EdTech, ne-
glecting and suppressing the complexity of EdTech, as addressed by critical research
(Zmavc & Bezlaj, 2024a, p. 12).

A study concerning Slovenian policy documents yielded similar conclusions
(Zmavc & Bezlaj, 2024b).

“Critical research”, to which Zmavc and Bezlaj point — as well as other texts
reflecting critically on technology in education — show a wider context of social
and political challenges connected to using technology in schools and in educa-
tion more widely. For example, in an analysis of documents referring to the use
of technologies in higher education after the Covid-19 pandemic and published
by British foundations and universities, Daniel Clark points out that the use of
technologies in education “has been legitimised through the symbolic and au-
thoritative nature of discourse, [which] is inexorably entrenched in the condi-
tionalities of its production.” (Clark, 2023, p. 424). In other words, the technoop-
timistic discourse of educational institutions is, in this view, a reflection of ma-
terial conditions which (especially in systems such as the British one) are subor-
dinated to the neoliberal economic model. This model will not only favor the
tendency for educational institutions to resemble private companies whose
main goal is market success, but also the likening of teachers to persons who are
responsible for training in such institutions. As Malin Ideland remarks based on
her research on the discourse of Swedish educational institutions:

The most obvious characteristic in the teacher figuration is the coach, the teacher who
customizes his/her work to the individual student and his/her needs of knowledge, loca-
tion and timeframes, emphasizing that education is not a collective activity but a per-
sonal business (Ideland, 2020, p. 43).

On the other hand, the field of data collection that grows larger thanks to
technological advancements, leading to the growing “optimalization” of teach-
ing, and making José van Dijck and his co-authors say that the role of the teach-
ers changes “from classroom directors to dashboard controllers” (van Dijck et
al. 2018, p. 123). At the same time, as Ideland adds,

Perhaps paradoxically, it is (still) impossible to articulate that teachers will disappear

from school. On the contrary, they need to remain, despite the technological revolution
(Ideland, 2020, p. 43).
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Research concerning technologies in education in Western and Northern Eu-
rope thus point to two main threads — a not-sufficiently-critical technooptimism
and the need to change the role of the teachers in order to better adjust to eco-
nomic conditions and more expertly use technology. It could thus be expected that
similar threads would be found in Polish educational policy documents — however,
these similarities could be limited because of two main reasons. Firstly, it seems that
Polish education is much less exposed to market forces than in the case of Britain or
Sweden?; it could thus be expected that the change of the teacher’s role would be
presented in a less “neoliberal” manner. Secondly, the analyses of earlier docu-
ments concerning technologies in education point to the fact that the technoopti-
mistic tendency also seems less proclaimed; instead, the aspect of safe use of tech-
nologies is underscored (e.g., Cicha et al, 2021). As Adam Mazurkiewicz points out,
according to Polish government documents and projects,

the digitalization of the school should not be a goal ‘in itself’ but rather [it should be]

subordinated to general teaching goals. The presence of information and communica-

tion technologies as such remains insufficient if it does not carry with itself the aware-
ness of its limitations (Mazurkiewicz, 2020, p. 117).

Methodological underpinnings

The object of this study are Polish strategic, program and normative docu-
ments concerning educational policy in Poland insofar as it concerns information
and communication technologies. The analysis concentrates on the ways in
which the representation of technology and the role of the teachers in the pro-
cess of digital transformation of education is constructed. These documents,
which are an expression of official institutional discourse, determine the direc-
tions of the development of the educational system and shape social beliefs con-
cerning the place of technology in the teaching process. The goal of the study is
to recognize and understand the ideological assumptions that can be found in
the analyzed documents, as well as establishing how information and commu-
nication technology is described within them, what are the meanings ascribed
to it and how the role of the teacher with regards to the challenges of digital
education is defined. The analysis aims to ascertain in what way the Polish insti-
tutional discourse describes the relationship between education and technology
and what narrative it constructs in this regard.

1 This sentence may seem problematic with regards to Sweden, as this country is perceived as
traditionally socialdemocratic — and indeed, the level of private expense in Sweden is lowest in
the EU (if you compare the percentage of household expense devoted to education, see
Karwowska, Piekut 2024), however research suggests that the way public money is spent is
leading to a specific “marketization” of education (e.g., Lundahl et al 2013).
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The main research question is: how are informational and communicational
technologies described in Polish educational policy documents?

This question was then developed into three more specific questions:

1. What are the main problems constructed by the Polish policy documents
concerning technologies in education?

2. How are teachers described in these documents?

3. How is technology described in these documents?

In the study, we adopted preliminary hypotheses, which were not treated
as rigid expectations or final theses, but rather served as primary stipulations, in
line with the exploratory character of qualitative analysis (Silverman, 2008).
Their goal was to direct the process of interpretation rather than to determine
the final results of the study. These hypotheses are as follows:

H1: In Polish educational documents, technology is not presented as a value in
itself, but rather a tool subordinated to teaching goals.

H2: As opposed to Western narratives, the Polish technological discourse is less
technooptimistic and puts more weight on the dangers and limitations of
technology.

H3: In the Polish context the expectations from the teacher with respect to using
technology are less connected to making work more flexible and subordi-
nating to the market, and more to ensuring the quality of teaching.

These hypotheses are treated as preliminary stipulations — general and flexi-
ble interpretative suggestions, which may be modified in the course of the analy-
sis. Their function is to point to possible avenues of research and the preliminary
situation of the study in the wider context of educational discourses, and not the
strict determination of causal relationships. In this way, the procedure adopted in
the study follows the logic of qualitative research, in which preliminary hypothe-
ses have a heuristic role and serve an exploratory function (Rapley 2013).

In the study, we analyzed thirteen documents concerning technologies in
educational policy, issued by various public institutions. These were, first of all,
the Ministries of National Education and of Digital Affairs. Some documents
were also issued by the Educational Research Institute (Instytut Badan Eduka-
cyjnych, IBE) and Centre for Education Development (Osrodek Rozwoju Eduka-
cji, ORE) — two state institutions that are subordinate to the Ministry of National
Education. IBE is an institute responsible for studies on education, and ORE is
a national public institution devoted to training teachers and promoting teacher
excellence. For the analysis, we chose documents that concerned using technol-
ogies in education.

To show a wide spectrum of approaches to the topic, we selected various
types of documents — manuals, reports, a monograph, as well as bills and reso-
lutions of the Council of Ministers. This multi-genre approach is consistent with
good practices in data gathering — Vershueren (2012, p. 26) calls this “horizontal
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variation”. The publication time of the documents spans five years, from 2019 to
2024. This allowed us to focus on relatively new documents, in which we could
find observations concerning the time before and after the Covid-19 pandemic.

As it turned out, there were relatively few documents which met the criteria
and it was initially difficult to see that they are connected by a common idea or
vision of approaching the problem of technology. The situation changed in on
12 September 2024, when at the motion of the Ministry of National Education
the Council of Ministers accepted a resolution concerning the Policy for the
Digital Transformation of Education (Polityka Cyfrowej Transformacji Edukacji,
PCTE), a document which sets the direction in which technology should be
used in education. This document describes the strategy for changes in Polish
education with regards to the different aspects of technology use in the next
few years.

The table below presents a detailed list of all the sources along with the
type/genre of the source and the publishing institution.

Table 1
List of policy documents concerning the use of technology in education

Document name
No. Y T Publish
° (original with English translation) ear ype ublisher

Bezpieczna szkofa. ZagrozZenia i zalecane
dziatania profilaktyczne w zakresie

bezpieczenstwa fizycznego i cyfrowego uczniow Ministry of
P v gorey g . 2020 Manual National
(Safe School. Dangers and Prophylactic Education
Recommendations for Physical and Digital
Safety of Students”)
Sztuczna inteligencja (Al) jako megatrend
ksztaftujgcy edukacje. Jak przygotowac sie na
i 1 I{ - d .
wigzane ze setuczng inteligencia? (Artic institute of
q q genda: 2022 Report Educational

Intelligence (Al) as a megatrend shaping
education. How to prepare for the socio-
economical opportunities and challenges linked
to artificial intelligence)

Research (IBE)

Umiejetnosci nauczycieli w kontekscie potrzeb Institute of
3 nowoczesnej edukacji (The abilities of teachers 2022 Monograph Educational
in the context of the needs of modern education) Research (IBE)

Nauka w cyfrowym swiecie transformacji

. .. . . Centre for Educa-
technologicznej i globalnych wyzwan (Learning entre for tduca

4 in the digital world of technological 2023 Manual tion De(e(\;ilg)pment
transformations and global challenges)
Polityka cyfrowej transformacji edukacji — Ministry of
5 diagnoza (Policy for the Digital Transformation 2024 Report National

of Education — Diagnosis) Education
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Table 1 (cont.)

Document name .
No. (original with English translation) Year Type Publisher

Polityka cyfrowej transformacji edukacji (Policy . Mlnls_try of

6 for the Digital Transformation of Education ) 2024 Bill National
g Education
Polityka cyfrowej transformacji edukacji — Ministry of

; uzasadnienie 2024 Bill National

(Policy for the Digital Transformation of .
Education — Justification) Education

Strategia cyberbezpieczenstwa Rzeczypospolitej Resolution of Ministry of Digital
8 Polskiej 2019-2024 (Strategy of Cyber Safety for 2019 the Council A1Yfairs g
the Republic of Poland, 2019-2024) of Ministers
Polityka dla rozwoju sztucznej inteligencji Resolution of Th'\e/l ﬁ?:tr;crlsl,Of
9 w Polsce (Policy for the development of Artificial 2020 the Council .
Intelligence in Poland) of Ministers Committee for
g Digital Affairs
Ustawa z dnia 7.07.2023r. o wsparciu rozwoju -
- P S Ministry of
kompetencji cyfrowych uczniéw i nauczycieli (Bill . .
10 . 2023 Bill National
of 7 July 2023 on supporting the development of Education
digital competences of students and teachers)
Program Rozwoju Kompetencji Cyfrowych (The Resolution of . . .
11 program for the development of digital 2023  the Council Ministry o.f Digital
- Affairs
competences) of Ministers
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The study was conducted with the use of critical discourse analysis aided by
corpus analysis with the use of the LancsBox tool (Brezina et al., 2021). As Paul
Baker points out (2010, p. 123), corpus analysis in itself is not a sufficient method
of analysis of the ideological assumptions of studied texts; in this study, it al-
lowed to ascertain the choice of the texts and reach preliminary conclusions.

After the documents were uploaded into LancsBox and the corpus? was cre-
ated, first we analyzed which single words are mentioned most often in the text,

2 For the needs of this article, we use the term “corpus” for our set of documents, because of
the use of corpus analysis as a tool; it should be noted that strictly speaking, the term corpus
should not be used for such a small and selective dataset (see Rilhlemann 2019, 1).



The Perception of Teachers and Technology... 217

in order to judge if the analyzed documents are indeed focussed on the key
themes. In this analysis we came upon the following words (indicated below
with the number of appearances in the documents and with the most common
English equivalent of the term):

Umiejetnosci (abilities) 1738

Edukacji (education) 1421

Nauczycieli (teachers) 1153

Ucznidw (students) 1110

Pracy (work) 1053

Rozwoju (development) 1052

Cyfrowych (digital) 994

Kompetencji (competences) 923

Dziatania (actions) 884
. Szkoty (schools) 741
. Technologii (technology) 660

As some of the terms that are crucial to the analysis, are composed of more
than one word, we also searched for the most common double ngrams (i.e.,
combinations of two words). The most important were those which had the
most appearances:

1. uczeniasie (learning) (514)
2. kompetencji cyfrowych (digital competences) (505)
3. sztucznej inteligencji (artificial intelligence) (442)

After this initial confirmation of the validity of the documents for the chosen
themes, we carefully analyzed concordance lines for the most important sub-
jects, which allowed us to see them in a wider context (seven words before and
after the given key word). The analysis of concordance lines was performed for
the terms which were found the most important for the theme of the research
based on the earlier parts of the analysis and the discussion within the EDU-
CAT(H)UM project, including analyses by Zmavc and Bezlaj (2024a, 2024b). Ulti-
mately, the most interesting results from the point of view of the research goals
were obtained through the analysis of the following terms (the asterisk was used
to include the declinations or conjugations of the terms, the different genres
and adjective forms of nouns, e.g., technologiczny — technological. The English
translation is given for the most typical version of the term):

— nauczyciel* (teacher) (2188)

— technologi* (technology) (1213)

— ucz* sie (learning) (834)

— technologi* w edukacj* (technology in education) (11)

— korzystan* z technologi* (using technology) (42)

— rozw* kompetencj* cyfrow* (development of digital competences) (209)
— kompetencj* cyfrow* nauczyciel* (digital competences of teachers) (27)
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— edukacj* cyfrow* (digital education) (129)

The analysis of concordance lines enabled the initial identification of main
subjects addressed in Polish educational policy documents concerning technol-
ogy. Having identified these subjects, we performed a detailed analysis of thusly
identified fragments of the texts, which required us to go beyond the 15-word
concordance lines we looked at previously.

Analysis of results

1. Main problems constructed by the Polish policy documents concerning
technologies in education

The analysis of the documents revealed three main themes concerning tech-
nology. The first one refers to furnishing schools with the appropriate, modern
equipment and elements of technological infrastructure. The documents point
out that insufficient equipment makes using digital solutions in the classroom
difficult. Infrastructural problems — mainly concerning the lack of sufficiently fast
internet connections — make it impossible to conduct classes with the wide use
of digital technologies, e.g., because not all students can use the internet con-
nection at once. These themes are present in the documents even though the
Ministry of National Education conducted a number of projects aiming to fi-
nance equipping schools in the newest devices. Example:

Polish schools, despite carrying out several projects (e.g., Digital School, Laptop for the
Student, Laboratories of the Future, Active Whiteboard or the project of the National
Educational Network) still face shortages of modern computer equipment for students
and teachers, and of sufficiently robust internet connections. In many schools the equip-
ment is obsolete and middle- and high schools were recently neglected in the shipments
of computers and other equipment. (Rada Ministrow, 2024, p. 42)3

The second theme concerns the competences of the teachers. Every docu-
ment mentions that the teachers have inadequate skills to conduct lessons with
the use of digital technologies, which is why they need to train constantly. It is
suggested that the teachers constantly deepen their knowledge of using tech-
nologies in education and — in the Policy for the Digital Transformation of Edu-
cation —that each school appoints a coordinator of digital education, whose role
it would be to support teachers in using digital technology in various activities.
For example:

Teachers do not question the attractiveness of digital technologies, even though many

of them have reserves in using them in everyday work. Although 90% of teachers declare
the use of digital technologies in teaching, expository methods dominate [...] Teachers

3 All translations into English of the original texts are the authors’ own translations.
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still use ICTs sparingly to communicate with the students’ parents, as well as other teach-
ers or schools. (Rada Ministréw, 2019 a, p. 41).

The last theme is online safety. The policy documents point out the many
dangers of the web and present tips and recommendations, how to warn young
people against them. For example:

Cyber safety education should be available from the earliest stage, as soon as the chil-

dren and young people have access to digital services — it would be best if it were con-

ducted before the children enter the digital world; it is often practically required during

the three first years of primary school. Taking into consideration the subject of the safe

use of cyberspace, it is assumed that the teachers will receive support in the carrying out

of the basic teaching goals, especially in the updating of curricula for different subjects

according to the state-of-the-art knowledge of safe use of digital technologies. Moreo-

ver, actions will be taken to support the constant improvement of the teachers in the

realm of modern technologies and cyber safety, taking into account the diagnosed needs

of a given school or institution. (Rada Ministréw, 2019 b, p. 27)

2. The image of the teacher in the policy documents

The analyzed documents show two elements of the image of the teacher,
which remain in some tension with one another: (1) teachers are shown as not
possessing adequate digital competences; (2) with the ongoing digitalization of
education, the role of the teacher is shifting from the expert and the only pos-
sessor of knowledge to a partner in the search for knowledge and in the process
of education in general.

A. TEACHER AS UNEDUCATED AND IN NEED OF TRAINING

Teachers are shown as persons who do not possess full digital competences
in the potential sense (i.e., are not sufficiently prepared to use ICTs), and no not
actually use them in a practical sense. Examples:

Research shows that teachers in all types of schools have a relatively low knowledge
about various aspects of digital safety. It has also been shown that only some teachers
update their digital competences, and that persons with average and high ability of using
ICTs in teaching are a small minority in schools. (MEN, 2020, p. 68).

Even if [the possibilities to use Al tools] will become available, teachers are not ready to
introduce them and to use them (Fazlagi¢, 2022, p. 82).

most teachers do not have neither the time nor the technical abilities to create their own
virtual reality applications (Fazlagi¢, 2022, p. 136).

Teachers still show a very limited use of the great potential given by information and
communication technologies for teaching their subjects and more general abilities
(Ptusa, 2023, p. 58)

It can be assumed that to diagnose a competence gap in the use of ICTs by teachers, one
would have high abilities in this regard (or tools from experts). Meanwhile, only a minor-
ity of the teachers used active methods of teaching with ICTs, the use of which is facili-
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tated by high digital competences. One can thus estimate that less than half of the teach-
ers (including directors) have the knowledge and abilities allowing for a profound analy-
sis of competence gaps with regards to ICTs (Rada Ministrow, 2024, p. 122).

As we can thus see, the diagnosis of low abilities of teachers pertains both
to general questions concerning the use of ICTs and specific areas in which such
technologies are or could be used — cybersecurity or online safety, teaching with
the use of Al-powered apps, or creating their own VR apps. The last cited frag-
ment points out another difficulty — teachers and school directors, not having
sufficiently high digital competences, are not able to understand exactly in what
areas they should develop their skills.

Teachers are also shown as unwilling to use digital solutions. These types of
narratives are a form of constructing of a normative vision of the approach to
technology. Consistent with Verschueren’s approach, the language not only de-
scribes the “anxieties” of the teachers, but also reinforces them and gives them
meaning, thusly legitimizing further systemic actions:

We should also remember the constant anxieties of teachers that any technology intro-
duced in schools may result in the diminishing of their role and their eventual elimination
(Fazlagi¢, 2022, p. 75).

Teachers do not question the attractiveness of digital technologies, but many of them
have reserves about using them in everyday work (Rada Ministréw, 2019 a, p. 41).

Teachers are mostly shown as critically assessing their abilities concerning ICTs
and willing to educate themselves. Interestingly, this diagnosis is often justified by
invoking research concerning the teachers themselves — and students as well.

The results of the study* conducted in the spring of 2020 on a non-representative sample
of over 3 thousand Polish teachers showed that only 5% of them felt very well prepared
to conduct online courses; students expressed a similar sentiment, with only 8% judging
the abilities of the teachers as high and one in five saying that they are low (Rada Mini-
strow, 2023, p. 37).

With regards to the way of conducting online classes, as many as 45% of teachers felt
a low or average level of preparedness to teach in this way (Osowska, 2022, p. 125).

Also in the case of regular forms of teaching, a great majority of teachers feel the need
to coordinate the use of ICTs, expressed by the support for the idea of introducing the
function of a school ICT coordinator (Rada Ministréw, 2024, p. 123).

In other words, the documents show that the need of teacher training, stem-
ming from the low abilities of the teachers, is observed by teachers themselves
and by students who interact with them, and not, e.g., as a result of a policy

4 The fragment concerns the study: Plebariska, M. et al. Edukacja zdalna w czasach COVID-19.
Raport z badania. Wydziat Pedagogiczny Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego. 2020. Online. Access
17 October 2020. https://files.librus.pl/articles/00pic/20/07/09/librus/a_nauczanie_zdalne_
oczami_nauczycieli_i_uczniow_RAPORT.pdf


https://files.librus.pl/articles/00pic/20/07/09/librus/a_nauczanie_zdalne_oczami_nauczycieli_i_uczniow_RAPORT.pdf
https://files.librus.pl/articles/00pic/20/07/09/librus/a_nauczanie_zdalne_oczami_nauczycieli_i_uczniow_RAPORT.pdf
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decision concerning the shape or character of education in Poland. The refer-
ences to quantitative data serve a legitimizing function and, in the light of the
adopted theoretical frame, do not negate the ideological character of the nar-
rative. On the contrary, they strengthen the naturalized image of the teacher as
“inadequate” to the needs of new technologies. Nothing suggests that these
documents are based, in this aspect, on, e.g., institutionally created list of abili-
ties or actions that the teacher should be able to perform (although such a list
could be created with regards to students, see e.g., Cicha et al. 2021); the vo-
cabulary used suggests rather the necessity to adjust to a technological reality,
which is external not only to the teachers, but also the institutions that are per-
forming the diagnosis. In the perspective of critical discourse analysis, these
types of representations are not only a neutral reflection of the results of em-
pirical studies, but are an element of an ideological interpretative framework in
which the language of the analyzed documents functions. This means that the
teacher with his or her actual diverse experiences and abilties is not described
as a real participant of the education system, but is rather constructed as a dis-
cursive figure — someone who is perpetually placed in the position of “not ad-
justed” to contemporary demands. In this logic, the teacher is always “at a def-
icit”, because his or her competences are systematically described in terms of
a lack that needs to be constantly filled through training and other reparatory
activities. In effect, the discourse of educational policy naturalizes the vision of
a teacher whose main role becomes the constant catching up with technological
progress, and not the active shaping of its directions.

The cure for these inadequacies — aside from furnishing schools and teachers
with the right equipment, as mentioned above — is first and foremost training:

In particular, the teacher should have the possibility to know in advance the educational
uses of the equipment that will be available at school or for students. New equipment in
schools should be introduced along with teacher training (Rada Ministréow, 2024, p. 11).

The fulfillment of the postulate to train teachers or all subjects, as well as counselors and
psychologists, is of great importance (MEN, 2020, p. 68).

Training concerning chosen aspects of digital safety needs to be organized obligatorily,
using the means that are available for school authorities to raise teachers’ skills, or
means from external sources (such as EU projects, the school board or ministry) — with
regards to the purchase of new digital devices or installation/changes of/in the school
computer/internet network (MEN, 2020, p. 69).

Teachers are thus described first and foremost as being in the process of
change — not ready for digital transformation, but aware of their shortcomings
and mostly (despite some reservations) amenable to undergoing the right train-
ing to ameliorate the situation. We write “undergoing” training, and not “par-
ticipating in” training, because it seems that even though teachers are described
as agreeing to training and even signaling the need to be trained, they are shown
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as being fundamentally passive in this process; the documents depict them as
objects of action, and not acting subjects. This can be interpreted as the natu-
ralization of technological discourse (Verschueren), in which technology is
treated as an external force to which everyone needs to adjust. In consequence,
the naturalization of this discourse leaves no room for reflection if teacher train-
ing in this aspect is indeed justified —the answer is always already given as “yes”.
The discussion does not concern the purposefulness of training, but is only con-
ducted at the level of implementation, since policy documents claim that the
training is indispensable. This way, another thread of the narrative appears as
a natural consequence of the discourse: training is supposed to be the answer
to the purportedly inadequate teacher skills.

B. CHANGING ROLE OF THE TEACHER

Describing the teachers as inadequately proficient in using ICTs and passive
in their adoption in schools remains in tension with another thread present in
the documents, namely the claim that the teacher is an absolutely crucial part
of education, but his or her role needs to change. This tension is essentially in
line with Ideland’s observation that within the discourse it is impossible to think
of a school without teachers (even though they are not fundamentally adjusted
to the contemporary world).

On a more superficial level, the described change concerns the use of tech-
nology — the documents suggest that the use of ICTs, especially Al-based appli-
cations, will help to improve the working conditions of the teachers, especially
through making classes more engaging and replacing teachers in the most tedi-
ous and time-consuming activities. For example in the document Nauka w cy-
frowym swiecie (Education in the digital world) (Ptusa, 2023, pp. 84-93), contains
a number of examples of using applications for communication and especially
making the teachers’ work easier (much of the space is devoted to teaching stu-
dents who experienced migration). Applications using artificial intelligence are
deemed most promising — they are supposed to help not only in planning les-
sons, grading and clerical work, but also, e.g., in communicating with parents:

Teachers are obligated to keep constant relationships with parents. Al could relieve teachers

in some tasks involved in this, especially if Al will allow for giving direct feedback concerning
the student to the parents, without the need to engage the teacher (Fazlagi¢, 2022, p. 35).

Teachers could devote time that is saved in this way for example to “teach-
ing or rest” (Fazlagi¢, 2022, p. 35), which, along with partly automated psycho-
logical help, could reduce burnout:

The burden of administrative tasks also has considerable impact on the level of motiva-

tion to work and often results in burnout. Artificial Intelligence can also suggest with
whom and concerning which topic the teacher should meet (Fazlagi¢, 2022, p. 35).
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But using ICTs in education is also supposed to bring about one more change,
this time with regards to the teacher’s position at the school, especially with
regard to the students. The teacher is not supposed to be the expert in the field
whose main goal is the top-down presenting of information — the documents
often criticize the expository method, which is deemed not adjusted to the
needs of the digital world. Instead, there is often talk of cooperation (e.g., MEN,
2020, p. 68) and the shift from teacher to partner, coordinator of the process of
education, or tutor:

The profession of the teacher in times of digitalization comes with varied requirements.
The way students perceive the teacher also changes. At school, students expect the
teacher to be a mentor, coordinator, coach or guide in the surrounding world. It is espe-
cially important in the situations in which the student, having exhausted all possible ways
of solving a problem, turns to the teache” (Ptusa, 2023, p. 36).

The popularization of the culture of learning starts on the earliest stages of education
and demands the redefinition of the role of the teacher and of the student. The teacher
becomes the “guide”, the “companion in cognitive, emotional and social experiences”,
and the student is defined as the subject of the process of learning. With roles defined
in this way, the responsibility for the educational effects lies equally on the teacher and
the student, who becomes an active participant in the process of learning and teaching,
and not just a passive receiver of content (Rada Ministréw, 2019 a, p. 64).

The change of the teacher’s role is the effect of the discursive construction
of the new professional norm. As mentioned earlier, in the light of the pragmatic
approach, the language does not describe reality, but actively creates it, point-
ing to the desired model of the relationship between the teacher and the stu-
dents. In this sense, the descriptions found in the documents are not neutral
diagnoses, but practices of legitimizing specific demands from the profession of
the teacher —moving away from the role of the expert towards that of the guide,
tutor or coach. Consistent with Verschueren’s approach, we see here an ideo-
logical pattern of meaning, in which the belief that this model of relation is the
only adequate answer to technological changes is being naturalized. This means
that the redefinition of the role of the teacher is not a simple consequence of
the changes in the digital world, but the effect of institutional discursive action,
which create a new professional certainty, at the same time marginalizing alter-
native ways of thinking about education. Importantly, this change is also
caused by — among others — the vision of the teacher and his or her digital
competences described above — especially the fact that the documents de-
scribe teachers as those who are not “at home” with the new technologies. In
this context, the notion of “Prensky’s digital immigrants” (Rada Ministréw,
2024, p. 85) is used, which suggests that students seem more alike to “digital
natives” (Prensky 2001), and that their knowledge and experiences need to be
taken into account in the planning of the educational process. Moreover, tech-
nology — as we analyze below — is supposed to widen the autonomy of the
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students in the learning process, which means that they require different
methods of teaching then before.

3. The image of technology in the policy documents

The analyzed documents diagnose contemporary life as unprecedentedly
permeated with technology, which is presented as a social challenge and an el-
ement shaping social change:

Most of the Polish society functions in a world of digital content and services, which permeate
everyday life on a level unmatched by any technology from the past (MEN, 2020, p. 2).

The technological tsunami — dynamic development of digital tools and the internet,
which leads to the constant introduction of technological and virtual novelties into eve-
ryday life (Ptusa, 2023, p. 65).

In the face of dynamically developing technologies related to, among others, the Internet
of Things (Rada Ministréw, 2019b, p. 23).

Artificial intelligence is to be one of the most important technologies of the future
(Fazlagic, 2022, p. 26).

Importantly, the advent of new technologies and the potential or actual
changes connected to it are usually described as a natural element of reality,
and not something made by humans — such as scientists, engineers or big cor-
porations — i.e., a result of some planned action, which one could potentially
influence. Ascribing agency to technology is an example of ideological shift,
which obscures the real social and political actors who are responsible for its
development. From the perspective of critical discourse analysis, we see a pro-
cess of naturalization, in which technology is presented as an autonomous and
inevitable force of change. This approach legitimizes the necessity for all sub-
jects in education to adjust to “objective” progress, and at the same time limits
the possibility to question the sources and directions of those changes. In con-
cordance with Verschueren’s ideas, ideology works here through the creation of
an interpretative framework, which give the guise of naturalness and necessity
to what is in fact a result of institutional and economic decisions. In conse-
guence, the language of the documents not so much describes technological re-
ality, but constructs it as unquestionable and determining action in the sphere
of education. This tendency is easiest to observe when we look at sentences and
passages in which technology is the subject:

Technology, especially Al, makes us redefine the division of competences (Fazlagi¢, 2022,
p. 27)

Technology has been an element of change towards more independent, curiosity-driven
styles of learning. Digital technologies had an enormous impact on teaching and learning,
not only as different kinds of technological tools available for use, but also in the way in
which we understand how the process of learning occurs (Rada Ministréw, 2024, p. 84).
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This way “technology” — usually the word is used in a general sense, although
specific technologies are sometimes named — is shown as the ultimate explana-
tion of the changes mentioned above. There does not seem to be any other sub-
ject behind thusly understood “technology” — for example international organi-
zations, governments or other state institutions that create policy regarding
technology (in education or other areas of life), companies developing technol-
ogies (including Al) whose interest is that those technologies permeate as many
areas of life as possible, or social actors such as teachers, parents or students.
This “autonomous” technology can however be “used” in various ways — that is
why teacher skills that were analyzed in the previous part of the text are so im-
portant. Technology may be a very good tool in teachers’ work — “personaliza-
tion of the teaching process, adjusting materials to individual needs of the stu-
dents and the automatization of grading” (Rada Ministrow, 2024, p. 81) are
mentioned in this context. Right use of new technologies raises the quality of
teaching, as it enables the individual fitting of the tools to the students (Ptusa,
2023, p. 81). Digital competences are considered key competences, and there-
fore it is indispensable that they are taught to the students:

It is not surprising, then, that the competences of this sort, usually referred to in litera-
ture as digital competences, are considered among key competences, and are the fun-
dament enabling the ability of lifelong learning and functioning in many environments
and areas of life (Osowska, 2022, p. 121).

Moreover, advanced digital competences of teachers will be reflected by the
practical use of these technologies by students. In the documents it is assumed
that high digital competences of students are a direct effect of high digital com-
petences of teachers (Rada Ministréw, 2023, p. 73). The following fragment pre-
sents this process in the most concise manner:

Correctly planned and used digital teaching using open digital resources, based on using
various digital tools, activating students to creatively use available equipment and
matching applications or functions is conducive to the development of digital and other
abilities and increases the effectivity of educational processes; it creates conditions to
undertake innovative and creative action; teaches group cooperation; develops the au-
tonomy of thinking, teaches responsibility and the creative approach to own develop-
ment; enables the comprehensive development of the individual, but also influences the
equalization of educational opportunities, the leveling of social disproportions, because
it does not depend on the place of residence, the level of education of parents, economic
status of the given family of the student (Rada Ministréw, 2024, p. 87-88).

Education with the use of technology seems thus to be considered as — to
use the term cited in the beginning of this text — panacea for the ailments of the
contemporary school system, such as the purported lack of specific, useful abil-
ities (the term “digital abilities” seems to enable us to bypass the question con-
cerning the usefulness of abilities gained at school in later life), the lack of inde-
pendent thinking and feeling of responsibility or the deepening, or at least not
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changing, social inequalities. The diagnosis is especially problematic if we take
into account the autonomous character of technology, which was mentioned
earlier — it seems that such a formulation neglects the importance of other social
actors in the shaping of technological, educational and social policies, which
could actively influence the reduction of the aforementioned ailments. Coming
back to our theoretical frame, this is an example of an ideological pattern of
meaning, in which social, cultural and institutional context is ignored, and tech-
nology is shown as a neutral and universal tool for change. Critical discourse
analysis suggests that these types of discourse homogenize diverse educational
experiences and marginalize alternative means of reducing inequality — e.g.,
through social policy or structural changes in the educational system. In this
sense, the language of documents not only describes the potential of technol-
ogy, but also casts it in the role of the only, obvious solution, which leads to the
legitimization of certain directions of action at the cost of other possibilities. This
kind of narrative strengthens the belief in the necessity of digitalization regard-
less of the critical reflections on its limitations. It is worth noting in passing that
the cited fragment is one of the few places in which (though, as it seems, mar-
ginally) the question of the origin of a given technology is addressed, as the frag-
ment speaks of “open” digital resources.

Discussion

The analyzed documents show the following representation of the relation-
ship between teachers and technology in the contemporary world. The world is
shown as dominated by technology and shaped by it in an unprecedented way,
and since the importance of technology will only grow, it will also be a growing
social challenge, also for teachers. This challenge is all the more important, be-
cause with regard to the aforementioned change, the use of technology in edu-
cation is absolutely necessary. Teachers approach this challenge in the position
of unpreparedness — their technological ability is relatively low — and presenting
an ambivalent approach to technology: on the one hand, they see its usefulness,
especially in making classes more attractive, on the other hand, they sometimes
express aversion or anxiety towards technology. However, conscious of their
own inadequacy — and seeing their inadequate knowledge reflected in the eyes
of their students — they see the need and the sense to enhance their abilities,
which would be made possible mainly through additional training.

This picture partly confirms the hypotheses stemming from the literature
review. With regards to the first hypothesis, technology is indeed shown as
a tool that needs to be subservient to teaching and teachers — but this tool also
has its autonomous being. It is also underscored that its use during classes is
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worthwhile, and that teachers should learn to actively use those tools. The sec-
ond hypothesis is also partly confirmed. The most important problems ad-
dressed in the Polish policy documents concentrate on the dangers related to
using the Internet and on security questions. Even though technooptimism is
not as uncritical as it is in the Western European discourses, it is also present —
although it is usually qualified. This is linked to the third hypothesis, concerning
the role of the teacher. The image of the teacher is an important element of the
analysis — in the documents, the teacher is often presented as “inadequate” to
the challenge brought about by contemporary technology. At the same time,
the teacher remains a key character in the school, although on the condition
that some changes are made. These changes include departing from the tradi-
tional manner of transferring knowledge towards building a relation of partner-
ship with the students. The teacher’s role is to be a companion or a coach, who
adapts his or her actions to the individual needs of every student.

Using critical discourse analysis allowed us to move to the side the question
of the veracity or adequacy of the content of the documents, and instead con-
centrate on how certain visions of the social world are constructed with the use
of language (Rapley, 2013). In this view, the Polish educational policy discourse
is not a neutral description of reality, but rather ideological practice which legit-
imizes certain ways of thinking about the role of technology and teachers. This
approach helped to pinpoint the mechanisms of naturalization — presenting
technology as an inevitable causative force and the teacher as a deficit figure, in
need of constant improvement. In this logic, the teacher is presented as “inad-
equate”, because his or her competences are systematically described as defi-
cient and in need of ameliorating through training and corrective action. In other
words, the language of the documents not only claims that certain insufficien-
cies exist, but also constructs them and stabilizes them as an obvious element
of the educational reality. This type of analysis not only widens the understand-
ing of digital education discourse, but also opens the space for reflections on
alternative narratives that could co-create a more balanced and critical view of
technologies in education.

Although — again in concordance with our expectations — this view does not
seem to unequivocally follow “neoliberal discourse” that we observed in British
or Swedish research, but rather stems from the aforementioned belief that tech-
nological changes “happen” more or less autonomously —in a sphere independ-
ent not only from teachers and students, but also from the ministries who cre-
ated the analyzed documents — this understanding of technology means that the
only role the teachers (but also educational institutions) have to play is only
keeping up with technological progress, with regards to which they will never
serve the role of subjects.
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Obraz nauczycieli i technologii w krajowych dokumentach
poswieconych technologiom informacyjno-komunikacyjnym
w edukacji

Streszczenie

Artykut podejmuje analize sposobu, w jaki nauczyciele i technologia sa przedstawiani w pol-
skich dokumentach strategicznych dotyczacych edukacji. Autorzy, stosujgc krytyczng analize dys-
kursu oraz analize korpusowa, zidentyfikowali trzy gtdéwne watki: braki infrastrukturalne, niedo-
stateczne kompetencje cyfrowe nauczycieli oraz zagrozenia zwigzane z bezpieczeristwem w sieci.
Nauczyciele ukazywani sg jako osoby nieprzygotowane do wyzwan technologicznych, wymagajace
statego doksztatcania, ale zarazem pozostajgce niezbednym elementem systemu edukacji. W do-
kumentach pojawia sie postulat redefinicji ich roli — z eksperta na mentora czy przewodnika
w procesie uczenia sie. Technologia przedstawiana jest jako niezalezna sita napedzajgca rozwéj
spoteczny i edukacyjny, zdolna do rozwigzywania kluczowych probleméw szkolnictwa. Autorzy
wskazuja jednak, ze ten dominujacy dyskurs nie uwzglednia spotecznego ani instytucjonalnego
kontekstu zachodzgcych zmian, co prowadzi do uproszczonego obrazu relacji miedzy edukacjg
a technologia. Tekst zwraca uwage na brak krytycznej refleksji nad technologia jako zjawiskiem
spotecznie uwarunkowanym — zamiast tego przyjmowana jest ona jako niezalezna, samoistna sita,
oderwana od intereséw i dziatan konkretnych podmiotéw.

Stowa kluczowe: edukacja cyfrowa, nauczyciel, technologia, kompetencje cyfrowe, analiza dys-
kursu.
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The Educational Potential of Participation in the
Odyssey of the Mind Program in Supporting the
Development of Selected 21st-Century Competencies

Abstract

This article combines theoretical reflections with fragment of preliminary research focused on ex-
ploring the educational potential of participation in the Odyssey of the Mind program in fostering se-
lected key competencies among early school-aged students. The research question addressed the spe-
cific ways in which selected competencies can be supported by this process. The study examined and
integrated two theoretical frameworks: the 4C and the Social Emotional Learning (CASEL) models. The
research sample included children from three countries (Poland, China, and the United States). Data
were collected through participant observation. Findings indicate that the program offers opportunities
for children’s competencies development through program-based activities and initiated by children
and teachers. The study recommends integrating similar programs in formal education and conducting
further longitudinal research based on triangulation.

Keywords: Early School Education, Odyssey of the Mind, Social Emotional Learning, 4C Competencies.

An Alternative Approach to Creative Early School Education

Odyssey of the Mind is an international educational program with a compet-
itive framework. Its overarching aim is not only to foster creativity, but also to
support autonomy and the development of skills associated with selected key
competencies of the 21st century. Participation in the program enables multi-
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lateral problem-solving and enhances adaptive capacity in response to the in-
creasing demands of a rapidly changing socio-cultural environment.

The early school education is a time of heightened developmental sensitivity
to environmental stimuli and a period of increased receptivity to learning
through concrete actions, experiences, and emotional engagement (Schaffer,
2018). The principles underlying the Odyssey of the Mind program align with
psychosocial needs by providing students with opportunities for experimenta-
tion, self-expression, collaborative play and games (Christ, 2019).

Considering the multifaceted nature of this educational program, the primary
objective of this article is to present a part of qualitative analysis of the ways in which
selected competencies are developed among children in early school age participat-
ing in the Odyssey of the Mind educational program. The second objective is to es-
tablish a theoretical convergence of concepts and frameworks based on two se-
lected models of core competencies: 4C competencies concept and Social Emo-
tional Learning approach as defined by the CASEL framework. The analysis also iden-
tifies theoretical links between this models, including an integral alignment among
specific components. The concluding part presents a several implications significant
for future research and early school education practice.

From Local Inspiration to an International Educational Program

The origins of the Odyssey of the Mind program date back to the 1970s in
the USA. Samuel Micklus, Professor Emeritus at Rowan University of New Jersey,
sought an innovative pedagogical approach to enhance and diversify instruction
in his courses on industrial and fine art design classes. For years he experi-
mented with many active learning strategies (Odyssey of the Mind, 2025a). Ul-
timately, he established a specialized university course and developed a project-
based methodology (Odyssey of the Mind, 2025b).

Samuel Micklus’ concept is consistent with the assumptions underpinning
the humanistic educational paradigm. Emphasizing student subjectivity, individ-
ualization, experimental learning, dialogic interaction, and grounding the edu-
cational process in learner autonomy represent several key characteristics of
this orientation (Paprotna, 2019). Implementation of the humanistic assump-
tions allows for the involvement of a broad spectrum of stakeholders (Goteb-
niak, 2014). Furthermore, the knowledge is approached as a dynamic, ongoing
process, with reality understood as subject to constant transformation. Failures
and mistakes are not regarded as setbacks but as essential components of the
child’s developmental trajectory (Poziemska, 2015).

Currently, Odyssey of the Mind operates as an international educational com-
petition with a multicultural potential. Its global character is evident during the
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annual World Finals, which bring together thousands of teams, coaches, and vol-
unteers from various regions of the world including America, Asia and Europe (Od-
yssey of the Mind, 2025a). The total number of participants reaches approxi-
mately ten thousand annually (Odyssey of the Mind, 2025a). In the Polish edition
of the finals in 2025, around two thousand individuals took part in the competi-
tion, forming two hundred and eighty-one teams (Odyssey of the Mind, 2025b).

The cyclical finals feature students from four distinct age groups, from pri-
mary school to university. Participation in the event is preceded by a multi-stage
gualification process. Each team qualified for the competition is required to
solve two types of challenges.

Long-Term and Spontaneous Problems

Work on long-term problems is conducted in the form of a project and spans
several months from the official announcement (Oddysey of the Mind, 2025a).
These tasks are interdisciplinary, encompassing technical, natural science and engi-
neering, social, humanities and artistic topics. The final outcome of the team’s work
is an original solution that must be presented in a thematic performance. The
demonstration of the problem should adhere to specified formal and substantive
criteria. Evaluation encompasses the accuracy and quality of the problem solution,
originality, the level of independence, the technical quality of execution, artistic styl,
and element related to group collaboration (Odyssey of the Mind, 2025b).

Table 1
Comparison of Selected Criteria of Long-Term and Spontaneous Problems in the Odyssey of the
Mind Program

Criteria Long-Term Problems Spontaneous Problems

preparation time several months a few minutes

S from the date of the commence-  available prior to the commence-
availability of the task

ment of the next edition of the ment of
content . .
competition problem-solving
nature of the task multi-stage, project-based ,suprise” type, improvisation
vehicle, technical, classics, struc-
type of tasks verbal, manual, verbal-manual

ture, performance

involved during the preparation
coach’s presence present at every stage phase as methodological support;
absent during the final task

character of student  continuous, long-term engage-  immediate, dynamic, based on mu-
collaboration ment, extended over time tual trust and connection

Source: Author’s own elaboration
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The second fundamental component of the program comprises spontane-
ous problems. These tasks are solved by teams without prior preparation of
scripts or instructions, within a strictly defined time and location during the com-
petition finals. The task content is disclosed to participants immediately before
commencement, allowing for real-time assessment of problem-solving skills.
The task is completed in the absence of coaches and spectators. Spontaneous
problems can be categorized into three types: verbal, manual, and verbal-man-
ual tasks (Odyssey of the Mind, 2025b). In summary, both types of problems
were compared in Table 1.

Exploring the Key Competencies of the 21st Century

Key competencies in the 21st century are defined as a knowledge, skills, at-
titudes (Foster, Piacentini, 2023), habits, traits (Bucle, 2025) and also as values
(CCR, 2024). They mainly concern such features, concepts and phenomena that
will allow students to achieve success in the future, including coping with unpre-
dictable challenges, self-regulation and keeping up with new technologies,
adapting to previously unknown professions (Bucle, 2025). Regarding the theo-
retical framework we can distinguish many of them, i.e.: the P21 Framework
(2009), OECD/INFE Core Competencies (OECD, 2018), 21st Century Skills Model
by Tony Wagner et al. (Edmond, 2017), Four-Dimensional Framework (CCR,
2024), model of 4C’s Competencies (Do, Maniate, Sultan, Sonnenberg, 2023;
Lamri, 2021), Future Work Skills 2020 (iCEV, 2024), World Economic Forum Fu-
ture Skills Framework (2025) and Collaborating States Initiative (Dusenbury,
Yoder, Dermody, Weissberg, 2019).

The most frequently emphasized key competencies of the future currently
include: creativity, cooperation, critical thinking, and communication skills
(Lamri, 2021); learning ability, problem-solving, empathy, cognitive flexibility,
emotional intelligence, moral maturity (Kwiatkowski, 2018); self-awareness, so-
cial awareness, self-management, relathionship skills, responsible decision-
making (CASEL, 2025); capacity for rapid adaptation, cultural and ecological
awareness, visualization, matacognitive skills (Lamri, 2021); enterpreneurship,
self-image shaping, or relathionship-building skills (Biatek, Swat-Pawlicka, 2025).

The diversity of approaches of 21st-century competencies results from the
influence of numerous socio-cultural factors that shape both their interpreta-
tion and prioritization in educational policy and pedagogical practice. The
sources of variability in defining and understanding this phenomenon can be at-
tributed to the rapidly changing labor market (Wasik, Barrow, 2018). The devel-
opment of artificial intelligence, the expansion of social media, and increasing
automation and replacement of humans by machines render the key competen-
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cies of the 1990s inadequate in relation to the contemporary demands of eve-
ryday life (Fazlagi¢, 2022).

From presented approaches, two primary frameworks were selected for
an in-depth analysis. The 4C competencies model (Lamri, 2021) was com-
pared alongside socio-emotional competencies within the theoretical frame-
work of CASEL (2025). Both approaches complement each other in educa-
tional theory and practice, as demonstrated in Table 2. Some competences
exhibit closer links, while others are connected at deeper dimensions of the-

oretical correlation.

Table 2

Juxtaposition of the 4C Competency Model with the Social Emotional Learning framework (SEL) —
common competency domains

ac

SEL

creativity

communication

critical thinking

cooperation

self-awareness

self-efficacy

interpersonal
communication
skills

reflexivity, analysis
of strenghts and
weaknesses

recognizing/ un-
derstanding emo-
tions, growth
mindset

social awareness

awareness of di-
verse social
needs, social con-
struction of reality

empathy, active
listening, context-
sensitive commu-
nication

recognizing socio-

cultural context,

understanding di-
versity

understanding
roles, emotions,
motivations, and
social dynamic

self-management

fostering intrinsic
motivation, con-
structive attitude
toward mistakes

resilience, emo-
tional regulation,
management
of communicative
situations

impulse control,
attention regula-
tion, delayed grati-
fication

organizational
skills, planning,
goal-setting

relathionship
skills

social engage-
ment, openness
to others, ability
to integrate per-
spectives

interpersonal
communication,
ability to estab-
lish and maintain
social relathion-
ships

socially appropri-

ate refusal skills,

interpretive readi-
ness

negotiation skills,
conflict resolu-
tion, effective
teamwork

responsible deci-
sion making

cognitive flexibil-
ity, ideas creating,
problem-solving

articulation of
needs and princi-
ples, argumenta-
tion skills

in-depth analysis
of challenges, re-
flective thinking

perspective-tak-

ing, monitoring,
coordination

of group actions

Source: Author’s own elaboration upon: Lamri (2021); CASEL (2025); Glaveanu (2023); Nikitenko
(2022); Karwowski (2010); Fazlagi¢ (2019); P21 (2009); Biatek, Swat-Pawlicka (2025); Panorama
Education (Bucle, 2025); Czaja-Chudyba (2020); Dusenbury, et al. (2019); Necka (2003); Do, et al.
(2023); OECD (2018); Deptuta, Misiuk (2016); Brzezinska, Pottoraczyk, Reksnis, Starczewska-Kacz-
marek, Wilczyniska (2020).
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Methodology and Research Approach

This preliminary research constitutes fragment of an ethnographic, qualita-
tive two-year study. The article is limited to presenting preliminary findings
based on observations. Given the complexity and contextual nature of the phe-
nomena, a subjective-participatory paradigm was adopted (Ciechowska, 2018;
Denzin, Lincoln, 2009; Babbie, 2024; Malewski 2023). Consideration was given
to the pragmatic approach to this study, with the aim of preserving cognitive
efficiency as defined by the formulated research question (Ciechowska, 2018;
Malewski, 2023).

Research Objectives and Problems

The aim of the study was to explore the ways and situations in which se-
lected competencies, from the integrated competency model (4C and Social
Emotional Learning), could be supported through participation in the Odyssey
of the Mind educational program among children in early school age. The re-
search objectives were exploratory and descriptive (Pilch, Bauman, 2001; Bab-
bie, 2024). Based on this, the research question was formulated from the frame-
work of the education methodology approach: ,,What are the ways, if any, in
which the participation in the Odyssey of the Mind program supports the devel-
opment of selected competencies in early school age children?”.

In alignment with the position of tobocki (2000), the study refrained from es-
tablishing any hypotheses. The choice of research focus is consistent with current
trends in contemporary pedagogical reflection and with the recommendations of
the OECD (2018), as well as the ,,Council Recommendation of 22 May 2018 on key
competences for lifelong learning” (Council of the European Union, 2018).

Data Collection and Analysis Methods

A research qualitative approach was employed, using participant observa-
tion based on an ethnographic perspective (Babbie, 2024; Pilch, Bauman, 2001;
Denzin, Lincoln, 2009; Flick, 2012). The researcher assumed three distinct roles
in an active and passive way: as a coach, full member of the students team, and
observator. The researcher attended various team-related events, including the
opening and closing ceremonies, and daily activities held on the Michigan and
lowa State University campuses (e.g., teams rehearsals, lunches, shopping).

The subject-object perspective was an integral component of research
based on shared experience (Pilch, Bauman, 2001). The direct observations



The Educational Potential... 237

were also examined performances presented by early-school age children (aged
approximately seven to ten or eleven) across all five categories of long-term
problems: technical, vehicle, structure, classics, and performance (Odyssey of
the Mind, 2025a). During the presentations and ceremonies, the researcher was
seated among the audience.

The research tool consisted of self-designed journal used for recording gen-
eral and subjective information related to all events taking place within the pro-
gram (Flick, 2012; Deptuta, Misiuk, 2016). In progress, the researcher collected
selected data included concrete situations and observed activities through the
Odyssey of the Mind program participation.

Over the course of the study, manifestations of selected student competen-
cies gradually became observable. They have been conceptualized in accord-
ance with the views of scholars and scientific organizations such as: Lamri
(2021); CASEL (2025); Gliveanu (2023); Nikitenko (2022); Karwowski (2010);
Fazlagi¢ (2019); P21 (2009); Biatek, Swat-Pawlicka (2025); Panorama Education
(Bucle, 2025); Czaja-Chudyba (2020); et al. Students were observed individually
and in group contexts. The following manifestations of competencies and ele-
ments of observed situations were recorded in a descriptive way: acts of helping
(e.g., repairing toys), creative activities (e.g., singing), initiating plays and groups
situations (pin trading), conversations topics (pins, costumes), content of ex-
pressed emotions and opinions situations (statements about feelings), descrip-
tion of the reaction to the judges’ opinion and failures (crying), content of asked
questions (exact quotes), etc. The journal included the date, location, role allo-
cation, and details regarding the study group (Table 3).

The main analysis focused on the six-steps thematic analysis procedure
(Braun, Clarke, 2024). Following the familiarization phase and the formulation
of the research question, relevant excerpts from the journal were identified.
These included sections describing the methods, actions and educational activi-
ties employed by both coaches and students, with particular attention to the
distinctive activities from the Odyssey of the Mind program.

Inductive coding was used in the thematic analysis of handwritten notes rec-
orded in the observation journal (Gibbs, 2015; Braun, Clarke, 2024, Flick, 2012).
This approach does not exclude the reliance on theories presented earlier in the
article and enables the structuring of gathered thoughts, emotions, and other
information (Gibbs, 2015; Flick, 2012). Following the approach proposed by
Gibbs (2015), the coding process included specific actions and behaviors (e.g.,
asking questions, speaking in front of a group), activities (e.g., participating in an
integration event), and events (e.g., losing a toy/pin).
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Sample Selection

Empirical data were collected during events related to the Odyssey of the
Mind competition (the Polish and world finals in 2025 and in 2024 — four events).
The selection of the sample was purposeful based on availability principle. As
part of the observation of selected representations of long-term problems,
a specific research sample was selected, consisting of ten teams of children at
the early school age (students from first age category in this program). In total
fifty-one children from three different countries (Poland, China, United States)
participated in this fragment of observations, as presented in Table 3. The study
did not interfere with the performances or the children’s everyday lives.

All presentations of the long-term problems, except number 5, were con-
ducted in English. The abbreviations ,,G” and ,,B” in the gender column stand for
girls or boys. ,, Team size” is a number of children in one group. The , year” given
refers to the date of the performance, and the ,| age category” refers to stu-
dents in early school age (from seven to eleven years old). In order to protect
the anonymity of participants, information about competition placement and
sensitive data were not disclosed.

Table 3
Characteristics of the Sample (n=51)
Number oy Sesr | LongTorm problem TeamSize  Gender

1. Poland 1 /2024 Performance 7 G,B
2 Poland /2024 Performance 5 G
3 USA 1/2024 Classics 4 G,B
4, USA /2024 Performance 5 G
5. Poland 1 /2025 Vehicle 6 G,B
6 Poland /2025 Classics 4 G,B
7 China 1 /2025 Structure 5 G,B
8 USA I /2025 Technical 5 G, B
9 Poland /2025 Performance 6 G,B
10. China 1 /2025 Performance 4 G,B

Source: the author’s own elaboration

The selection of groups for research was determined by the availability of
performances, nationality, age category, and the event schedule. A variation in
team size was observed (ranging from four to seven children), along with a pre-
dominance of coeducational groups. Performance type of presentations, titled
,AstronOMical Odyssey!” (2025) and ,,Rocking World Detour” (2024), ranked
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among the most preferred task formats analyzed in the study, consistent with
information from the Odyssey of the Mind organization (2025b). A certain chal-
lenge was posed by the active role of the researcher, who at the same time par-
ticipated in the implementation of the own team’s program. The arrangement
of buildings on the campuses and the distances between them, constituted an-
other obstacle.

Outline of Research Results

Based on the applied analysis, the main area corresponding to the study ob-
jectives was refined, defined, and named (Braun, Clarke, 2024). This category
relates to ways of supporting the development of selected competencies among
children in early school age (Table 4). They are understood as activities that fa-
cilitate the development of competencies in the context of implementing the
assumptions of the Odyssey of the Mind program. These phenomena encom-
pass specific situations and practices presented in Table 4, which constitute
a coherent system of multidimensional support aimed at fostering students’
competencies. This is aligns with CASEL’s (2025) perspective on socio-emotional
competencies development.

Table 4
Activities Codebook — ways of support to the development of selected competencies

Main
Code Code Name Code description Examples
Name

long-term and spontaneous problems-

activities based on Od-  solving; integration events; opening
Program Initative yssey of the Mind edu- and closing ceremony; self-made pre-
cational program paring costumes from recycled materi-

als; living on the university campus

discussions about the consequences of
various behaviours; facilitating active
group games; encouraging speeches;
using mindfulness methods (body scan,
councious breathing, etc.) before the
performance

non-program activities
Activities  Coach Initiative initiated by the coach to
support team

pins trading; spontaneous helping be-
self-initiated activties haviors; team-based preparation of
Student Initiative  and interactions pre- costumes and decorations; encouraging
sented by children speeches; spontaneous prototype test-
ing before the performance

Source: Author’s own elaboration
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Each activity, conceptualized as main theme of analysis, undertaken during
participation in the program and as part of non-formal education can be consid-
ered in the context of its potential to support the development of selected 21st-
century competencies.

In addition, the main activities, that constitute a thematic category, may in-
clude more specific actions and behaviors, which can exert a more direct sup-
port within the broader framework of the educational process. For example,
during pin trading, children develop a range of competencies through sub-activ-
ities: engaging in conversation and negotiation (communication); planning ex-
change strategies and trading collaboratively (cooperation); designing their own
pins (creativity); evaluating the value and ,,profitability” of trades (critical think-
ing); recognizing their own emotions and preferences (self-awareness); interact-
ing with peers from different countries (social awareness); managing uncer-
tainty (self-management); forming social connections through trading (relation-
ship skills); and learning to anticipate the consequences of exchanges from
moral perspective (responsible decision-making). The detailed process of devel-
oping these competencies will be included in the separate publication.

Throughout the course of the research, a distinction was observed between ac-
tivities based on the degree of their planning. Activities initiated by students were
characterized by spontaneous interactions among peers (e.g., pin trading, helping
behaviors). In the case of teacher-student interactions, activities were both planned
(organizational tasks, implementation of the program) and spontaneous (encourag-
ing speeches, mindfulness techniques before the performance).

Fig. 1

Examples of the Odyssey of the Mind Activities: pins trading, long-term problem presentation,
closing ceremony

Source: Author’s own archive

The example presented is intended to illustrate a perspective on the educa-
tional potential of participation in the program, whose activities often resemble
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tukaszewicz’s (2020) concept of designed educational opportunities. The open-
ended tasks in the form of long-term and spontaneous problems, which consti-
tute the foundation of the Odyssey of the Mind program, trigger divergent think-
ing, encourage unconventional forms of activity, and stimulate an endless range
of possible solutions and choices, what is simmilar compare to the ideas pro-
posed by tukaszewicz (Remiszewska, 2018). In the context of the analysis pre-
sented, the method of designed educational opportunities most closely corre-
sponds to activities initiated by the teacher-coach, who prompts students to en-
gage in creative actions that serve as a foundation for the development of mul-
tiple key competencies.

The observed activities confirm the importance of a supportive environment
for child development and the role of mutual interactions among multiple stake-
holders (Schaffer, 2018). The parents also participated in both programmatic
and extracurricular activities of Odyssey of the Mind. During the research, par-
ents were present in the audience, the campus cafeteria, and at other competi-
tive events held in the USA.

Moreover, creativity was found as the most prominent competency within
the program’s requirements by the Odyssey of the Mind organization (20253;
2025b), which is consistent with the observed activities. For example, the origi-
nality is evaluated in ideas, solutions, costumes, or handmade decorations. Cre-
ativity, conceptualized as a set of cognitive, emotional-motivational, and behav-
ioral dispositions (Nikitenko, 2022), creative attitude grounded in independence
and openness (Karwowski, 2010), is developed through both vertical and hori-
zontal relationships (Schaffer, 2018). During informal meetings between teams,
when children are creating pins or task solutions, this attitude was observed.
The highlighted activities demonstrate a broad spectrum of influences on the
development of future competencies and multitude of educational opportuni-
ties, with the recognition of the postulate of a school open to the environment,
cooperation and experimentation (Biatek, Swat-Pawlicka, 2025).

Conclusions and Practical Implications

This fragment of preliminary research indicates that participation in the Od-
yssey of the Mind program can support the process of selected 21st-century
competencies development through specific activities initiated by selected edu-
cational entities and subjects. The identified components of this process can
provide children with opportunities for engaging and hands-on acquisition of
specific skills in a situational, spontaneous, and integrated manner. The program
may be conceptualized as a model example of personalized, participatory, and
transcultural education. The program offers participants a range of opportuni-
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ties, from establishing relationships with peers from different nationalities, to
selecting the activities. Participants are also involved in a variety of both spon-
taneously initiated and formally organized events.

In terms of public schools and educational policy, the integration of the pro-
grams with a similar structure and humanistic orientation is recommended.
Such initiatives may serve as valuable supplements to conventional school cur-
riculum, particularly at the early primary education level, where foundational
skills and attitudes are being shaped. It is advised that these programs be incor-
porated either as structured extracurricular activities or as part of pedagogical
innovations. The implementation of selected elements of the program could be
considered through the alignment of lessons plans and the development of sup-
plementary activities focused on long-term and spontaneous problem-solving,
focused on project-based method.

Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge the potential risks and chal-
lenges with integrating programs such as Odyssey of the Mind into formal edu-
cational frameworks. A fundamental issue lies in the possible misalignment be-
tween the program’s overarching goals and the requirements of the national
core curriculum. Furthermore, the implementation of such pedagogical models
necessitates substantial institutional capacity, including appropriately trained
personnel, methodological expertise, sufficient time, and financial resources.
Many public schools, particularly those operating under constrained budgets,
may lack the infrastructure and support mechanisms required to facilitate sus-
tained participation. The disparity could unintentionally reinforce existing edu-
cational inequities between affluent and under-resourced communities.

The financial burden associated with adopting such programs also raises
guestions about long-term sustainability and the allocation of responsibility be-
tween educational authorities and individual institutions. In addition, the in-
creased cognitive and logistical demands placed on students may contribute to
academic overload. Extended school hours and the accumulation of extracurric-
ular tasks risk diminishing learners’ intrinsic motivation and overall well-being.
Moreover, the limited size of the research sample constrains the potential for
broad generalizations. Therefore, it would be advisable to first conduct pilot
studies focusing on the implementation of selected components of the program.
For instance, the integration of spontaneous task-based activities into the rou-
tine structure of formal curriculum.

From the research perspective, a structured pedagogical experiment is ad-
vised, as current practices observed among Odyssey of the Mind educators in-
dicate their informal implementation. For example, in the form of titled as Od-
yssey Lessons, during which selected competencies can be developed intention-
ally and in a structured manner, within the framework of designed educational
opportunities.



The Educational Potential... 243

It is essential to continued longitudinal research, accompanied by the appli-
cation of methodological triangulation (methods, research technics, and theo-
ries), in order to expand and deepen scope of the research. To ensure a more
comprehensive and nuanced analysis of the phenomenon, it is recommended
that subsequent studies involve learners at early school age who present with
special educational needs and enhance the analysis of how particular activities
affect selected competencies, among elder students too.

Further research could benefit from a psychological examination of traits such
as cognitive flexibility or emotional intelligence, particularly in connection with
achievements in this competition. Future studies are encouraged to complement
this preliminary findings with the use of diagnostic tools aimed at measuring socio-
emotional competencies at early school-aged students (e.g. Obserwacyjny Kwestio-
nariusz Kompetencji Emocjonalnych i Spotecznych) (Brzezinska, et al., 2020).
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Potencjat edukacyjny uczestnictwa w programie Odyseja Umystu
we wsparciu rozwoju wybranych kompetencji XXI wieku

Streszczenie

Niniejszy artykut faczy refleksje teoretyczne z fragmentem badan wstepnych, ktére byty skon-
centrowane na poznaniu edukacyjnego potencjatu wynikajgcego z uczestnictwa w programie Ody-
seja Umystu w kontekscie wspierania wybranych kluczowych kompetencji ucznidw na etapie edu-
kacji wczesnoszkolnej. Sformutowane pytanie badawcze dotyczyto konkretnych sposobdw, w jakie
wybrane kompetencje moga by¢ ksztattowane w oparciu o wskazany proces. W artykule przeana-
lizowano i zintegrowano dwie ramy teoretyczne: model kompetencji 4K oraz Social Emotional
Learning (CASEL). Do grupy badanej wybrano dzieci z trzech krajow (Polski, Chin i Stanéw Zjedno-
czonych). Dane zebrano w oparciu o obserwacje uczestniczacg. Wyniki wskazuja, ze program ofe-
ruje mozliwosci rozwoju kompetencji poprzez dziatania programowe oraz aktywnosci inicjowane
przez dzieci i nauczycieli. W badaniu rekomenduje sie integracje podobnych programéw w eduka-
cji formalnej i potrzebe dalszych badan longitudinalnych opartych na triangulacji.

Stowa kluczowe: edukacja wczesnoszkolna, Odyseja Umystu, Social Emotional Learning, kom-
petencje 4K.
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In an age of ubiquitous media, technology, and an overabundance of “con-
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ture plays in a child’s development. Paradoxically, the abundance of available
content can be frustrating for both children and their parents, leading to diffi-
culties in choosing appropriate books. On the one hand, contemporary audio-
visual culture is gradually replacing contact with the spoken word. Imaginative,
rapid communication doesn’t foster in-depth reflection or understanding com-
plex, metaphorical content that must be read, not just viewed. On the other
hand, modern technologies can support reading by “bringing books to life” by
combining words with images, sound, and playful elements, which can also de-
velop a child’s aesthetic sensitivity and facilitate the reception of content
(Pawelec, 2013). Despite these opportunities, young readers, so-called digital
natives, a generation raised in the internet world, accustomed to short, dynamic
forms of information transmission often struggle to concentrate and quickly be-
come discouraged by longer reading sessions. Although books are available to-
day in various formats — printed, electronic or as audio books- reading itself is
becoming an increasingly greater challenge (see Eurostat data from August 2024
on reading in Europe and research on the state of reading in Poland in 2024
conducted by the National Library).

In this changing world, a new approach to promoting literature is needed —
one that takes into account changes in young people’s lifestyles, reading habits,
and new technological possibilities. The children’s book market is developing
rapidly in the 21st century — the number of publications is growing, new literary
and graphic forms are emerging, and there are a growing number of initiatives
promoting reading, such as the “Rabka Festival,” the “Children’s Book Fair” in
many cities in Poland and Europe (e.g., Bologna), storyteller festivals, and the
June “National Week of Reading to Children.” Schools and libraries also play
a significant role as part of the “National Reading Development Program.” Sim-
ultaneously, the number of blogs, magazines, and discussions devoted to books
for young readers is growing, confirming that books continue to serve an im-
portant function —as a source of entertainment, cultural identity formation, and
emotional support. Since 2001, the “All of Poland Reads to Children” campaign
has been running, aimed at helping them choose quality literature and raising
awareness among adults about the importance of regular, enthusiastic, and en-
gaging reading with children (Swedrowska, 2014). Such a shared ritual fosters
closer family bonds and builds bridges between generations.

Many researchers (educators, psychologists, literary scholars, bibliothera-
pists) have for years emphasised the importance of consciously introducing chil-
dren to the world of literature. A key role in this process is played by an adult—
a parent, teacher, or caregiver—whose attitude toward reading influences the
child more than the book itself. Alicja Baluch emphasises that how a caregiver
perceives and interprets a text can be crucial to a child’s later interest in litera-
ture (Baluch, 1994, p. 10). The importance of a literary guide’s emotions, their
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ability to “read with emotions,” is also emphasised (Z6ttowski, 2019).* Monika
Kupiec (2024, p. 162) encourages working on an attitude that can be described
as “reading with children” rather than “reading to children.” This is why the pro-
cess of literary initiation is so important, because reading needs do not arise
spontaneously but are the result of conscious, long-term activity in which an
adult plays the role of a guide and intermediary in the world of literature
(Papuziniska, 1981, p. 203). As Alicja Ungeheuer-Gotab argues, reading at home,
above all, shapes literary taste, values, and moral sensitivity, and the important
guestion we should ask during reading is: what kind of person do we want to
raise? (insensitive or sensitive to the fate of people and the world) (A. Unge-
hauer-Gotgb, 2001, p. 28). Anna Janus-Sitarz also emphasises the importance of
shared “reading at home” and the need to familiarise children with the diversity
of cultural texts, as well as discuss difficulties in their reception, developing
young people’s reflectiveness, and encouraging them to reflect on “the value of
their own encounters with literature” (Janus-Sitarz, 2009, p. 115). Literary schol-
ars also emphasise the importance of ensuring the quality of children’s litera-
ture, because the so-called “first books,” as Grzegorz Leszczynski (2012) calls
them, remain in a child’s consciousness for life as “big-little books.” Zofia A. Kfa-
kéwna (2013), in turn, draws attention to the quality of reading, writing about
“reading weather,” which largely depends on the teacher — their attentiveness,
reflectiveness, flexibility in selecting reading materials, and the ability to adapt
methods to the emotional and intellectual needs of children. Bernadeta
Niesporek-Szamburska and Matgorzata Wojcik-Dudek (2017) emphasise that
the foundation of contact with a book should be freedom and pleasure.

All of this research confirms that literary education plays a key role in
a child’s overall development and in shaping their identity. In early childhood
education, therefore, collaboratively discovering the value of literature and sup-
porting students in the process of becoming conscious, attentive, and critical
readers of texts is particularly important. This raises important research ques-
tions: what do contemporary children actually read? How do they perceive
books and the reading process itself in the context of their daily lives? These are
key questions in the analysis of children’s reading preferences —a complex and
multidimensional phenomenon, determined by both internal and external fac-
tors. Individual interests, emotional needs, developmental stage, and previous
reading experiences influence these preferences. The form of exposure to books
is also significant — whether a child reads independently, listens to texts read by
adults, or uses other forms of media such as e-books or audio books. The avail-
ability and appeal of books are also significant: their graphic design, difficulty
level, subject matter, and their presence in the child’s environment. The influ-

1 Alltranslations into English of the original texts are the author’s own translations.
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ence of the social environment — family, school, and peers — also plays a signifi-
cant role. Reading preferences are also influenced by favourite literary charac-
ters, with whom children identify, and their own creativity — ideas for books they
would like to write. The latter are not only a manifestation of creativity but also
a valuable source of knowledge about a child’s inner world. All these elements
contribute to the image of a child’s reading taste, level of engagement, and de-
velopment direction of reading skills.

It’s worth noting that the topic of reading preferences among early child-
hood education students was addressed in Polish research as early as the late
1990s. Katarzyna Krason (1999) highlighted the numerous methodological chal-
lenges associated with studying this age group. She emphasized that children’s
literary preferences are largely shaped by adult intermediaries — parents, teach-
ers, and librarians — meaning that children’s book choices do not always reflect
their true interests, but rather stem from available resources or targeted adult
suggestions. The researcher also pointed out that starting school is associated
with obligatory reading, which can discourage reading, especially when the sug-
gested books do not align with the child’s actual needs and preferences. Krzysz-
tof Kruszko’s (2015) study demonstrated that early school children most often
listen to books read to them by their mothers, especially in urban settings. Girls
show a greater interest in literature than boys, preferring fairy tales, poetry, and
newspapers, while boys are more likely to reach for adventure books and gam-
ing magazines. Children’s reading is primarily supported by schools through
competitions and library activities, and the school library is the most common
source of books. In their free time, only some children read books on their own
initiative, and only a few receive them as gifts. Olimpia Gogolin and Eugeniusz
Szymik (2017) presented the results of a survey conducted among students in
grades 1-3 of primary schools in Czerwionka-Leszczyn (Silesian Voivodeship),
the aim of which was to examine children’s relationships with books as readers.
The survey allowed them to determine what motivates students to read, what
attracts their attention in books, and where they look for interesting titles. The
study results revealed a clear influence of popular culture, particularly Disney
cartoons and fads (e.g., Pokémon) (Vasquez 2005, pp. 201-215), and the domi-
nant role of required reading, including literary classics (especially works by
Brzechwa and Andersen). A.M. Klas-Markiewicz and M. Szczesna (2023) also
joined the discussion on reading among students in grades 1-3, analyzing read-
ing levels, motivations for reading choices, thematic and genre preferences, and
children’s attitudes toward the Ministry of Education and Science’s reading
canon. Their research, also based on a diagnostic survey, focused on children
from rural areas. The study showed that students in younger grades were eager
readers, reaching not only for required reading but also for books outside the
canon, especially about animals.
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Due to its limited space, this article presents only a selected portion of my
own research on the reading preferences of early school-age children. | con-
sciously focused on specific issues, omitting other categories, such as favourite
and less-favourite books (including required school reading), motivations for
reading, and factors influencing reading choices, which would require a separate
study. Therefore, | present a portion of the research that reveals children’s
forms of contact with books, their favourite literary characters, and ideas for
their own stories.

Methodological Assumptions of the Own Research

The impetus for undertaking my own research into children’s reading pref-
erences came from the desire to engage in direct dialogue with young readers.
| wanted to hear their authentic voices regarding their first experiences with lit-
erature, so | decided to conduct the research within a qualitative paradigm,
grounding it in the perspective of childhood studies.

My research focused on the responses of children regarding their forms of
contact with books, who are about to complete the first stage of education, their
favourite literary characters, and their ideas for their own literary creations. The
study aimed to understand the ways in which children interact with literature,
their emotional and cognitive responses to literary characters, and their at-
tempts to construct their own stories. | wanted to capture how children perceive
books and reading as part of their daily lives and how they express themselves
and their needs through literature. Therefore, | formulated the following main
problem: What are the reading preferences of contemporary third-grade stu-
dents? | also developed specific research questions to explore this issue: What
forms of contact with books do children completing the first stage of education
prefer? Which literary characters would they like to befriend, and why? What
ideas do they have for their own literary stories, and what do these stories reveal
about their inner worlds?

From the perspective of contemporary childhood studies, a key assumption
is that understanding children’s reality is only possible with the active participa-
tion of children themselves, who are the most comprehensive and reliable
sources of knowledge about their own childhood experiences. Analysing chil-
dren’s statements and creations, researchers look for manifestations of their
self-awareness and signals regarding their needs. Therefore, recognising chil-
dren’s agency, listening carefully to their voices, and refraining from judgment
are crucial in this approach (Clark, 2004; Szymborska, 2016; Zwiernik, 2012;
Quortrup and Corsaro, 2009). | attempted to reconstruct children’s perspectives
on books and reading, based on the authentic statements of the study partici-
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pants. In line with the principles of childhood studies, which treat children as full
co-creators of meaning rather than merely recipients of adult narratives, the
analysis of children’s statements also aimed to present them as active, compe-
tent participants in culture. This approach allows not only for a better under-
standing of contemporary children’s reading practices, but also for the formula-
tion of conclusions important for teachers, parents, librarians and cultural and
educational policy makers.

The data collection method was focus group interviews. Participants were
children aged 9-10, third-grade students from eight public primary schools in
Biatystok. The research sample was purposive and was selected through school
principals, who demonstrated openness and interest in the research topic. Par-
ticipation in the study was preceded by consent from the principals, parents,
and the children themselves. A total of 96 students participated in the study —
48 girls and 48 boys. | conducted interviews with 16 groups of children — two
groups of six (composed of three girls and three boys) from each of the eight
schools. In accordance with the principle of contextuality (Ciechowska, 2017, p.
120), the interviews took place in a familiar environment for the children — on
the school grounds, in their classrooms, in the school library, or in the after-
school club. Each meeting lasted approximately 40 minutes. The anonymity of
the children participating in the study was maintained — their names and state-
ments were marked with the following symbols: from Dz1 to Dz3 (where “Dz”
denotes a girl), from Ch1 to Ch3 (where Ch denotes a boy), and from F1 to F16
(where “F” denotes the focus group number). The children were given cards —
identifiers, e.g., F1Dz10la. In this article, | will quote selected statements of the
children, marking them, for example, F1Ch1 (the first focus group, boy no. 1).
| recorded the interviews with a voice recorder and transcribed them immedi-
ately afterward, which allowed me to record initial observations and apparent
digressions that might prove important in further analysis (Lisek-Michalska,
(2013, pp. 28-29).

| conducted focus group interviews from January to June 2025, using an in-
terview plan beforehand prepared, based on open-ended questions. Flexibility
was also a key element of the interviews — subsequent questions were
prompted by the children’s responses, allowing for the development of topics
important from their perspectives. This format, inspired by free dialogue (Kvale,
2013), fostered the children’s active participation and allowed them to freely
express their opinions and experiences. The group nature of the interviews en-
abled observation of the children’s mutual influence on each other’s statements
— complementing and confirming them, but also confronting differing opinions.
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Analysis and Interpretation of My Own Research Results

The collected material was subjected to thematic analysis. Following the ap-
proach of V. Braun and V. Clarke (2022), this analysis involves the active involve-
ment of the researcher — not only identifying themes but also developing an
understanding of how participants construct their reality. Through inductive
coding and repeated analysis, | categorized the responses, identifying the main
themes that corresponded to the research objectives and questions. The follow-
ing sections present a summary of these themes and their interpretation.

1. Children’s Contacts with Books

It’s worth beginning the study of children’s reading preferences by exploring
the forms of their contact with books, because the way a child engages with text
— whether reading independently, listening to text read by an adult, or using
audio books — has a key impact on their engagement, understanding of the con-
tent, and shaping their individual reading preferences. Analysis of children’s re-
sponses revealed a significant diversity of reading practices and highlighted,
above all, the role of the interpersonal dimensions of this activity.

Many children reported that they enjoyed reading independently because it
helped them focus and remember the content. Reading independently also
helped them empathize with the characters and gave them a greater sense of
independence and control in learning about the story. Examples include: “I pre-
fer to read alone because it helps me focus and remember” (F16Ch2), “I read
alone because | don’t like being interrupted” (F5Ch3), and “I don’t like being
read to because it makes it difficult to feel the emotions” (F5Ch1). Several chil-
dren (boys) combined independent reading with other activities, for example,
sharing chapters with their parents or listening to audio books (F3Ch1,2;
F10Ch3; F9Ch1; F11Ch1).

Adult reading was also highly appreciated by children, especially before bed,
as it had a calming and relaxing effect. It also proved effective for more chal-
lenging school reading assignments, as it facilitated better comprehension. It
was important for the children that reading aloud was done “nicely”, with ap-
propriate intonation and voice modulation, adapted to the individual characters
(“Mum imitates the characters nicely” (F8Dz3), “I love it when mum reads to me
— it’s time just for me and mum” (F8Dz1), “The teacher at school reads so inter-
estingly that you want to listen” (F15Dz1). The children most often mentioned
their mother as the person who reads, but also their father, grandmother, older
siblings, teacher or after-school care worker. Kruszko's research (2015) also in-
dicated their mother as the person who reads most often to the children. One
of the girls emphasised that she loves reading together with her sister, because
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it often turns into fun and making up stories together. Reading, therefore, has a
ludic function — it turns into creative play and a form of creative expression. This
confirms the assumptions of childhood studies, which indicate that children not
only receive culture but also co-create it. A book does not exist without a reader,
so it’s worth bringing it to life through play. It’s worth letting children play with
literature — staging it, telling it, and adding their own versions, because, as Pa-
puzinska claims, reading should always be a starting point for other activities
(Papuzinska, 1981, pp. 80-82).

The importance of a loved one is particularly evident in home reading rituals,
which build an atmosphere of closeness and a sense of security. In the school
context, a teacher who can read inspires admiration, becoming an authority,
and books reading — becomes more interesting and accessible (“I like it when
the teacher reads, because then | understand better” (F16Ch3). Although few
children used the term “audio book,” many statements referred to listening to
stories, which served a relaxing function — children listened to them to rest
(“without having to strain” F2Ch2), to help them fall asleep (“I listen before bed
with my eyes closed” F6Ch3), and also aesthetically — they appreciated acting
skills, and the role-playing brought them clear joy.

As children’s statements suggest, reading serves not only a cognitive but also
an emotional function. Daily rituals, such as evening reading, are an important
form of building relationships; reading with loved ones is a time of being to-
gether, not just acquiring information. Children learn through relationships and
rituals, which often prove to be the most lasting and enjoyable reading experi-
ences, shaping habits and attitudes toward books. This emotional embedding of
reading in relationships directly influences the development of reading motiva-
tions, which can be divided into external (instrumental), resulting from obliga-
tion or adult pressure, and internal (autotelic), based on the child’s inner need
(Ungeheuer-Gotab, 2001, pp. 20-21). It is these autotelic motivations that most
often lead to a lasting and positive attitude toward reading. In this context, the
process of so-called reading initiation — the first experiences with books that
have the potential to shape a child’s long-term reading habits — becomes partic-
ularly important. This initiation takes place primarily in a family environment,
and it is the family that most often provides the first impulse to reach for a book.

The school library also plays an important role in shaping reading habits.
Most children surveyed declare that they enjoy going there and perceive the
library as a peaceful, warm, and friendly place. Some visit regularly, others pri-
marily for required reading. Students often emphasise the importance of the
atmosphere and the role of the librarian, who actively supports their reading
choices. Children appreciate the opportunity to choose their own books and the
openness of the librarians: “There’s always something interesting” (F8, Dz1),
“I like the librarian because she recommends good books” (F3, Ch2), and “l go
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there several times a month; it’s my favourite place at school” (F9, Dz1). The
range of books available for borrowing is diverse — from school reading, through
adventure stories, fantasy, animal books, and even comics. It is worth quoting
one statement from a student referring to the book About a Girl Who Wanted
to Save Books by Klaus Hagerup: “[...]She (the main character of the book) read
every day and found out that books that no one reads disappear. So she took
half the library to save them” (F11, Act 3) — which shows the emotional connec-
tion the reader has with the story.

Critical voices also emerge — some children note that books are damaged or
the library doesn’t offer interesting titles: “I like some, but there are more inter-
esting books in a bookshop” (F2, Ch3), “They usually don’t have the books I'm
interested in” (F9Ch1). At the same time, they point to other sources of books,
such as municipal libraries or online bookstores, for example, “I buy books from
Trzy Kropki bookstore — now it’s only available online” (F2, Ch1). For some chil-
dren, the school library is their only place of contact with literature, especially
when there are no books at home. Therefore, the library serves not only an ed-
ucational function but also a compensatory and social one, enabling the devel-
opment of reading skills in children who might otherwise be deprived of it.

2. Favourite Book Characters and Motivations for Befriending Them

It’s worth exploring children’s reading preferences by considering their fa-
vourite book characters and the motivations behind choosing and identifying
with them. Choosing characters with whom children want to identify or admire
helps us better understand their emotional needs, developing value systems,
interests, and perceptions of the world. Therefore, it is a significant factor influ-
encing their reading tastes and engagement.

Among the most frequently mentioned favourite literary characters were
Beadie, the heroine of Maria Kruger’s book, a girl with a magic bead that grants
wishes, and Harry Potter, valued by children for his courage and “friendliness”
(F13Ch2,3; F15Ch1,2). Both characters were appreciated for their extraordinary
powers, access to the world of magic, and ability to influence reality, which may
indicate a child’s desire for agency and the need to escape into the world of
imagination. Lampo, the dog from Roman Pisarski’s book “About a Dog Who
Ridden a Railway,” a character symbolising loyalty, attachment, and fidelity, also
ranked high on the list of favourite characters. Candy, the cat from Waldemar
Cichon’s series “Candy, You Rascal!”, also enjoyed considerable popularity, gain-
ing recognition for his mischievousness and sense of humour — children empha-
sised his playful and “human” nature. Respondents also readily identified with
the characters in Astrid Lindgren’s book The Children of Bullerbyn, whose every-
day lives and ordinary adventures seemed to build a sense of community, secu-
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rity, and belonging (F2Dz1,2; F10Dz2,3; F10Ch1). Statements referring to the
group of friends from the Scooby-Doo comic strip were similar — children appre-
ciated their cooperation, mutual support, and shared adventures, which may
indicate the importance of the relational dimension of reading (F9Ch1,2;
F16Ch1; F6Ch1,2). Among the characters mentioned was the protagonist of
Hugh Lofting’s series, Doctor Dolittle, distinguished by wisdom and empathy,
who understood animal language, which clearly corresponds to a child’s interest
in the natural world and concern for animals. Pippi Longstocking, as a rebellious
character, full of energy and courage, proved to be a symbol of independence,
creativity, and childlike autonomy (F1 Dz3; F4 Dz2,3). In turn, Hermione Granger,
as an intelligent, helpful, and consistent heroine, was seen as a role model, em-
bodying the values of knowledge, agency, and solidarity valued by children (F3
Dz3,1; F6 Dz2; F10 Dz2).

Children also mentioned other characters they found likeable, highlighting
the traits they found particularly attractive. Funny and likeable characters, such
as Tomek Lebski, were very popular, appreciated for their sense of humour, mis-
chief, and friendly nature (F2Ch1; F3Ch2,1; F7Ch2; F7Dz3). Other magical char-
acters, such as Elsa from Frozen, also attracted attention because of her extraor-
dinary abilities (F8Dz1; F14Dz1,3; F17Dz1,2). Brave and loyal characters such as
Batman, Spiderman (F9Ch1,2; F16Ch1) or Kazik from the book Kazik’s Africa by
Lukasz Wierzbicki (F5Act1,2; F13Ch2,3) also aroused admiration, whose traits —
courage, readiness to act and helping others — were seen as worthy of imitation.
Among the indications, there were also “touching” characters, such as Asiunia
from the book by Joanna Papuzinska (F6Act1,2; F15Act1,2,3; F16Act2) — a child
living during the war, or the siblings from A Series of Unfortunate Events, whose
fate moved children and aroused compassion and empathy (F15Act1,2,3;
F1Ch2,3).

The declared desire to befriend literary characters is often linked to several
recurring themes. Children long to experience extraordinary adventures to-
gether, and they find qualities in the characters that they value and identify
with—such as courage, intelligence, and a sense of humour. They often admire
specific abilities of the characters, such as the ability to cast spells or communi-
cate with animals. Some children mentioned characters from computer games,
such as those from Minecraft (F9Ch1,2; F11Ch1,2,3; F1Ch1,2,3), while others ex-
pressed a desire to befriend real-life characters, such as Robert Lewandowski
(F3Ch3; F5Ch1,2). Friendship with book characters can serve an important func-
tion for children — providing motivation for reading and simultaneously serving
as a source of inspiration and positive emotions. Children’s choices, both typical
and unique, reveal the richness of their imagination, the diversity of their needs,
and the individual paths they take to build their identity. This choice of charac-
ters reflects the diverse needs of children — from the longing for magic and the
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extraordinary, through the desire for close relationships and a sense of commu-
nity, to the aspirations of being wise and unique.

It's worth noting that many children’s choices often reflected their recent
reading — their favourite characters were often from books they had just read.
This demonstrates the dynamic nature of children’s preferences — what’s cur-
rent and fresh can quickly acquire a special emotional significance. An example
is the hare who conquered fear from Elzbieta Zubrzycka’s therapeutic fable
“About the hare, Filip, who out of fear accomplished great deeds,” which was
suggested to the boy by his mother (F7Ch3). For the child, this story was im-
portant and necessary—it helped him confront his own fears, confirming the
therapeutic potential of literature.

It’s also significant that the characters mentioned included Elsa, Batman,
Spiderman, and Minecraft characters. Their presence suggests the considerable
impact of contemporary pop culture, extending beyond the traditional bounda-
ries of children’s literature. Although some of these characters have their coun-
terparts in books or comics, for most children, the primary source of contact
with them was audiovisual media—films, TV series, computer games, and the
internet. From the perspective of childhood studies, such choices once again re-
veal children as active participants in a culture that is now clearly transmedia
and multichannel. For them, literature is just one possible source of inspira-
tion—games, YouTube, streaming platforms, and mobile apps are equally (and
often more) important. Children move fluidly between various forms of media,
creating their own individual cultural configurations. They often reach for a book
after watching a film, while a computer game can prompt them to seek out in-
formation or literary history, and vice versa (Buckingham, 2013; Livingstone
& Sefton-Green, 2016). Literature remains relevant here, but becomes one of
many equally important channels for participating in culture. This choice of pro-
tagonists reflects not necessarily a lack of interest in literature, but rather the
complexity of the contemporary cultural landscape in which children operate.
Children’s cultural identity is shaped today in the digital space, but it’s worth
remembering that it is still deeply rooted in narrative forms of self-expression.

It should be noted that the majority of the children surveyed indicated their
favourite literary characters as characters from school reading lists, such as
Carol, Doctor Dolittle, and characters from Harry Potter and The Bullerby Chil-
dren. This may be a sign that the requirement to read school reading lists, de-
spite its institutional “compulsion,” allows children to engage with classic chil-
dren’s literature. The children’s choices often reflected traditional gender pref-
erences. Girls more often identified with heroines such as Britta, Anna (The
Bullerby Children), and Hermione (Harry Potter), while boys more often identi-
fied with male characters. During the focus group discussions, a significant de-
gree of agreement was observed among the participants. The children demon-
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strated enthusiasm and mutual understanding, often reacting spontaneously,
emphasizing shared experiences with exclamations such as “I like that too!”
“Oh! | know that too!”, etc.

3. Children’s Ideas for Their Own Books

It’s worth exploring children’s reading preferences by considering their ideas
for their own books, as these creative concepts reveal the topics that interest
them the most. The children eagerly shared their ideas for books they would like
to write. Analysis of the collected materials revealed the children as “authors”
capable of self-reflection and allowed us to discern the richness of themes pre-
sent in children’s imaginations. Their hypothetical stories were not only a testa-
ment to creativity but also a glimpse into the children’s world of emotions, val-
ues, and needs. Many students chose magical and fantasy themes as the basis
for their literary ideas. In their stories, magic served as a tool for exploring emo-
tions and dreams, as well as for symbolically coping with difficulties and prob-
lems. Characters such as “sorceresses fighting evil” (F2Dz1,2), “children with su-
pernatural powers” (F10Dz1) or “magical animals” (F10Dz2,3) were a metaphor
for the need for agency and control over the surrounding world, and for coping
with uncertainty (Bettelheim, 1996, pp. 31-33). Many of the responses were in-
spired by literature and media —there were references to the Harry Potter series
and fairy tales with fantasy elements (e.g., Sonic, Pokémon) (F5Ch1,2;
F10Ch1,2,3; F11Ch1). The children expressed a desire to write a continuation of
the adventures of Harry Potter and his descendants, as well as a continuation of
their popular book, The Incredible Adventures of Ten Socks by Justyna Bednarek
(e.g., further adventures of the “pirate sock” (F10Ch2), the “magician” (F10Ch1),
and the “circus performer” (F14,Ch2,3)). This indicates a strong attachment to
the world presented in both series and a need for further exploration. The stu-
dents’ responses also included interesting attempts at inter-textual connections
between characters from different literary universes. For example, there were
ideas for a meeting between Judy Moody (the heroine of Megg McDonald’s se-
ries) and Wimpy Kid (the hero of Jeff Kinney’s series) (F16Dz1,Ch2) as well as
a juxtaposition of the Wimpy Kid character with Tom Gates (the hero of Liz
Pichon’s series) (FACh1,2). Such solutions demonstrated the children’s creative
approach to familiar narratives, which at the same time fits in with the need for
storytelling, deeply rooted in human nature. Contemporary culture confirms
Walter Benjamin’s observations regarding the enduring importance of narrative
as a means of conveying experience, knowledge, and solace, as well as a tool for
critically analysing reality (Benjamin, 1975, pp. 91-94). A particularly interesting
motif was the modern school, where the presence of magic combined with eve-
ryday life, creating a unique universe in which children could act as heroes and
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solve problems on their own. Magic in this approach became a symbol of
strength, agency, and security. Animals appeared equally frequently in chil-
dren’s literature. Alongside the universally known and beloved pets — cats, dogs,
fish, and parrots — children also eagerly reached for less obvious species, such
as horses, cows, and donkeys, considering creating stories with them as well
(F3Dz1; F5Dz3; F10Ch1,2,3). Animals were often personified — there were “talk-
ing cats” (F12Dz1,2), inhabitants of the “cat city” (F9Ch3), “guinea pigs as detec-
tives” (F1Ch3) or “Batman the dog in a cape” (F9Ch1,2). The most common
themes in these stories concerned friendship, care and rescuing animals (e.g.
“Dog’s happiness” — a story about a girl and a dog from the countryside) (F8Dz2).
Animal characters served as close companions, often replacing human charac-
ters. Importantly, they were also assigned a value system — empathy, loyalty,
and courage. Adventure and action themes were also strongly present. The vast
majority of children wanted to write dynamic books, full of puzzles, journeys,
and unexpected twists. Their stories abounded with themes such as “robot
wars” (F5Ch1) or “spaceships” (F7Ch3), “time travel” (F7Ch1,2), “detectives
searching for treasure” (F6Dz1, Ch3), “space expeditions” (F1Ch3), and the con-
quest of “other planets” (F11Ch1,2, Dz1). Adventure and action became a form
of action for them and a way to gain experience. Furthermore, the presence of
humour in narratives serves a deconstructive function, allowing children to
guestion existing structures and norms.

Late childhood is a stage of intense cognitive development, characterised by
a heightened curiosity about the world and a need for exploration and experi-
mentation. Children at this age can consider the perspectives of others, argue
their own positions, and analyse the motives behind their actions, which is
clearly manifested in the stories they create. It is in these narratives that children
test the limits of their cognitive and social competences, while simultaneously
revealing developing moral concepts, such as justice, which help children organ-
ise the presented world and understand the actions of the characters
(Wadsworth, 1998, pp. 129-130).

Some children were inspired by their own daily lives, families, relationships,
and personal experiences. Ideas included books about themselves, family mem-
bers, a beloved dog, a favourite teddy bear, holidays, or school. These narratives
allow children to explore their own identity and imagine themselves in various
roles (Erikson, 2004). Examples of such projects included girl characters such as
“Zosia — Helpful, Brave, and Pretty” (F7, Dz1) or the story “My Life as a Ballerina”
(F12, Dz3), expressing the aspiration to create an ideal self-image.

Children often chose a narrative told by a fictional character, which allowed
them to reflect on themselves from a distance. In late childhood, the ability to
self-assess develops, based on generalising experiences of successes and fail-
ures, leading to an increasingly stable self-image. Realistic and positive self-as-
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sessment promotes healthy development and facilitates coping with future cri-
ses (Appelt, 2003, p. 5). In this approach, creativity becomes a tool helpful in
constructing identity — books served as a form of self-expression. Similarly, many
children’s statements indicated the joy derived from the act of creation itself,
humour, play, and experimentation with form. The children created stories
about “broken vacuum cleaners” (F4Ch2), “funny adventures of people with
LEGO” (F10, Ch1,2), and “Ptys the parrot as a comic book hero” (F8Dz2). They
perceived writing books as a creative interplay with reality. Their ideas demon-
strated a great deal of freedom of thought and a willingness to think outside the
box; several boys suggested that they might “someday” also write a game guide
(F3 Ch2,3; F10 and 12 Ch1,2).

Social and existential themes also emerged among the children’s ideas. The
children were able to contextualise their stories in current events, such as the
war in Ukraine. They also explored themes related to acceptance, otherness,
and loneliness, as in the story inspired by the “ugly duckling.” Some stories
touched on difficult emotions, such as the death of a beloved dog, which ulti-
mately turned out to be a dream. This was a way of coming to terms with diffi-
cult topics and experiences. The children demonstrated an understanding of so-
cial reality and a need to describe it — literature became a space for them to
process fears, conflicts, and experiences of misunderstanding. In her research,
Dorota Klus-Stariska also emphasised that children’s stories about their own ex-
periences were a form of searching for meaning and a way to understand them-
selves and the world around them (Klus-Staniska, 2002, pp. 189—-220). Support-
ing narrative activity in young children should be considered an important ele-
ment of humanities education and psychosocial development.

Conclusions

The research aimed to give voice to the children themselves — their state-
ments, reflections, and creative ideas served as the starting point for the analy-
sis. Instead of focusing solely on their reading level or knowledge of specific ti-
tles, | attempted to understand the meaning children attributed to books and
how literature was integrated into their everyday experiences. This allowed me
to capture the deeper, relational, and emotional dimension of their contact with
literary texts.

My research revealed the diverse nature of children’s contact with books,
which extended beyond the framework of compulsory school reading. Literature
was present in children’s lives in many forms — spontaneous reading, listening
to audio books, shared reading with adults, and even as a school activity. The
importance of the relational aspect of reading proved particularly significant, in
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which books became a space for the exchange of emotions and ideas, not merely
a teaching tool. Books were presented as a medium not only for learning but, above
all, for socialising—a pretext for closeness, conversation, and shared experience, in
which the adult played the role not only of the reader but also of a cultural mediator
and reading companion. This approach resonated with the concept of, among oth-
ers, Kupiec (2024), who emphasised the importance of “reading with a child” as
a form of building relationships and a shared sense of community.

The children’s responses revealed an awareness of their literary prefer-
ences. Emotional literature held a special place — stories about friendship, fam-
ily, loss, and animals — which enabled young readers to understand themselves
and the world. Their ideas for their own books, however, demonstrated consid-
erable creativity and a deep immersion in the world of pop culture and children’s
literature. Recurring themes include magic, school, animals, continuations of ex-
isting stories, and the presence of pop culture characters. A particularly inter-
esting phenomenon was intertextuality—children’s narratives often connected
different worlds and characters, transcending the boundaries of individual texts,
creating their own versions and syntheses of familiar stories. This creative way
of absorbing and processing content demonstrates the fluidity of the boundaries
between high and popular culture, as well as the presence of transmedia think-
ing, which Henry Jenkins described as a feature of participatory culture (Jenkins,
2006). Today’s children are not so much “abandoning” books as changing the
way they use them — they want to transform them and imbue them with new
meanings, rather than merely receiving pre-made content.

The collected data allows us to formulate several important practical recom-
mendations. Analysis of children’s narratives reveals the need to create a space
where children can talk, both about themselves and about the fictional world.
The ability to create narratives in various situations and for various reasons,
from autobiographical to fantasy, fosters the exploration of experiences and im-
agination. It’s worth supporting children in their creativity by providing them
with space, time, tools, and confidence in their abilities. Creating books — indi-
vidual, class, or collaborative — can be an extremely valuable educational tool.
Spontaneously created stories are valuable and worth recording not only as ev-
idence of linguistic development but also as a source of knowledge about chil-
dren’s needs and values. Equally important is appreciating children’s choices
and recognising their preferences when planning library purchases or selecting
supplementary reading. It’s good to remember that literature requires openness
to various forms of communication — from traditional text to audio books, com-
ics, and interactive books. The teacher’s task also becomes preparing students
to act as responsible consumers of information and critical recipients of opin-
ions, especially in the context of the strong influence of the media, which often
promotes behavioural patterns that are detrimental to children’s development.



262 Anna JOZEFOWICZ

Group dynamics played a significant role in my research — participants inter-
acted with each other, significantly strengthening their engagement and open-
ness. The phenomenon of social facilitation, or the positive influence of others’
presence on individual activity, was particularly evident (Ciechowska, 2017,
p. 105). Children were more willing to share their experiences and emotions
within the group, confirming the validity of discussing certain topics in a group
setting rather than in individual interviews, which could cause embarrassment.
Although a so-called “dominator” occasionally emerged in the group, influenc-
ing other participants with their activity and the force of their speech, the overall
effect of the interaction was overwhelmingly positive — the children stimulated
each other, and the sense of community facilitated breaking down barriers and
opening up to conversation.

The study’s limitations include the relatively small number of participants,
differences in the dynamics of individual focus groups, and the frequent emer-
gence of dominant leaders, who sometimes restricted the freedom of expres-
sion of other children. An additional complication was the limited time available
for discussion, resulting from the timeframe of the lesson.

It is worth continuing this type of research, as it reveals only a fragment of
a broader phenomenon, and the dynamic nature of contemporary culture — es-
pecially influenced by media — can influence reading preferences year after year,
even beyond the children’s group. Therefore, contemporary analyses should en-
compass both traditional literature and digital content, reflecting the changing
forms of engagement with text.
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Co i jak czyta wspotczesne dziecko? Gtos ucznidw klas trzecich
z Biategostoku o formach kontaktu z literaturg, bohaterach
i wtasnej tworczosci

Streszczenie

Artykut podejmuje temat preferencji czytelniczych ucznidw wybranych klas trzecich z Biatego-
stoku, koncentrujac sie na ich relacjach z literaturg — formach kontaktu z ksigzka, ulubionych bo-
haterach oraz pomystach na twdrczosc literacka wtasnego autorstwa. Badania zostaty przeprowa-
dzone w metodologii jakosciowej, z wykorzystaniem zogniskowanych wywiadéw grupowych,
w oparciu o zatozenia childhoodstudies. Analiza tematyczna wypowiedzi 96 uczniéw pozwolita na
uchwycenie ich autentycznych doswiadczen czytelniczych, sposobéw odbioru literatury oraz form
ekspresji tworczej. Tekst sktada sie z czesci teoretycznej, w ktdrej przedstawiam wybrane koncep-
cje dotyczace rozwoju czytelnictwa dzieciecego, uwarunkowania srodowiskowe i kulturowe tego
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procesu, a takze omawiam dotychczasowe wyniki badan w tym zakresie (m.in. prace Baluch, Kra-
son, Leszczynskiego, Ungehauer-Gotab); z czesci metodologicznej i empirycznej. Wyniki badan
podkreslajg znaczacg role dorostych jako mediatorow literatury, wptyw mediéw i technologii na
ksztattowanie nawykow czytelniczych oraz koniecznos$é dostosowania metod edukacyjnych do
wspotczesnych realidw zycia dziecka. Whioski sformutowane na podstawie analizy materiatu em-
pirycznego moga okazac sie przydatne nauczycielom, bibliotekarzom i rodzicom wspierajgcym roz-
woéj czytelnictwa wsrdd dzieci.

Stowa kluczowe: dziecko w mtodszym wieku szkolnym, literatura dla dzieci, edukacja literacka,
childhoodstudy.
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Note-taking as a Learning Strategy for First-Year
Students Majoring in Pedagogy — Pilot Study

Abstract

Note-taking is an integral part of the learning strategy — taking notes involves practising concentra-
tion, developing memory skills, selecting and organising teaching material, and critically assessing infor-
mation. This issue has been the subject of numerous empirical analyses; however, there remains a lack
of research involving individuals who are starting their academic education and actively developing in-
dividual learning strategies at this stage. A special group is made up of people undertaking education in
teaching professions, who (in theory) should become experts in the process of educating children,
young people or adults. Therefore, the pilot study described in this article presents how first-year edu-
cation students perceive note-taking as a personal learning strategy. The results of this study indicated
that the most commonly used type of note-taking is linear notes and their variation — outline notes.
Handwritten notes were preferred, although a large group also reported taking digital notes. The stu-
dents overwhelmingly rated characteristics such as legibility, aesthetics, neatness, content layout, and
ease of learning from their own notes positively. On the other hand, their innovative nature was rated
low. Among the challenges related to note-taking, the following were mentioned: difficulties with con-
centration and motivation, the need to select material, the pace of classes, the manner of presenting
lecture content, and the speed of note-taking required in academic classes.

Keywords: note-taking, education students, strategy, learning, pilot study.

Introduction

Note-taking seems to be a common skill, and its practice begins at an early
stage of education. Notes can support a broader understanding of academic
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texts, provide an opportunity to repeat and consolidate content, allow
knowledge to be structured, and enable its growth and development to be mon-
itored (Domagata-Zysk, 2017). It is therefore a fully-fledged learning strategy,
useful at every stage of education. Despite the seemingly prosaic nature of this
activity, note-taking is not always a skill that students possess to a sufficient de-
gree when they begin their academic education. According to van der Meer,
they acquire this competence through trial and error at earlier stages of educa-
tion, which does not necessarily translate into the active development of their
competence resources (2011). It is interesting to reflect on how this issue relates
to the experiences of Polish students of pedagogy who are just beginning their
academic education. Therefore, the pilot study described in this article presents
how first-year pedagogy students perceive note-taking as a personal learning
strategy. Due to the fact that they are individuals who are required to have ex-
pert preparation related to learning and teaching others, we will also reflect on
how note-taking fits into the broader context of their university education.

Note-taking as a learning strategy — definitional explanations

The most concise definition of note-taking is recording the most important
information during a lecture or while reading a text so that it can be easily ac-
cessed later (Jerzyk-Wojtecka, 2013). A note itself is defined as a short text writ-
ten down in order to remember certain facts or observations (https://wsjp.pl/
haslo/podglad/35510/notatka/3939948/zapisek). The verb “to note” means
both “to write something down in order to remember it” and “to record the
existing state of affairs” (https://sjp.pwn.pl/slowniki/notowanie.html). Note-
taking significantly supports cognitive processes, as it requires selecting, priori-
tising, organising, comparing, evaluating and integrating information (Grybos,
2021, p. 160). A good note is a kind of ‘[...] map of the text, facilitating orienta-
tion in it, but not losing the reader in details’ (Czerniawska, Ledziriska, 2007).
All the properties described here mean that it can be treated as an aspect that
significantly supports the learning process.

The development and improvement of note-taking skills is included in the
current core curriculum for Polish language teaching at all stages of education
in Poland (Grybos, 2021)? . Taking notes from literature is one of the elements

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the author’s own translations.

2 Regulation of the Minister of National Education of February 14, 2017 on the core curriculum
for preschool education and the core curriculum for general education for primary schools,
including for students with moderate or severe intellectual disabilities, general education for
first-level vocational schools, general education for special schools preparing for work, and
general education for post-secondary schools. Appendix No. 2. Core curriculum for general ed-
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of scientific cognition related to the deliberate observation and analysis of se-
lected fragments of reality (Duraj-Nowakowa, 2002) . In this case, note-taking is
a form of theoretical research: learning aimed at gathering knowledge that al-
lows for the construction of generalisations, laws of development and changes
in literature (Duraj-Nowakowa, 2002). Despite the categorical presence of this
issue, it seems that Polish primary and secondary schools lack a structured
model for teaching how to create different types of notes. The main emphasis
is placed on their aesthetics and comprehensive content (in accordance with the
information provided by the teacher or found in the textbook). Even at the next,
academic stage of education, not much time is usually devoted to note-taking.
As a result, some of the study skills textbooks available in Poland, aimed at first-
year students, actually omit the topic of notes (see, for example, Kuznar, Towal-
ski, 2020, Hyla, 2014). Among them, there are also publications in which the au-
thors refer, at least briefly, to the issue of note-taking (including creative note-
taking) or the topic of mind maps (Andrzejczak, 2014, Cottrell, 2007). Despite
significant social changes, note-taking remains a key part of the process of cre-
ating academic knowledge structures. Notes are taken, among other things, dur-
ing classes, when preparing for tasks assigned by the teacher (e.g., presenta-
tions), and when using scientific texts. For many students, they are an indispen-
sable tool, and they also support various stages of the teacher’s work, facilitating
the preparation and delivery of classes (Janowicz, 2011).

As previously indicated, note-taking falls within the scope of learning strat-
egies. In light of the literature on the subject, we can distinguish between met-
acognitive and cognitive strategies. Metacognitive strategies concern the goal
of planning and coordinating activities at a symbolic (mental) level (Ledziriska,
2000, p. 126). These include: planning strategies — e.g., reviewing material, gen-
erating questions, monitoring strategies — affecting concentration, as well as
regulatory strategies — e.g., those related to revisiting specific content, review-
ing material (see Dembo, 1997). Cognitive learning strategies are defined as
memory strategies — these are ‘procedures for organising situations and
memory material, used by the subject to memorise and/or recall information’
(Czerniawska and Ledzinska, 2007, p. 241). These include: repetition strategies,
e.g., rewriting material; elaboration strategies, e.g., mnemonics, creating analo-
gies; and organisation strategies, e.g., grouping data categories and concept
maps (Rzonca, 2023, after Dembo, 1997). Most of the activities listed here affect
the process of note-taking. According to R. Arends, there are four types of learn-

ucation for primary schools (Journal of Laws 2017, item 356, as amended). and Regulation of
the Ministry of National Education of January 30, 2018 on the core curriculum for general ed-
ucation, technical secondary schools, and second-level vocational schools. Appendix No. 1.
Core curriculum for general education for four-year high schools and five-year technical sec-
ondary schools (Journal of Laws 2018, item 467, as amended).
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ing strategies: repetition strategies, metacognitive strategies, elaboration strat-
egies and organisation strategies (each of which can be further detailed) (Ar-
ends, 1994, pp. 488-499, Szymczak, 2012). Note-taking becomes a particularly
important element of elaboration and organisation strategies. The essence of
the former is to operationalise information, which facilitates its encoding and
allows for a more effective transfer of data from short-term to long-term memory,
as well as the generation of associations and connections between what is known
and what is remembered (Arends, 1994). The essence of the second strategy, or-
ganisation, is for the individual to arrange the material into a specific structure,
which is given individual meaning. Examples of this include creating lists of im-
portant issues or tables of contents and mind maps (Arends, 1994).

Types of notes

Among the types of notes, we can initially distinguish between linear and
non-linear notes. The former, which are the most commonly used, are similar to
printed text written ‘line by line’ (Kasperowicz, 2014). Some people believe that
only notes containing as many words as possible in complete sentences will help
them remember information in a given field (especially if it is new information).
In this approach, we try to write down as much as possible so that we can later
use the comprehensive material. However, creating such notes can resemble
rewriting a text rather than actively processing it. Linear notes are also often
considered uninteresting in their ‘basic’ form, tedious and monotonous. It is
possible to break this pattern and give these notes an ‘author’s commentary’ by
enriching them with elements that increase their attractiveness. You can write
down the text using coloured pens and highlighters, change the structure of the
text, divide it into paragraphs or paragraphs and margins (Gebus, 2014). Follow-
ing this lead, people who develop non-linear notes use a variety of methods —
they use drawings, symbols, charts, diagrams, tables, different font sizes, stick-
ers and coloured sticky notes.

Another classification, describing characteristics similar to the previous
ones, distinguishes between summary and outline types of notes and mind
maps (Cieciura, 2024). The former can be associated with linear notes, as they
refer to the literal, source-compliant recording of read or heard content, which
is used, among other things, for quotations, definitions of specific concepts, im-
portant statements or examples of phenomena. The disadvantage of this
method of note-taking is that it is time-consuming, makes the mind lazy during
the note-taking process, and often makes it difficult to learn from the resulting
material. The second type is outline notes containing the most important con-
tent forming an organised, well-thought-out system — the content is hierarchi-
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cally systematised: the main idea, theses and points indicating specific issues. In
this type of notes, you can use highlights, underlining, colours, symbols, etc. This
type of note-taking activates the author to a greater extent, can allow for better
memorisation and understanding of the material, but requires the ability to se-
lect content (Cieciura, 2024). The last of the types highlighted here is a mind
map: a diagram representing interconnected words, ideas or tasks, arranged
around the main idea/keyword, placed in the centre of the map (see Eppler,
2006, Manoharan, 2008). It creates a diagram of connections between keywords
selected by the author, which act as ‘verbal hooks’ containing a broader content
load, triggering associations with the main category, which can allow the struc-
ture of the issue to be reconstructed. The map allows for comprehensive and
concise content development: encoding and subsequent decoding of symbols,
hierarchising and assigning meanings to concepts (Buzan, 2007). The creation of
mind maps is subject to specific rules: they are created on a smooth, horizontally
oriented sheet of paper, using numbering and hierarchisation, with words of dif-
ferent sizes... The concept of visual note-taking associated with mind maps has
a broader meaning and can be associated with notes that include various graphic
elements (there is no need for the specific structuring required in mind maps).
The creative note-taking methods described above correspond to the dual cod-
ing theory present in the literature on the subject, which indicates that the use
of both verbal and visual channels increases the effectiveness of information
coding (Amirian, Heshmatifar, 2013, Rodriguez, Sadoski, 2000).

In an era of diverse technological inventions, students are looking for new
solutions to facilitate the collection of academic content. The move away from
traditional note-taking is accompanied by ‘preserving’ information in other ways
— the long-established practice of photocopying academic texts or notes taken
by colleagues, and taking photographs of text and visual materials (e.g., lecture
slides) using mobile phones (not always taking into account copyright issues and
the prohibition on reproducing copyrighted content) (Jerzyk-Wojtecka, 2013).
Other important issues that often arise in discussions are methods of note-tak-
ing that use technological conveniences. Today, note-taking is often mediated
by electronic devices and programmes. This method of note-taking is also facili-
tated by applications such as Xmind (which allows you to create mind maps),
Obsidian (which allows you to create notes and connect them into a complex
network), Scrble, Roam Research, OneNote, Thunk Notes, Note-taking Al, No-
tion, Evernote, Google Keep, FirmBee (https://www.ifirma.pl/blog/aktualnosci/
aplikacja-do-robienia-notatek). The specific context determines Al-related sys-
tems — summarising, note-taking, or changing text into any form. It is precisely
the issue of multi-stage note-taking using artificial intelligence that is currently
an important research topic (see, for example, Karunarathna, Dilshan, Wannia-
rachchi, Bimsara, Piyatilake, 2024). Other significant areas addressed in empiri-
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cal analyses in recent years have included the negative effects of using laptops
in academic classes (Fried, 2008), working memory, verbal abilities, and prior
knowledge as predictors of the quality of students’ notes taken during online
lectures (Hadwin, Kirby, Woodhouse, 1999), and scientific papers have also com-
pared note analysis strategies using different methods (Siegel, 2018). However,
there is still a lack of research involving people who are just beginning their ac-
ademic education and actively developing individual note-taking strategies,
which has become the subject of this study.

Methodology of own research

The research carried out for the purposes of this work was of a pilot and
exploratory nature. The main problem was formulated in the form of a question:
How do first-year education students perceive note-taking as an individual
learning strategy? The subject of the analysis was the perception of note-taking
as an individual learning strategy by first-year students of pedagogy. The theo-
retical-practical and practical-implementation objectives were indicated here
(Skorny, 1984). The first was to present the ways in which note-taking is per-
ceived in the context of preferences for the type of notes, strategies for creating
them, evaluation of one’s own notes, factors influencing the style of note-taking,
and challenges related to their creation. The practical and implementation ob-
jective, on the other hand, concerned the indication of preliminary recommen-
dations for academic teaching related to the development of note-taking skills.

The study involved 109 students of pedagogy and arts education from Polish
universities (Jagiellonian University, University of Szczecin, Jan Dtugosz Univer-
sity in Czestochowa, Maria Grzegorzewska University and University of the Na-
tional Education Commission in Krakow). The students (mostly women with sim-
ilar demographic profiles, living in large cities) chose the following fields of
study: general pedagogy (general academic profile), preschool and early school
pedagogy, special pedagogy, social rehabilitation pedagogy, pedagogy: cultural
animation, arts education in the field of visual arts, care and educational peda-
gogy, and school pedagogy. The study was conducted at the end of the first ac-
ademic semester of the 2024/2025 academic year and during the winter exam-
ination session. An original questionnaire was used, which included descriptive
and multiple-choice questions as well as elements of the Likert scale, which
made it possible to detect differences in the assessment of individual character-
istics of note-taking. The survey was conducted using the CAWI technique on
the google forms platform.



Note-taking as a Learning Strategy... 273

Presentation, analysis and interpretation of own research results

The first question concerned the frequency of use of different types of notes,
including mind maps, traditional linear notes, Cornell notes, and sketchnoting
(graphic note-taking). In addition, it was possible to select and describe methods
other than those listed or to indicate that no notes were taken.

The data showing the students’ choices is presented in Chart 1.

Visual note-taking

The Cornell Notes system
Linear notes

Mind mapping

Other

f

o

20 40 60 80

M Very often Often Sometimes M Almost never ® Never

Chart 1
Frequency of use of different note-taking styles
Source: own research

Almost every respondent took personal notes with varying frequency. As
shown in Chart 1, the most popular style of note-taking was linear notes (85%
of responses ‘often’ and ‘very often’), while mind maps (16% of responses ‘of-
ten’ and ‘very often’) and notes created using the Cornell method (only 8% of
responses “often” and ‘very often’) proved to be the least popular. Respondents
had the opportunity to clarify their choice or describe another strategy they
used. Numerous responses indicated the importance of adding elements to en-
rich the text — some of the students surveyed create their own modifications of
the above-mentioned styles, which is described as follows:

| sometimes [...] combine mind maps with the traditional method. In each of the links

(rectangles), | put a few lines of text (definitions, points), connect these links with arrows
and sometimes add colours. (Female, Pedagogy, Jagiellonian University)
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| often use simple or curved arrows in traditional notes, e.g., | write a fairly long sentence
and there are arrows here and there [...] (Female, Preschool and Early School Education,
Jagiellonian University)

A small group creates types of notes not mentioned in the question, as evi-
denced by the following statements:

My notes are fragments of thoughts on scraps of paper (Female, Rehabilitation educa-
tion, Maria Grzegorzewska University)

I create notes from sub-points combined with a chain method of associations; these are
notes such as ‘questions and answers’. (Female, Pedagogy, Jagiellonian University)

| write notes on different sides: left, centre, right. Or | create branches on two sides with
a blank centre. (Female, Preschool and Early School Education, The University of Szczecin)

Another aspect was the self-assessment of the students’ notes. The re-
spondents could evaluate characteristics such as: the legibility of the notes, their
neatness, the ease of learning from their own notes, their aesthetic value, the
innovative nature of the notes, and the way the content was organised.

These data are presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Characteristics of notes as assessed by the respondents

Characteristics of notes Total number of responses “I rate it highly and very highly”
Legibility 62,3%
Ease of learning from notes 70,6%
Aesthetics of notes 62,4%
Innovativeness of notes 21,1%
Content layout 60,6%
Carefulness of notes 65,2%

The percentages do not add up to 100% because the respondents evaluated different character-
istics of the notes. Source: own research.

As can be seen from the data presented in the table, the respondents rated
their own notes positively in relation to almost all criteria, except for innovation
—only 1/5 of the respondents rated this feature highly. Interestingly, character-
istics such as legibility and aesthetics were rated positively, even though in one
of the subsequent open-ended questions, a significant proportion of students
had reservations about these characteristics, describing them as a challenge.

Another important issue was the methods of note-taking and strategies for
using notes. The majority of students declared that they most often write them
by hand (78% of responses ‘often’ and ‘very often’). A smaller, but still very sig-
nificant group indicated the frequency of using a laptop or other electronic de-
vices when taking notes (about 58% of responses “often” and ‘very often’). Only
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1/5 of students declared that they copied notes from others and treated them
as ready-made study material (approximately 21% answered ‘often” and ‘very
often’). Slightly less than one-third of students indicated that they create notes
based on notes borrowed from their fellow students (approximately 30%).
These data are presented in Chart 2.

Create own notes based on borrowed

Use notes copied from others

Create them using computer/laptop

Write them by hand

m Very often Often Sometimes Almost never ® Never

Chart 2
Note-taking methods and note-use strategies among respondents
Source: own research

A relatively large group of respondents declared that they take notes using
a laptop or tablet. They justified this with aesthetic considerations, increased
legibility, and the possibility of structuring the text. However, the positives pre-
sented here should be compared with the results of research: Fried (2008)
pointed out that the use of laptops distracted both their users and other stu-
dents. The level of laptop use was also negatively correlated with student learn-
ing indicators, including self-assessment of understanding of the material and
final exam results (Piolat, Olive, Kellogg, 2005). Handwriting, on the other hand,
is valued in many different ways, with emphasis placed on, among other things,
its multidimensional sensory-motor processes, which significantly influence the
process of learning about reality and improving memory (Longcamp M., Velay
J.-l., Wise Berninger V., Richards T., 2017, Mangen, Velay, 2010). These issues
are certainly worth paying more attention to during academic classes.

The respondents were also asked in an open question what (or who) had the
greatest influence on their current note-taking style. The students’ answers re-
vealed a wide range of categories, among which individual searches and prefer-
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ences dominated (thinking about learning material, searching for the most ef-
fective ways of note-taking, often by trial and error, creating notes in different
styles and choosing those that are most appropriate). Relatively few responses
revealed inspirations related to specific individuals (school teachers, colleagues)
and trends present in social media (i.e. video tutorials posted on Instagram,
TikTok and Pinterest). Interestingly, no literature was mentioned here, e.g.,
methodological textbooks aimed at first-year students. The few statements in-
dicate that some students had not previously considered this issue, treating
note-taking as a largely intuitive process.

The surveyed students also responded to statements relating to the style
and strategy of note-taking, indicating how often they engage in various note-
taking practices. For this purpose, ten statements were selected, which were the
result of the author’s analysis of the literature on the subject. These statements
are shown in the table below (Table 2).

Table 2
Frequency of activities accompanying note-taking in the statements of the surveyed students

Total number of “often” and

Practices accompanying note-takin
panying J “very often” responses

During lectures, | try to transcribe the content “word for

58%
word.” ?
When taking notes in class, | try to summarize and shorten the 53%
content on an ongoing basis. °
| create notes — outlines (I use, for example, numbering of con- 91%
tent, writing in points and subpoints). ’
| use graphic elements: drawings, diagrams, symbols... 42%
| write down content in different colors or underline/highlight 70%
parts of my notes using colored highlighters. ’
When writing notes, | refer to additional content beyond what 21%
is provided by the lecturer. ’
| write down content in a rather chaotic manner. 39%
I make a “first draft” — later | create another note from it. 40%

| also create personal notes from texts assigned by the teacher
37%

that | have read for class.

After taking notes in class, | rewrite them more than once to 27%
0

learn them effectively.

The percentages do not add up to 100% because respondents could give more than one answer.
Source: own research

According to this data, a large number of students take notes in the form
of summaries (91%), and writing down content using different colours or high-
lighting with highlighters is also very popular (70% of responses). More than
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half of the respondents also declare that they meticulously transcribe the con-
tent of presentations given during lectures, and more than half of the students
surveyed summarise and modify their notes while taking them. Relatively few
respondents chose the strategy of rewriting as a way of memorising academic
content.

The respondents also answered an open-ended question, describing the
challenges associated with note-taking. The answers focused on five areas cate-
gorised as follows:

— difficulties related to concentration (and divided attention), focus, and
motivation to make the effort to take notes
This issue is illustrated by the following statements from students:

Taking notes is a monotonous activity for me. | find it difficult to concentrate on taking
notes. (Female, Pedagogy, Jagiellonian University)

I suffer from a lack of motivation to take notes, problems with concentration, and with
longer texts, it is more difficult to take this kind of notes in bullet points, which is how
I learn best. (Female, Preschool and Early School Education, Jan Dtugosz University in
Czestochowa)

| often cannot focus on taking notes and listening at the same time. (Female, Pedagogy
— cultural animation, The University of Szczecin)

— the nature of the educational content: its quantity, presentation, and com-
prehensibility for students
This aspect was addressed as follows:

The scientific language, which | am not yet used to, is definitely a challenge. (Female,
pedagogy — cultural animation, University of Szczecin)

There is a lot of material to take notes on, and it often turns out later that about half of
it is unnecessary. (Female, Pedagogy, Jagiellonian University)

We have too much information from different sources, and | am never sure which infor-
mation is most accurate. (Female, art education in the field of visual arts, Maria Grze-
gorzewska University)

— the pace of the classes and the resulting speed of note-taking
This challenge was described as follows:

One of the biggest challenges is that the lecturer speaks too fast. Sometimes | can’t keep
up with the presentation. (Female, Pedagogy, Jagiellonian University)

The difficulties (if any) stem solely from the way the classes are conducted. There is a lot
of text on the presentation slides, and not enough time to read it. (Female, Rehabilitation
education, Maria Grzegorzewska University)

The speed of information transfer is definitely a challenge, it is often impossible to write
everything down, too much important information is given in quick succession. (Female,
care, educational and school pedagogy, Maria Grzegorzewska University)
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— the need to select teaching material

When describing this difficulty, the students surveyed pointed to the follow-
ing aspects:

It’s not like in secondary school, sometimes you have to pick up on the content yourself,

which I’'m not used to yet. (Female, Preschool and Early School Education, University of
the National Education Commission in Krakow)

It is difficult to assess which information is most important and should be included in the
notes; you need a sense of what is most important. (Female, Care and Education Peda-
gogy and School Pedagogy, Academy of Special Education)

| feel uncertain in my subjective assessment of which knowledge is more important for
the exam (it is an internal conflict: should | focus more on the knowledge that will be
expected of me, or on the knowledge that interests me, potentially lowering my exam
result for the entire material). (Female, Rehabilitation education, Academy of Special Ed-
ucation)

— legibility, aesthetics and organisation of the content included in the notes
In this context, students pointed out the following challenges:
Sometimes | have to rewrite my class notes several times because they don’t look the way

I want them to, which is time-consuming. (Female, Preschool and Early School Education,
Jagiellonian University)

I always make rough notes in class and then rewrite and correct them, etc., and it is pre-
cisely this process of making clean notes that is often a challenge. (Female, Preschool
and Early School Education, Jan Dtugosz University in Czestochowa)

The biggest challenge for me is my handwriting, which is difficult to read. (Female, Care,
Education, and School Pedagogy, Maria Grzegorzewska University)

The requirement to write neatly, instilled at early stages of education, may
encourage students to seek new ways of taking notes (or to choose programmes
and web applications that support this process). All this because of handwriting
that is considered ugly, in their own opinion. Numerous statements by the re-
spondents show that they focus on making their notes not only legible, but also
‘neat’. Cognitive and motivational factors, the selection and organisation of in-
formation, and the characteristics of academic teachers, who are not always suf-
ficiently prepared to work with first-year students, representatives of Genera-
tion Z, also pose a challenge for students.

The issues presented in this text provide preliminary information on how
pedagogy students new to the academic world perceive the process of note-
taking. The data presented shows that most of them reflect on the process of
note-taking, although they most often take linear notes, a large proportion of
them give them an original character by modifying them in various ways. They
highly value the accuracy and legibility of their notes, while critically assessing
their innovativeness. Despite the popularity of digital notes, a significant num-
ber of respondents still prefer handwritten notes. Faced with individual chal-
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lenges and external factors (such as complex scientific language, the pace of
classes, and the way lecturers present material), they seem to develop their own
solutions, often through trial and error. They draw inspiration from, among
other things, their previous experiences, people who are important to them, and
materials posted on social media, but they do not use textbooks describing skills
useful in studying.

Referring to the research results obtained, it is worth mentioning the results
of analyses carried out by other authors on some of the issues covered in the
pilot study in question. Not many similar studies have been conducted, but we
can cite, for example, a study carried out on a large group by Peverly and Wolf
(2019), which shows that 96.5% of British students of various fields, like their
Polish counterparts, take handwritten notes at least occasionally, and more than
half of them sometimes or often create digital notes. When it comes to assessing
note-taking skills, reference can be made to the analyses by Morehead, Dun-
losky, Rawson, Blasiman, & Hollis (2019), in which almost 90% of young respond-
ents, much more than in the comparable Polish study, declared that they posi-
tively value their own notes (on the other hand, according to the cited study, as
many as 58% of them would like to improve their skills in this area). In turn, the
challenges related to note-taking described by Polish students were similarly
outlined by New Zealand first-year students of various fields of study (they con-
cerned, among other things, difficulties in organising and selecting information),
which in many cases was also associated with their expectation of receiving
ready-made materials from teachers (van der Meer, 2011).

To summarise these threads, it should be noted that the results presented
in this text provided preliminary information about the phenomenon under con-
sideration and allowed us to identify issues that will be addressed in the main
study. The questionnaire will be supplemented with elements related to the
presence of communication technologies (applications and programmes sup-
porting note-taking) and Al. Despite the fact that virtually 100% of students in-
dicated that they take notes during their studies, the question of whether, in the
context of the growing availability of various types of data, personal notes will
continue to be an effective way of collecting, recording, deepening and manag-
ing knowledge is becoming increasingly relevant (Grybos, 2021). This issue is il-
lustrated by one of the respondents’ statements: ‘In most situations, | do not
take notes. | consider it a suboptimal solution in times of easy access to the in-
ternet, Al, recordings (e.g., of lectures), and presentations.’ The ‘suboptimality’
pointed out here is an important issue and should certainly be taken into ac-
count in research. There are also plans to expand the analyses to include
broader strategies for the context of note-taking and note-use. The experiences
of students in subsequent years of study are also worth exploring, as this may
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reveal further prospects for competence development at other stages of aca-
demic education.

Conclusion

Raising awareness of the role and purpose of taking individual notes is im-
portant in developing text-creating competence, which is extremely important
for students of pedagogy, as it is the ability to produce and receive various com-
municative events (Duszak, 1998, p. 199). Note-taking does not have to be asso-
ciated with the mechanical and unreflective process of writing down the lec-
turer’s words. The development of the discussed competences should be
treated on a par with other academic skills and must be combined with them. It
is a constitutive educational practice that is a path to lifelong learning: it can
allow for the development of reflectiveness, critical thinking, and deeper pro-
cessing of the content being studied (Vlieghe, Zamojski 2021). Seminar classes
and workshops devoted to developing basic study competences will be an ade-
guate context for this task. The programme of such classes cannot ignore the
challenges associated with note-taking, as indicated by the respondents. These
areas should be present not only in classes devoted to study methodology, alt-
hough they should play a key role in these academic meetings. Nor can they be
separated from other areas of student competence. It is necessary to initiate a
discussion on what promotes and what hinders the development of academic
competences, including note-taking skills. It is also necessary to systematically
familiarise students with different types of academic texts, practising paraphras-
ing, developing attention to precision in note-taking, using visualisation meth-
ods and other techniques for working with text (based on educational games,
the Pomodoro technique), and exercises for relaxation, motivation, concentra-
tion, and the development of critical thinking in the reception of text. Last but
not least, it will also be important to be aware of powerful individual distractors
and to appreciate the role of breaks, regular physical activity, proper diet and
hydration. When analysing the challenges associated with note-taking identified
by students, it seems reasonable to ‘go back to basics’ and try to understand
what the process of note-taking is in a cognitive and developmental context. It
is a creative, active process that is worth exploring. It is worth the effort to seek
answers to how this process can be implemented individually — modifying it and
adapting it to one’s needs, which can generate a break from non-developmental
patterns and habits and the development of necessary academic resources.
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Notowanie jako strategia uczenia sie studentow pierwszego roku
pedagogiki — badania pilotazowe

Streszczenie

Notowanie jest nieodtgcznym elementem strategii uczenia sie — tworzenie notatek wigze sie
z ¢wiczeniem koncentracji uwagi, rozwijaniem umiejetnosci zapamietywania, selekcji i organizo-
wania materiatu dydaktycznego oraz krytycznego odbioru informacji. Zagadnienie to byto przed-
miotem licznych analiz empirycznych, jednak wcigz odnotowuje sie deficyt badan prowadzonych
z udziatem osdb rozpoczynajgcych ksztatcenie akademickie, aktywnie rozwijajacych na tym etapie
indywidualne strategie uczenia sie. Szczegdlna grupe stanowig osoby podejmujgce edukacje w za-
wodach pedagogicznych, ktére (w zatozeniach) powinny stawac sie ekspertami w procesie ksztat-
cenia dzieci, mtodziezy lub dorostych. W zwigzku z tym, w opisanym w tym artykule badaniu pilo-
tazowym, przedstawiono, w jaki sposdb studenci pierwszego roku studiow pedagogicznych po-
strzegajg notowanie jako osobistg strategie uczenia sie. Wyniki tych badan wskazaty, ze najczesciej
stosowanym rodzajem notowania sg notatki linearne i ich odmiana — notatki konspektowe. Prefe-
rowano odreczny sposéb notowania, choé liczna grupa deklarowata réwniez, iz czesto tworzy no-
tatki cyfrowe. Osoby studiujace w przewazajacej mierze pozytywnie oceniaty charakterystyki ta-
kie, jak: czytelnos¢, estetyka, starannosé, sposéb rozplanowania tresci i tatwos¢ uczenia sie z wia-
snych notatek. Nisko waloryzowano z kolei ich nowatorski charakter. Wsréd wyzwan zwigzanych
z notowaniem wymieniano trudnosci ze skupieniem uwagi i motywowaniem sie, koniecznos¢ se-
lekcji materiatu, tempo prowadzenia zajeé, sposdb prezentacji wyktadowych tresci oraz wyma-
gana na zajeciach akademickich szybkos¢ zapisu informacji.

Stowa kluczowe: notowanie, studenci pedagogiki, strategia, uczenie sie, pilotaz.
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High School Final Exam Blackmail as Part of Everyday
School Life. Preliminary Research Report

Abstract

The aim of our text was to identify the forms of pressure experienced by high school graduates
in connection with the final exams in the context of everyday school life. We conducted the re-
search using a proprietary questionnaire, which was completed by 239 first-year students of ped-
agogy at selected Polish universities. The collected data indicate that the phenomenon of a high
school final exam pressure affected 20% of respondents. Its two main manifestations are: focusing
school life in the final year around the a high school final exam and exerting pressure on students
to choose a high school final exam subjects in order to maintain the school’s good image. The
overall picture of the reported experiences of the final exams allowed for the identification of the
highest form of pressure, i.e. the phenomenon of high school final exam blackmail, related to
interference in students’ choices. The research was preliminary in nature and may, therefore,
serve as a basis for a further exploration of the phenomenon of a high school final exam blackmail.

Keywords: high school, final exams, everyday life, blackmail, pressure.

Introduction

The everyday educational reality of students in the final years of high schools
and technical colleges means that all their thought is bent on a high school final
exam, which not only marks a formal end of education at this stage, but also is
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a significant determinant of the future educational and career opportunities.
More and more frequently, however, it is possible to notice in the everyday work
of school practices the aim of which is to exert pressure on students. This pressure
in schools connected with rankings and achievements is sufficiently strong to
make the remaining elements of educational reality seem marginal within the
whole scope of undertaken activities. A high school final exam attains the status
of the Holy Grail of teachers’ expectations. A high school final exam, as the final,
but also the central, moment in the life of the high school students, involves, at
times, coercion and oppressive activities (Murawska, Motyl, 2025). A frequent el-
ement of everyday educational reality is, at times, exerting pressure on students
in the aspect of declaring a choice of certain subjects to be taken in the course of
high school exams. And, even though the preliminary declaration in relevance to
a high school final exam is no longer required since the school year 2024/2025,
the final one ought to be submitted by 7" February (Gtos Nauczycielski, 2025).
Taking under consideration that students are graded only until April, it does ulti-
mately not solve the problem faced by them. It is our intention to look at the issue
of the assessment of the level of pressure exerted by a high school final exam after
the changes as the subject-matter of further research. It still is the case that stu-
dents’ choices concerning a high school final exam may be made under the pres-
sure for the part of teachers, and the forms of pressure may differ a lot than what
once was observable. Unfortunately, the pressure in question does not support
students, nor strengthens their motivation (it does not result from their actual
predispositions or interests), but rather serves the interests of school because it
helps to ensure a high level of pass rate of a high school final exam, and, by that
means, maintain the prestige of school and its position in rankings. Therefore, it
allows an institution to maintain status quo, or potentially improve its standing.
Such a ‘pro-ranking’ strategy of an institution restricts the autonomy of students,
and may also exert a negative influence on their motivation and choice of the fur-
ther road of development. In our view, it is necessary to become acquainted with,
and to understand, the mechanisms of these practices so as not only to present
the superficial character of students’ freedom of choice, but also to be able to
design in the future activities which will prevent such oppressive practices. There-
fore, this article is an attempt to conduct the preliminary analysis of the phenom-
enon of a high school final exam blackmail as a modest contribution to further
research into that element of the everyday reality of high school.

Theoretical foundations

Everyday reality is a part-and-parcel of our life and constitutes the back-
ground of the existence of each and every human being. However, what deter-
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mines it, has a social and cultural profile. Such aspects of everyday reality like
temporal dimension, repeatability and ensuring an orderly spatial arrangement
provide the sense of settling in and security. Everyday reality is composed of the
manners of communication, thinking, experiencing feelings and activities ob-
served in the form of social practices, and it becomes a crucial realm of reflec-
tion, struggle between meanings and finding solutions in social-educational dis-
course; for that very reason, everyday life sees the occurrence of invisible,
whereas exceptionally impactful, processes, which shape the future habits and
individual profile of a single human being, and also their relations with the world

(Kaufmann, 2004; Cwikta, 2016).

The notion of everyday reality has more than one meaning, and it is difficult
to define it in an unambiguous manner. It is possible to understand it in three
different manners:

— everyday reality as determining that, what is ordinary and perceived in the
categories of established organisational order;

— everyday reality as the reflection of that, what is typical, possible to perceive
with one’s eyes and tested empirically;

— everyday reality as parts of life connected with ordinariness, specificity and
temporal-spatial vicinity, which result in restricting the activity of a single
human being to their own milieu and aims at hand, which are ordinary, spe-
cific and usually repeatable (Waldenfels, 1993, pp. 105-107; Wysocka, To-
miczek, 2014).

Everyday reality in general is also relevant to that of school. In this context,
it encompasses all situations which students experience each and every day
(Cwikta, 2016). Everyday life is marked by routine, habit and ‘being self-evident’,
and also the mundaneness of its aspects, what is accepted by us without reflect-
ing on, and without criticising it. The accompanying connection with a specific
time, repeatability and ensuring an orderly spatial arrangement provides us with
the sense of settling in and security. A typical manner of experiencing everyday
life is habit (Sztompka, 2008).

Functioning of a human being in society boils down, first and foremost, to
living in everyday reality, which is governed by standards, values, aims and tasks.
Experiencing this everyday reality constitutes a foundation of constructing one’s
own view of the world. It ought to be indicated that, in reference to the subjects
experiencing it, everyday reality concerns the principal educational milieus,
among which one of the most important is school (Ferenz, 2003; Wysocka, To-
miczek, 2014).

Everyday educational reality is a complex and multi-dimensional one, ana-
lysed in the context of different problems and phenomena (Jakimiuk, 2021,
p. 9). The ‘shrouds of school life may fall’ one after one, commencing from a
broad systemic context, and proceeding ever deeper towards that what consti-
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tutes the core of the functioning of a specific school and its everyday practices

(Nalaskowski, 2017; Korzeniecka-Bondar, 2018). Therefore, it is possible to de-

scribe and research school in different aspects. In the opinion of Mirostaw J. Szy-

manski, it is possible to analyse this subject from the following perspectives:

— time and place: the perspective of the present, past and future, location,
which decides about the content and profile of experiences;

— awareness and/or lack of reflection, which everyday reality ought to be sub-
jected to;

— personal and/or institutional dimension: individual perspective seen in the
light of one’s own experiences, or institutional — meaning and the profile of
an institution;

— routineness and/or innovativeness: patterns, repeated activities and events
(Szymaniski, 2014, pp. 10-11).

Everyday educational reality is determined by the course of activities in time,
rhythm of rituals, time of breaks and classes. According to the words of Maria
Dudzikowa, ‘owing to the rules and patterns of common-sense thinking, the
world of everyday issues becomes orderly for a single human being, who are
then able to cope with it in an orderly manner’ (Dudzikowa, 2007, p. 234).! Eve-
ryday reality is also natural (real) and virtual territory of hesitation between set-
tling in, making oneself acquainted with places and activities and uncertainty,
strangeness and unexpected phenomena, between trust and a lack of trust, be-
tween becoming accustomed and routine and innovative approach (Dudzikowa,
Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2010, p.11). Everyday reality, including educational as
well, is discussed by Stawomir Krzychata as ‘a mosaic of correlations, diversified
degree of involvement, changing roles, expectations, determinants and activi-
ties, which together constitute the experience of (everyday) life’ (Krzychata,
2007, p.35). It consists of simple, ordinary activities, not requiring too much of
attention and effort, but, as well as of those, of those which demand struggling
to cope in a changing reality, and also the space of diversified correlations and
influences (Krzychata, 2007).

In the context of such correlations and influences, it is possible to analyse
one of the elements of everyday educational reality, namely, a high school final
exam pressure, which may also assume a form of a high school final exam black-
mail. This notion was described by us as an element of the oppressive culture of
school. While an attempt is made to identify the levels of the educational pres-
sure of a high school final exam, it ought to be stated that blackmail is its ulti-
mate form, which, as it was ascertained, is the one most frequently applied to-
wards students who have experienced different forms of pressure. It may come
in the form of threatening that one will not be allowed to take a high school final

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the authors’ own translations.
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exam, or will receive a lower grade. It ought to be added that not only is oppres-
sive culture a permanent ingredient of everyday educational reality, but also the
axis of the functioning of educational institutions. What we are looking at here,
is a clear and imposed message, which indicates that the autonomous choice of
a student will be connected with a severe punishment, most frequently being
denied promotion to the next year. Such activities contradict the idea of the au-
tonomy and subjectivity of a student, and also emancipation, indicate, in turn,
the pattern of activity in which what matters is solely the prestige and renown
of a school, achieved and maintained, in that case, at the expense of students
(Motyl, Murawska, 2025).

A high school final exam blackmail stems from the policy of a school con-
cerning the measurement of learning outcomes achieved by students. Perma-
nent testing of their knowledge, and measuring their abilities with the applica-
tion of grades, frequently becomes a nightmare for students, and such practices,
creating a feeling of danger in everyday educational reality, are a source of stress
and shame (Groenwald, 2015). Everything is regarded in terms of score, every-
thing is assessed, and the results thus measured are later used to calculate mean
grades and draw up the lists of the best students within every class...and that of
the laziest as well. Accounting students on virtually each and every activity fre-
quently reaches the level of absurd exaggeration (Jaskulska, 2009). Knowledge
is not an autotelic value, but a unit of measurement and a currency. From the
point of view of reflection dedicated to the consequences of ‘hypertrophy’ of
measurement procedures in social life, the reactions of young people are a sui
generis fruit of critical theory understood in ordinary terms; they discover this
element of everyday educational reality, deconstruct it and develop its counter-
point (Kalinowska, 2022).

Method

The subject-matter of the conducted research was that of experiences con-
nected with choosing subjects to be taken in the course of a high school final
exam, and also with, related to that, activities of teachers in the context of the
oppressive culture of school with pressure on different forms in which it occurs
(including a high school final exam blackmail). The aim was to discover, describe
and attempt to explain the forms of such oppressive activities of a school (in
particular, in the context of choosing subjects to be taken in the course of a high
school final exam). By means of the analysis and interpretation of the received
results, we are looking for answers to the three research questions:

— How do female and male graduates assess everyday educational reality in
the final year of high school?
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— What experiences connected with choosing subjects to be taken in the
course of a high school final exam are those of female and male graduates?
— To what degree did the individuals participating in the research experience

a high school final exam pressure?

The research the results of which are presented herein was a pilot one, and
it served reaching the purpose of investigating the experiences of a high school
final exam amongst the students of the first years of pedagogical majors. The
research project was approved by the Research Ethics Committee. The data
were collected by means of a survey, composed of between ten and twenty
questions, close-ended and open-ended. It was dispatched to the lecturers of
pedagogical majors at universities in Torun, Czestochowa, Olsztyn, Warsaw,
tédz, Katowice, Opole, Kielce, and also Szczecin (according to accessibility crite-
rion), with a request to forward it online to the female and male students of the
first years of B.A. studies, or uniform M.A. studies, namely, to people who have
started their first year of tertiary education, on the assumption that they did it
directly after passing a high school final exam). It shows the preliminary vision
of the experiences of students taking a high school final exam from tertiary ed-
ucation institutions in half of Polish provinces. Such a group made it possible to
research experiences amongst the latest high school final exam-takers one year
after it. The choice of a research sample does not allow, however, to formulate
generalised conclusions applicable to the population as a whole whereas it indi-
cates the need of further research and opens the gate towards broader-scale
exploration. The survey was returned by 239 individuals, 196 of whom took
a high school final exam in 2024. We decided to take under consideration also
first-year students who declared having passed a high school final exam in 2023
and 2022 (43 individuals). First and foremost, we were interested in experiences
connected with choosing subjects to be taken in the course of a high school final
exam, and also in the relevant activities of teachers.

Analysis and interpretation of the results of the research

A high school final exam pressure is a phenomenon which does not affect
each and every student; however, is it is a noticeable element of everyday edu-
cational reality. In the case of the question about personal experiences (‘Did you
experience pressure for the part of teachers or school authorities while choosing
subjects to be taken in the course of a high school final exam?’), 77.4% of the
respondents answered that they had not, which may suggest that the majority
of graduates had no experience with educational pressure connected with
a high school final exam, or did not notice it, treating the pressure in question
as a normal aspect of educational reality. In spite of that, many a graduate (every
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fifth) declare that problem of the pressure related to a high school final exam
may occur in school, even though it is not a phenomenon affecting each and
every high school final exam taker. The question concerning the occurrence of
the said phenomenon in the milieu (‘Did anyone in your school experience the
negative consequences of their choices related to a high school final exam?’)
also shows that approximately 20% respondents know someone who experi-
enced such a situation, what also may prove the presence of such form of pres-
sure or oppression in the everyday life of a school. Detailed results are presented
in Table 1.

Table 1
High school final exam pressure in figures

Yes No

Do you think that the high school attended by you re-
sorted to practices intended to force students to choose
specific subjects to be taken in the course of a high
school final exam?

Did you experience pressure for the part of teachers or
school authorities while choosing subjects to be taken in 54 22.6% 185 77.4%

the course of a high school final exam?
Were there unwritten rules concerning the choice of
subjects to be taken in the course of a high school final 30 12.6% 209 87.4%
exam in your school?
Did anyone in your school experience the negative con-
sequences of the choice of subjects to be taken in the 46 19.2% 193 80.8%
course of a high school final exam?

44 18.4% 195 81.6%

Own elaboration.

Answering YES / NO could be complemented by replying to an open-ended
question in the survey. Answers YES to the question ‘Do you think that the high
school attended by you resorted to practices intended to force students to
choose specific subjects to be taken in the course of a high school final exam?’
were accompanied by many comments, indicating various forms of activities for
the part of teachers or educational authorities which may be identified as the
form of pressure exerted on a high school final exam takers in connection with
their choices. The analysis of these answers makes it possible to categorise prac-
tices influencing the choice relevant to high school final exams as follows:

1. Pressure on choice

It is exerted by persuading, or forcing, to choose specific subjects to be taken
in the course of a high school final exam. A high school final exam taker is spe-
cifically recommended on the choice of a specific subject:
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‘An individual who was ‘forced’ to take a high school final exam failed Polish’; ‘Teachers
chose what subject you were to choose for a written exam’; ‘I wanted to take an ex-
tended syllabus in English for a written exam, but our English teacher choose who could,
and who couldn’t, do that’; [...] the whole class were told not to take an extended sylla-
bus for a high school final exam in Chemistry’; ‘As | studied 3 subjects with extended
syllabi, the teacher of these subjects required us to take an extended syllabus for a high
school final exam in them’; ‘My teacher of Polish kept repeating that it was why we had
chosen Humanities-oriented class, and she couldn’t imagine we might not take an ex-
tended syllabus for a high school final exam in this subject’

2. Pressure of not allowing to take a high school final exam
It is based on threatening not to allow to take a high school final exam by
means of refusing to give a positive grade or lowering a grade:

‘I was poor at an extended English syllabus, and my teacher said that if | chose an ex-
tended syllabus for my high school final exam, | would fail’; ‘Threatening not to allow to
take a high school final exam, setting so many extra tasks to those who chose extended
English syllabus that they decided to resign because of the tiredness caused by learning
it’; ‘My schoolmate wasn’t not as good as others at English, and the teacher said that if
he chose it for a high school final exam, he would fail. He had to choose German instead’;
They threatened to make it difficult for you to pass of you chose a specific subject with
an extended syllabus for a high school final exam’; ‘In a Mathematics- and Geography-
oriented class, it was required to take these subjects’ extended syllabi for high school
final exam, or face a risk of not receiving a positive grade on that subject’.

3. Pressure of undermining self-confidence
Mocking, discouraging and lowering self-assessment, resorting to emotional
techniques, in order to discourage a student from choosing a specific subject:

‘I was oppressed by my Maths teacher so | gave up taking this subject’s extended syllabus
for a high school final exam’; ‘The point was to take no extended syllabi ‘because you
won’t manage’’; ‘Teacher’s words that there was nothing wrong with work on a building
site so you can give up on taking a high school final exam’; ‘l wanted to take 2 subjects,
and my class teacher was trying to persuade me it was too much work and I'd better
focus on one’.

4. Pressure of results

Controlling choices and intervening in the decisions of students in order to
minimise the risk of lowering mean of grades for specific subjects in a high
school final exam:

‘If the mock high school final exam brought disappointing results, the head conducted
1-1 talks with each and every student whose result was below 40%, and the students left
her room crying’; ‘Some of the teachers, and also the head, cared very much about good
results of a high school final exam; for that very reason, some of the teachers threatened
that students might receive a negative end-of-the-year grade, were very strict and ques-
tioned one’s choice of subjects at every opportunity (a student ought to take only the
subjects which had been taught as extended)’; ‘In some cases, the head cares too much
about ranking, and that results in students feeling pressure and creates so-called ‘rat
race’ in school’; ‘The head is very much concerned with the results and percent of passed
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high school final exams, and, this results in pressure on students to do their best in a high
school final exam; if someone performed badly at a mock exam, they were suggested
not to take a high school final exam in May so as not to lower percentage pass rate of
a high school final exam in this institution’.

On the basis of the descriptions of the experiences of students who admitted

to have experienced pressure and blackmail in various forms for the part of teach-
ers or school authorities while choosing subjects to be taken in the course of
a high school final exam, it is possible to categorise them into the following groups:

1.

Experiences of negative treatment and exclusion: students feel they are
worse treated, marginalised or rejected because of the choice of specific
subjects; they begin to feel they are treated unjustly and that they are de-
prived of their right to make an independent choice.

Example responses: ‘As of a school with extended syllabi in Biology and English, its pri-
ority was a high level, therefore, less than brilliant students wanting to take a high school
final exam in these subjects were treated worse’; ‘My acquaintance was treated in an
outrageous manner when school prevented her from choosing Philosophy to be taken
in the course of a high school final exam. The teachers looked down on her, and also
commented on each and every decision of her’; ‘I felt bad about that, as one treated
worse than others. Why couldn’t | try?’; ‘l understood that treating us the way they did
was an abuse of teachers’ authority’; ‘Treating students as if they couldn’t cope’; ‘[...] if
someone didn’t decide to take her subject, they were treated much worse’; ““l was op-
pressed by my Maths teacher so | gave up taking this subject’s extended syllabus for
a high school final exam’; ‘I wanted to take an extended Geography’s syllabus for my
high school final exam subject whereas my teacher threatened to give me a negative
grade if | did that’.

Experiences of lower self-assessment, emotional disorders, chronic stress
and overload: the pressure and criticism of teachers results in reducing self-
esteem, which manifests in, among others, anxiety disorders, the feeling of
helplessness and lack of trust in one’s own abilities; students describe the
state of chronic stress and emotional strain, resulting from repeated pres-
sure, being set extra tasks and threatening with consequences; many feel
overloaded, which makes it difficult for them to learn effectively and make
independent decisions.

Example responses: ‘My teacher of Polish always gave me a negative grade for my es-
says, and kept saying to me | wouldn’t pass; | was preparing to a high school final exam
in Polish with not too much of effort and attention as | knew this subject was easy for
me, however, because of the grades and comments of my teacher of Polish | felt that my
self-assessment suffered a lot; it resulted in downright anxiety disorders, but | passed a
high school final exam in Polish with the result above 70%, and, as far my teacher of
Polish goes, | hope never to see her again’; ‘Resorting to all and every kind of manipula-
tion and psychological abuse so as NOT take a given subject in a high school final exam’;
‘a lot of stress and pressure ending in the cases of losing consciousness and receiving
lower grades’; ‘I took a one-year break because | felt exhausted’; ‘If the mock high school
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final exam brought disappointing results, the head conducted 1-1 talks with each and
every student whose result was below 40%, and the students left her room crying’.

Experiences of the loss of self-confidence and restricting aspirations: pres-
sure influences the doubts of students concerning their competences and
chances of educational success; that may result in resigning from dreamt-
out studies or changing life plans under the influence of pressure.

Example responses: ‘Teachers [...] reminded students about the fact that a high school
final exam was coming, and commented skeptically on their competences. One could
hear subtle remarks on the need to work harder and on finding a specific choice strange’;
‘A high school final exam pressure resulted in me doubting my chances entering the ter-
tiary education institution | had chosen’; ‘I remember very skeptical comments ad-
dressed at my classmate, when, while attending a Humanities-oriented class, she chose
Maths’; ‘These were rather negative experiences. | wanted to take extended Polish’s syl-
labus in a high school final exam, and my teacher of that subject was of the opinion that
no one would receive more than 20% for that’; ‘No one exerted pressure on us, apart
from the teacher of English, who didn’t want to do material for an extended syllabus for
a high school final exam with us, as she thought we’d barely be able to pass a basic one’.

Experiences of resigning from independent activities: students make deci-
sions they are forced to make under pressure for the part of school, resign-
ing from making independent ones concerning subjects to be taken in the
course of a high school final exam; they accept choices imposed by school
and take a high school final exam on subjects chosen by teachers; they relent
to pressure and engage in activities frequently connected with various neg-
ative consequences.

Example responses: ‘I wasn’t able to study the major | wanted because, feeling a high
school final exam pressure, | took the written one in fewer subjects than | wanted’; ‘One
boy wanted to take Geography, and the teacher didn’t let him’; ‘l was attending a school
of visual arts, and was obliged to take a high school final exam in the extended History
of Art’s syllabus; each and every student had to choose it’; ‘I could [...] choose another
subject to be taken in the course of a high school final exam, and study a different major,
but | know they wouldn’t let me take these exams’.

Experiences of opposing blackmail and ‘revenge’ of school: a student, in spite
of resistance and pressure for the part of teachers or educational authorities,
decides to oppose imposed restrictions concerning the choice of subjects for
a high school final exam; they take independent and conscious decisions in
spite of the lack of support, and, frequently, downright active hostility for the
part of teachers or head; such a student is left to their own devices, frequently
learning and preparing without an adequate help of school, which increases
difficulties in meeting educational requirements and results in frustration;
such activities manifest the attitude of resistance against oppressive and un-
ethical educational practices, and are also an attempt to maintain personal
autonomy in the conditions of systemic pressure and control.
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Example responses: ‘I didn’t study extended Polish’s syllabus, but | wanted to take it in
a high school final exam; many teachers refused to help me’; ‘Head forced me to resign
from a high school final exam in Philosophy because | didn’t want to have consultations
(extra classes) with him because his behaviour was sexist, and | had a tutor, anyway’;
‘When | decide to take extended Maths’ syllabus, the teacher deliberately assessed me
unfairly lowly, and said that only when | withdrew my declaration concerning a high
school final exam, my grades would improve’; ‘I wasn’t a bad student, however, | chose
to take Biology in the course of a high school final exam (even though it wasn’t compul-
sory), and the teacher didn’t help or support us, therefore, | had to prepare on my own
(which discouraged many from taking this subject)’.

Experience of feeling being intimidated and the lack of autonomy: students

feel controlled and restricted, having no possibility to take free choices;

the

ambience of intimidation prevents from expressing individual preferences

and is conducive to feeling helpless.

Example responses: ‘Unpleasant, it was; they made it difficult for us to make independ-
ent decisions, manipulating us’; ‘The lack of support, intimidating so as to make sure the
statistics look good’; ‘I think it’s good to see to ambience. Assume that it is good prepa-
ration and not intimidation that is an aim’; ‘Discouraging from seeing a high school final
exam as one for ‘mediocre students’, ‘if one of the less brilliant students declares to take
a high school final exam, | will make sure they won’t get a positive grade for my subject’,
‘if you want to pass, you must give up on a high school final exam’, ‘if you want to take
a high school final exam, you must master the material on your own’. Lowering self-as-
sessment in order to make one resign from a high school final exam, treating more leni-
ently students declaring that they won’t take a high school final exam’; ‘threatening that
if one does not resign from a given subject, they won’t be allowed to take a high school
final exam; unpleasant comments in general’.

Experiences of contrasting positive character — feeling of improvement in
new conditions: after leaving school and entering a tertiary education insti-

tution, students notice a positive change of the ambience; lecturers are
imposing, giving more autonomy and creating a more pleasant milieu
learning.

Example responses: ‘Tertiary education appeals to me much more, and | don’t feel
a negative attitude and pressure for the part of lecturers; the ambience is also better —
we are treated like free and adult human beings; in spite of all, | have more time to my-
self now when I've entered a tertiary education institution because there are no home-
work assignments and pressure to dedicate my entire free time to studying to a high
school final exam’; ‘I noticed difference and the level of material, but also in attitude to
assignment papers and student’; ‘I noticed that the approach of a teacher/lecturer
makes a big difference for acquiring information. At a tertiary education institution,
| experienced a more friendly ambience and an interesting material presentation; ‘The
ambience at a tertiary education institution is much more pleasant; the teachers aren’t
as imposing as those from high school’.

less
for

Experiences of reflection and critical assessment of past experiences seen
in the light of the knowledge acquired in the course of studying a pedagog-
ical major: from the perspective of time, students notice numerous errors
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and irregularities in teachers’ behaviour and the educational system; there
arises the awareness of the necessity of changes and a more ethical ap-
proach to students.

Example responses: ‘I started to notice errors, and also unwelcome behaviours, of teach-
ers, which, unfortunately, were common’; ‘Now, | simply can see more errors made by
teachers and school authorities’; ‘l can see even more errors of my educators’; ‘I know
what errors were made by my teachers and what ought not to have taken place in such
institutions, and yet they were made’; ‘I started to notice how many errors were made
by my teachers, and how many situations should not have occurred’.

The above-mentioned experiences indicate the influence of such activities
like pressure, blackmail, intimidating, mocking, or even mental bullying in vari-
ous forms, on students’ choices of education and career, their mental well-be-
ing, sense of autonomy, and also agency. The analysed answers unambiguously
show that these oppressive phenomena, involving teachers and school authori-
ties, are not individual incidents, but a major problem in part of the institutions
in question. Such activities may come in the form of, commonly existing, adopt-
ing informal rules in force in the final year of a high school, concerning, in par-
ticular, the choice of subjects to be taken in the course of a high school final
exam. These unwritten rules may significantly restrict students’ autonomy in
terms of making decisions relevant to a high school final exam. On the one hand,
they may result from the organisational and formal requirements, but, on the
other one, they frequently lead to negative emotions, reducing development
opportunities, and also stress, lowered self-assessment and the feeling of being
treated unfairly. They may also serve the aim of protecting school image and its
position in rankings, which is frequently more important than students’ individ-
ual needs. On the basis of the descriptions from the respondents concerning
informal rules of the choice of subjects for a high school final exam, it is possible
to draw up a certain catalogue of them. The most common of the unwritten
rules of that kind include:

1. Selecting students on the basis of skills and learning outcomes — students
seen as less successful or receiving lower grades are frequently discouraged
or prevented from choosing certain subjects seen by school as more difficult
in terms of a high school final exam. It also happens that a student is re-
quired to ‘meet special requirements’ (e.g., related to assessment), so as to
be allowed to choose a given subject with the exam in question in mind.

2. Pressure on ‘less brilliant’ students exerted to make them resign from an
extended subject syllabus — the students seen as ‘less brilliant’, regardless
of their aspirations, are encouraged or even forced to resign from an ex-
tended syllabus for a high school final exam. A tool used to enforce this
rule is frequent informal talks and messages, threats, orders, and also hu-
miliating.
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3. Connection between the choice of subjects to be taken in the course of
a high school final exam and the learning outcomes of the schools — infor-
mal rules may order students to choose such subjects which guarantee good
results of a high school final exam, what is of importance from the perspec-
tive of school’s position in rankings. In the case of less successful students
(in order to ensure that the school enjoys a good ranking position in the as-
pect of pass rate), the two above-described rules are applied.

4. Obligation to choose subjects in accordance with a class orientation — stu-
dents are obliged, or persistently persuaded, to choose subjects (including
extended syllabi) closely connected with a class orientation (e.g. a student
of Humanities-oriented class ought to take an extended syllabi for a high
school final exam in the Polish language and history, and not in Biology,
Chemistry or Maths). Breaking this informal rule by students results in unfa-
vourable treatment or other sanctions.

5. Applying sanctions involving impact on thinking and emotions — resorting
to such forms of pressure as blackmail (e.g. threatening that a grade will be
lowered), threatening (e.g. not to allow to take a high school final exam, giv-
ing a negative grade (mid-year or end-year one) for the subject chosen to be
taken in the course of a high school final exam subject), malicious com-
ments, offending students and undermining their self-esteem.

6. The unwritten contract ‘certificate without a high school final exam’ —
a secret agreement by the virtue of which school (represented by teachers
or head) imposes on a student a condition of resigning from taking a high
school final exam in exchange for positive grades in all subjects and a certif-
icate of completing education in high school; such a student can take a high
school final exam, but no sooner than a year from that time. Such practices,
even though very infrequent, restrict student’s autonomy, reduce their self-
esteem, the feeling of agency and restrict their right to decide about own
education and further development road on their own.

Table 2
Educational determinants relevant to a high school final exam
Defini D Defini
efinitely 0 not Hard to say Agree efinitely
do not agree agree agree
N % N % N % N % N %

My high school was
a place where | felt good
| could count on my teach-
ers when | needed them
In the final year, teach-
ers reminded me each

and every day that 5 2.1% 16 6.7% 17 7.1% 53  22,2% 148 61.9%
a high school final exam

was coming

23 9.6% 26 109% 40 16.7% 96 40.2% 54 22.6%

27 113% 24 10.0% 59 247% 82 343% 47 19.7%
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Table 2 (cont.)

Definitely Do not Hard to say Agree Definitely
do not agree agree agree
N % N % N % N % N %

In the final year, | was
provided with suitable 55 23.0% 61 255% 64 268% 43 18.0% 16 6.7%
emotional support
In high school, | became
acquainted with the
techniques of effective
and rapid learning
Subjects to be taken in the
course of a high school fi-
nal exam were treated as
priority by the faculty
Subjects not to be taken
in the course of a high
school final exam were
neglected by the faculty
| felt pressure for the
part of teachers or
school authorities while
choosing subjects to be
taken in the course of
a high school final exam

89 372% 72 301% 51 213% 20 8.4% 7 2.9%

15 6.3% 21 8.8% 27 113% 85 356% 91 38.1%

54 226% 82 343% 63 264% 25 10.5% 15 6.3%

86 36.0% 62 259% 25 10.5% 34 142% 32 13.4%

Own elaboration.

In the context of graduates’ educational experiences, we can see school in
a positive and negative light at the same time. On the one hand, more than 60%
respondents declared that they felt good in their school whereas more than 84%
of them said that teachers each and every day reminded them about a coming
high school final exam. It is possible to see this result as a manifestation of
a daily pressure exerted on a high school final exam takers and the fact that
a high school final exam, or rather its results, are a priority for educational insti-
tutions. In spite of the high expectations of schools relevant to results, students
were seldom provided with emotional support; nor were they made acquainted
with the techniques of effective learning. It may show a school as a place which
still does not adopt a comprehensive approach to acquiring knowledge, and also
abilities; nor does it notice the connection between students’ well-being or abil-
ity to learn and successes. Nearly 74% of the respondents claimed that sub-
jects to be taken in the course of a high school final exam were treated as
a priority by the faculty, whilst, at the same time, they did not feel that the
other ones were neglected. Most of the individuals taking part in the research
did not feel or identify a pressure concerning the choice of subjects for a high
school final exam, what may indicate a relative freedom of making this choice
by most of the respondents. However, more than % of graduates completing
the survey declared to be feeling pressure or blackmail for the part of teachers
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or school authorities, which is a significant signal indicating that this problem

exists and matters.

In order to obtain more detailed information concerning the analysis of con-
nections between the statements in the survey, the analyses of Spearman’s rho
correlation (p<0.05) was conducted in the scope of the collected data, which
allows us to formulate the following observations:

— experiencing pressure for the part of teachers or school authorities while
choosing subjects to be taken in the course of a high school final exam shows
a low negative correlation with the feeling that students could, in time of
need, count on teachers (-0.36), with the feeling that, in the final year, they
were provided with a suitable emotional support (-0.35), with seeing by stu-
dents school as a place where they felt good (-0.30), and also with becoming
acquainted with the techniques of effective and rapid learning (-0.25);

— experiencing pressure for the part of teachers or school authorities while
choosing subjects to be taken in the course of a high school final exam shows
a low negative correlation with seeing school as a place where students feel
good (-0.27), with the feeling of being provided with a suitable emotional
support in the final year (-0.30), and also experiencing help and support for
the part of teachers (-0.28). Interestingly, the experienced pressure shows
a moderate positive correlation with experiencing oppressive activities
while choosing subjects to be taken for the course of a high school final exam
(0.55), and also a low positive one with being reminded each and every day
by teachers in the final year about a coming high school final exam (0.31).

— high positive correlation was recorded in the case of providing students with
emotional support, and also the feeling of being supported and assisted by
teachers (0.71), which may confirm the importance of teachers for building
well-being, and also undisturbed emotional functioning, in the final year;

— high correlation is also that between seeing school as a place in which stu-
dents feel good and it being possible for students to count on their teachers
in time of need (0.60).

— low negative correlation in the case of being reminded each and every day
in the final year about a coming high school final exam and ensuring suitable
support before a high school final exam (-0.33), and also students’ becoming
acquainted with the techniques of effective / rapid learning (-0.20).
Simultaneously, the results indicate the imperfections of emotional support,

training students in the scope of the techniques of effective / rapid learning, and

also concerning coping with stress in the crucial period, constituted by the final
year of a high school.
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Conclusions

The aim of our article was to attempt to identify forms of pressure experi-
enced by a high school final exam takers in connection with this exam, con-
nected, in particular, with choosing subjects in the course of a high school final
exam in the context of everyday educational reality. In this context, it is possible
to ascertain that, owing to the conducted preliminary research, we were able to
identify the phenomenon of a high school final exam blackmail as an element of
everyday educational reality.

Analysing the collected empirical data, we were trying to address the three
following research questions: How do graduates assess everyday educational
reality in the final year of a high school? What are their experiences connected
with choosing subjects to be taken in the course of a high school final exam?,
and also: To what degree did participants in the research experience a high
school final exam pressure? Graduates assess everyday educational reality in the
final year of a high school differently, however, a large part of this group indi-
cates a high priority assigned to a high school final exam in the final year of high
school, regardless, whether they claimed to have experienced any forms of
a high school final exam pressure or not. Interestingly, being reminded (about
the exam in question) every day is not perceived by most of them as a form of
pressure. Time spent in educational reality, even though focused on the exam,
seems to be rather favourably recalled by graduates (more than 60% of the re-
spondents declared that they felt good in school, and 54% that they could count
on their teachers in time of need). Simultaneously, they were unlikely to receive
psychological or methodological help. Experiences in the scope of choosing sub-
jects to be taken in the course of a high school final exam are more diversified
within the study group. Participants in the research experienced a noticeable
high school final exam pressure. Every fifth of students experienced such prac-
tices, which influenced both decisions, the feeling of self-esteem or possibilities
of further education. Some of the practices of an identified high school final
exam blackmail give rise to a lot of concern, and are manifestations of breaking
student rights, which ought not to take place.

Experiencing a high school final exam blackmail may negatively influence au-
tonomy, agency, and also well-being, in the crucial moment of education. Such
practices result in the feeling of unfair treatment, and also the restricted possi-
bilities of choice in accordance with the individual predispositions and interests
of a student. Our research was complemented by analysing answers to the open
guestions, which made it possible to categorise different tactics of influence
choices relevant to a high school final exam (pressure on choice, pressure of not
allowing to take a high school final exam, pressure of undermining self-confi-
dence and pressure of results), types of experiences connected with a high



High School Final Exam Blackmail... 301

school final exam pressure, and also a catalogue of informal rules concerning
the choice of subjects to be taken in the exam in question. The catalogue of
those pressures includes a broad scope of behaviours that can be identified as
blackmail.

Moreover, the analysis of ascertained correlations shows that experiencing
pressure for the part of teachers or school authorities while choosing subjects
to be taken in a high school final exam occurs together with the feeling of the
lack of emotional support and help for the part of teachers, and also deterio-
rated mood, of students in school, and with the feeling of being less acquainted
with the techniques of effective learning. Moreover, this pressure is connected
with experiencing oppressive activities while choosing subjects and being fre-
guently reminded that a high school final exam is coming. A significant correla-
tion also occurs between providing students with emotional support and the
feeling that, in time of need, they can count on teachers’ help, which emphasises
a major role of teachers in ensuring students’ well-being. In addition, feeling that
school is a place where students feel good, is connected with the feeling that
teachers’ support is available. Finally, being frequently reminded about a high
school final exam is connected with the feeling of smaller support and being less
acquainted with the techniques of effective learning. While interpreting these
results, it is possible to ascertain that pressure and being excessively reminded
about the exam may lower the subjective feeling of support and comfort expe-
rienced by students, whereas emotional support for the part of teachers and
possibility to obtain their help are crucial for students’ good mood and emo-
tional functioning in the context of the exams.

In the light of the result of the research, a high school final exam blackmail
is a complex social and educational phenomenon (cf. Murawska, Motyl, 2025).
Itis possible to understand it as a set of informal oppressive practices and mech-
anisms of pressure applied by teachers or educational authorities to force high
school students to choose given subjects in the course of a high school final
exam. A high school final exam blackmail combines official rules in school and
informal practices of pressure, which negatively impact students’ freedom of
choice and their mental well-being. It concerns specific forms of activities (sug-
gesting the choice, threats, lowering grades, mocking and discouraging, forcing
to resign), subjective experiences connected with pressure (feeling of intimida-
tion, lowered self-assessment, anxiety disorders, stress, psychological overload,
discouraging from following personal aspirations, restricting further educational
and career opportunities, resigning from dream-out majors or choosing another
direction of education under pressure, and also feeling of unfair treatment and
discrimination), and also the profile of blackmail mechanism (informal rule and
hidden mechanism of control, not referred to in official regulations; connection
with the interest of school in terms of maintaining a high position in rankings;
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using the hierarchy of authorities and the status of teachers/head; lack of trans-
parency and legal protection).

Discussion

In the course of the library search conducted in Polish and foreign sources
(Google Scholar, EBSCO, SCOPUS, ReseartGate, Academia.edu, and the reposi-
tories of Polish universities), no research into the phenomenon of a high school
final exam blackmail on a similar scale was found. The subject was only raised
superficially in the media (Gazeta Wyborcza 2024, Polskie Radio 2024, Dead
Statutes’ Society 2022), even though inspiration for these investigations was nu-
merous discussion with tertiary education institutions’ attendees concerning
their experiences. Due to that fact, discussion about the results of research is
difficult, and only possible in the form of our reflections based on conducted
explorations. We are aware of the fact that the aim of our research was to diag-
nose a phenomenon that we find interesting in everyday educational reality of
high schools; for that very reason, in the future, thorough exploration of this
problem ought to be conducted.

It ought to be indicated that the research was participated in by 266 individ-
uals, among whom data qualified for the analysis were obtained from 239 fe-
male and male respondents. The criterion of inclusion was taking a high school
final exam no later than in 2022. What also matters is the fact that the research
was conducted in half of Polish provinces. Taking under consideration the num-
ber of researched individuals in a sample, and also the size of the territory on
which the studied schools were located, we think that they are sufficient for the
needs of preliminary analyses. However, a thorough exploration of the phenom-
enon of a high school final exam blackmail requires research conducted on
a broader scale and providing the possibility of formulating generalised conclu-
sions on a population in the future. The analyses were conducted on the basis
of data obtained from female and male first-year students of pedagogical majors
(pedagogy, special pedagogy, pre-school pedagogy and early-school pedagogy),
and may not be generalised or treated as reflecting the state of the matters in
an entire population. In this aspect, we find it necessary to broaden the study
group by including students of other majors in order to describe and explain the
phenomenon of a high school final exam blackmail in more detail. Nor is it pos-
sible to differentiate the obtained results in reference to an independent varia-
ble constituted by sex because the research was participated in by a group of
males in the number making the analyses of this type impossible. That consti-
tutes a challenge not only to our research because of women’s being a majority
of pedagogical majors students. It is required to conduct research on a sample
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which will balance the number of both sexes so as to look at the phenomenon
of educational blackmail in females’ and males’ opinions.

Obsession with controlling students’ knowledge and measuring not only
their workload, but also capacities or personality traits, builds a negative ambi-
ence of school based on fear, competing and rivalry (Kalinowska, 2022; Adrjan,
2011; Ostaszewski, 2012; Przewtocka, 2015). Categorising students in accord-
ance with the scale assessments results in treating them as less important than
grades, and in school’s activity being dictated by tests results and rankings (Ka-
linowska, 2022; Sauder, Espeland 2009). Results of the final exams both after
primary school and the secondary alike are extremely important in the world of
education, which results in many a benefit, but also in significant losses and
damage (Kalinowska, 2022; Sitek 2014). In order to prepare students to perform
the best they can during an exam, primary school is frequently converted into
a preparatory course for the eighth-grader exam, and a high school serves reach-
ing the same aim in relation to a high school final exam. Apart from that, on the
basis of the best schools rankings, institutions compete with each other for
a position in the educational market, which does not necessarily raise the level
of education and learning outcomes (Kalinowska, 2022; Bukowski, Kobus 2018),
whereas students, in the course of their school time, compete only for grades
and the best results of a high school final exam (Kalinowska, 2022).

Recommendations for educational practice

Even though most students do not feel, notice or experience a high school
final exam blackmail, every fifth one of graduates declares to have encountered
such oppressive activities. The results of the research indicate the need to con-
duct further explorations and monitoring that phenomenon. It is recommenda-
ble to conduct broad-scope quantitative research, and also more in-depth qual-
itative research, so as to understand the contexts and mechanisms of the func-
tioning of that type of pressure forms in school. It is also advised to implement
preventive and educational activities in school, which may make students, teach-
ers, school authorities, and also parents, aware of the problem of blackmail and
pressure, its causes, forms and results. What is recommendable as well is the top-
bottom implementation of activities which would eliminate such practices.

Developing detailed recommendations is not easy due to the complexity of
the researched phenomenon. Still, on the basis of the results of our research,
we will attempt to develop a set of such recommendations. In the scope of
school activity and teachers’ work, an important element might be introducing
clear and transparent rules of choosing subjects for a high school final exam re-
specting the autonomy of students and eliminating pressure or blackmail. An-
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other possibility would be to conduct a series of trainings and workshops for
teachers on the topic of communication, techniques of effective and rapid learn-
ing, professional ethics, psychological support and diagnosing discrimination in
behaviour. That could be complemented by developing a psychological support
system in schools, with access to professional education and career advisors,
and also psychologists. Finally, and perhaps as the most difficult measure, at
least in our own opinion, focus of school might be shifted from excessive con-
centration on prestige and position in rankings on the development of the com-
petences and well-being of students.

Amongst recommendations for students and parents, there are, first and
foremost, organising activities on the techniques of effective and rapid learning,
and also coping with a high school final exam stress. Apart from that, we suggest
conducting classes on human rights and student rights, and also correct prac-
tices of choosing subjects to be taken in a high school final exam, which will aim
at promoting conscious educational choices in accordance with students’ inter-
ests and predispositions, and not solely resulting from the pressure of the mi-
lieu. It is also important to strengthen support systems helping student and not
located in school, principally, in the milieu of family. If parents are expected to
provide support and help, they ought to be aware what problems, dilemmas and
frustrations students in the final year of a high school encounter, and also what
irregularities and oppressive activities are possible in that period in everyday
educational reality.

At the meta level, from the point of view of the entire educational system,
it seems for us to be important to significantly restrict the role of rankings as the
principal indicator of effectiveness and quality of school-based education. Com-
plementary activities may include drawing up regulations counteracting oppres-
sive practices in schools, and also developing the system of monitoring such phe-
nomena. Apart from that, it seems important to support building a friendly am-
bience of school as well as promoting the culture of respect, autonomy, individ-
ual approach to a student and the well-being of all involved in the process of
education (including teachers and heads).
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Szantaz maturalny jako element szkolnej codziennosci.
Raport z badan wstepnych

Streszczenie

Celem naszego tekstu byta identyfikacja form presji doswiadczanych przez maturzystow
w zwigzku z egzaminem dojrzatosci w kontekscie szkolnej codziennosci. Badania przeprowadzili-
$my z wykorzystaniem autorskiego kwestionariusza ankiety, ktory wypetnito 239 osdb — studentek
i studentow pierwszego roku kierunkow pedagogicznych na wybranych polskich uczelniach. Ze-
brane dane wskazujg, ze badane zjawisko presji maturalnej dotkneto 20% respondentéw. Dwoma
gtéwnymi jego przejawami sg: skoncentrowanie zycia szkolnego w ostatniej klasie wokét egzaminu
dojrzatosci oraz wywieranie presji na uczniach w kwestii wyboru przedmiotéw maturalnych w celu
uzyskania dobrego wizerunku szkoty. Catoksztatt deklarowanych doswiadczen maturalnych po-
zwolit na identyfikacje najwyzszej formy presji, czyli szantazu maturalnego, zwigzanego z ingeren-
cjg w wybory uczniéw. Badania miaty charakter wstepny, w zwigzku z tym mogg stanowi¢ pod-
stawe do dalszych eksploracji zjawiska szantazu maturalnego.

Stowa kluczowe: szkota $rednia, matura, codziennos¢, szantaz, presja.
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Accessibility of Higher Education Institutions for
Students with Visual Impairments — Reality and
Proposed Directions for Change

Abstract

The aim of the study was to explore the experiences of students with visual impairments re-
garding the accessibility of higher education institutions (HEls) in Poland. The research addressed
the problem of structural and digital barriers that affect students’ ability to participate fully in
academic life. A qualitative method was applied, using a survey with open-ended questions to
gather detailed narratives from students with low vision and blindness. The thematic analysis of
the responses revealed five key areas: architectural accessibility, digital and ICT inclusion, adapta-
tion of teaching materials, systemic barriers, and student recommendations for improvement. The
findings show that despite some progress, significant challenges persist, especially in terms of
teaching material accessibility, university website usability, and staff preparedness. The study
highlights the urgent need for inclusive policies, targeted academic support, and training for uni-
versity staff to meet the complex needs of this low-incidence but high-support group.

Keywords: accessibility, higher education, visual impairment, educational inclusion.

Introduction

In countries where the culture of including students with disabilities has
a long tradition, increasing rates of students with disabilities enrolling in higher


http://dx.doi.org/10.16926/pe.2025.18.18
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9531-4376
mailto:dorota.chimicz@mail.umcs.pl
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.pl

310 Dorota CHIMICZ

education have been observed for years. This is because universities have found
strategies to make learning environments that are accessible, beneficial, and
supportive for all students. For instance, between 2008 and 2017, universities in
Australia recorded a 123% increase in the number of domestic undergraduate
students with disabilities. (Universities Australia, 2019, p. 15). Similar trends are
observed in the USA, where the number of undergraduate students with disa-
bilities increased from 11.1% in the 2011-2012 enrolment period to 19.4% dur-
ing the 2015-2016 academic year (Snyder, de Brey, & Dillow, 2019, p. 453).

In England, in the 2019-2020 academic year, 17.3% of all home students had
a disability of some kind. The number has increased by 47% since 2014-15 (Hub-
ble & Bolton, 2021, p. 5). More current statistics indicate that 11% of university
students in Germany have disabilities (Kauffman, 2023, p. 4). Unfortunately, in
Poland, we observe the opposite trend. The demographic changes over the last
few years also affected the number of young people entering higher education
institutions (HEIls). According to Statistics Poland (GUS), in recent years, the
number of students with disabilities has been systematically decreasing—from
27,730 in 2014/2015 to 22,451 in 2023/2024—while the overall student popu-
lation remained relatively stable. Data indicate that students with a disability
statement represent between 1.7% and 1.9% of the total student population
across this period (Tab. 1). However, the figures presented in the annual GUS
reports do not reflect the real number of students with disabilities in Polish HEIs
as they include only persons who have declared to the university that they have
a disability statement. Presumably, there are many more students with biologi-
cal disabilities (e.g., chronically ill, and with short-term disabilities due to acci-
dents) who are not formally classified as students with a disability at Polish uni-
versities. Accurate records are also hampered by the provisions of the General
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the fact that a significant number of stu-
dents conceal their disabilities (Gorczycka & Kanasz, 2014).

Table 1
Students of higher education institutions in Poland (2014-2024)

Percentage of stu-
dents with disability to
non-disabled

Total Students with disability

Academic Year . .
(in absolute values) (in absolute values)

2014/2015 1,469,86 27,730 1.9
2015/2016 1,405,133 26,341 1.9
2016/2017 1,348,822 25,121 1.9
2017/2018 1,291,870 23,828 1.8
2018/2019 1,230,254 22,046 1.8
2019/2020 1,215,307 21,240 1.7

2020/2021 1,218,000 20,248 1.7
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Table 1 (cont.)

Percentage of stu-

Academic Year . Total Stl{dents with disability dents with disability to
(in absolute values) (in absolute values) .
non-disabled
2021/2022 1,218,200 20,513 1.7
2022/2023 1,223,600 20,800 1.7
2023/2024 1,245,153 22,451 1.8

Source: Author’s research based on the Statistics Poland (GUS) — “Higher education and its fi-
nances” for years 2014-2024

Referring to the general population in Poland, it is estimated that approxi-
mately 12.2% of individuals live with legal and/or biological disabilities
https://www.gov.pl/web/rodzina/osoby-niepelnosprawne, accessed
05.08.2025). While this figure—much like the participation rates of students
with disabilities in higher education—remains imprecise, it highlights the persis-
tent underrepresentation of this group within the university-age population.
Notably, students with disabilities constitute only 1.8% of all students enrolled
in Polish higher education institutions, pointing to a significant participation gap.
The representation of students with visual impairments is even more limited:
according to recent national data, students with low vision and blind students
account for merely 0.13% of the total student population. This suggests a critical
need for targeted accessibility strategies and inclusive policies to address sys-
temic barriers affecting this group.

Paradoxically, however, students with visual impairments in Poland demon-
strate higher graduation rates than their non-disabled peers. Over the past five
academic years, the graduation rate among blind and low vision students has re-
mained relatively stable at approximately 28-31%, exceeding the average gradu-
ation rate for the general student population by 2 to 3 percentage points. This
suggests not only a high level of academic commitment among these students but
also the possible effectiveness of support mechanisms currently in place. These
findings offer a promising signal and highlight the importance of maintaining—
and further developing—inclusive educational practices that facilitate academic
success. Moreover, the strategies supporting this group could inform broader in-
stitutional efforts to improve student outcomes across the board. (Tab. 2).

Both the provisions of international law and national legislation in Poland
guarantee there should be no barriers in access to education for persons with
disabilities. The rights of students with disabilities to education are protected by
international agreements and numerous European Union (EU) documents. The
most relevant documents for persons with disabilities are: the UN Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), signed by the Polish Govern-
ment on March 20, 2007, and ratified on September 6, 2012, the Charter of Fun-
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damental Rights of the European Union (Official Journal of the EU, 2012a), the
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) (Official Journal of the
EU, 2012b) and the Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030
to raise the standard of living for people with disabilities in Europe and around
the world (Union of Equality..., 2021).

Table 2
Students and graduates of higher education institutions in Poland including students with low vi-
sion and blind students (2017-2024)

Percentage of students

Students .with low vision Non-disabled students v.vith low vision and
Academic and blind students blind students to non-
Year disabled students
Students  Graduates Students Graduates %
Total Total Total Total

2017/2018 2010 635 1,291,870 387,531 0.15

2018/2019 1886 530 1,230,254 327,714 0.15

2019/2020 1779 515 1,215,307 313,847 0.15

2020/2021 1667 452 1,218,000 293,436 0.14

2021/2022 1597 434 1,218,200 297,368 0.13
2022/2023 1580 410 1,223,600 292,605 0.13
2023/2024 1614 393 1,245,153 292,120 0.13

Source: Author’s research based on the Statistics Poland (GUS) — “Higher education and its fi-
nances” published between 2017-2024

Polish law also upholds the right to education as a crucial component of the
list of fundamental human rights. Its guarantees are contained, inter alia, in the
Constitution of the Republic of Poland of 1997, in Articles 70 (1) and (4). In ac-
cordance with the provisions of this basic law, we can speak of the right to edu-
cation being implemented on the basis of the principle of equality of access and
“equality of opportunities”, meaning discrimination “for any reason” is prohib-
ited (Chimicz, 2021, p. 55). Also the provisions introduced in the Act of July 27,
2005, entitled Law on Higher Education amended in 2011, gave universities new
opportunities to help persons with disability (Official Journal of Laws, 2005).

The framework of the European Higher Education Area requires universities
to have a more inclusive character. The European Agency for Special Needs and
Inclusive Education (2018) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights (UN, 2019) recognized inclusive education as an opportunity to em-
power people with disabilities and to remove obstacles to learning and partici-
pation for all students (Ramberg & Watkins, 2020). However, some educational
systems still practice educational exclusion and prejudice which operate as real
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impediments or roadblocks to advancement (lacono, Keefe, Kenny, & McKin-
stry, 2019, p. 267).

Although important progress has been made over the past decade, research
suggests that the inclusion of students with disabilities in Polish higher educa-
tion still falls short of full academic integration. Earlier studies by Gajdzica (2015)
and Sztobryn-Giercuszkiewicz (2018) highlighted that inclusion often took the
form of symbolic participation rather than substantive transformation of the ac-
ademic environment. While many physical barriers have since been addressed,
more recent developments point to persistent psychosocial, communicative,
and organisational challenges—such as implicit bias, inconsistent academic ac-
commodations, and the insufficient adoption of universal instructional design—
as key obstacles to meaningful participation and equitable learning experiences.

Nonetheless, promising practices are emerging. Recent research conducted
at the Maria Grzegorzewska University demonstrates that systematic training of
academic and administrative staff significantly enhances their competencies in
inclusive teaching and student support (Lejzerowicz, 2024). These efforts reflect
a growing institutional awareness of the need for inclusive policies and tailored
pedagogical strategies. Furthermore, participatory and action-based studies,
such as those by Lejzerowicz and Podstawka (2021), emphasise the importance
of fostering self-authorship, autonomy, and social agency among students with
disabilities—shifting the discourse from compensatory support to empower-
ment and co-creation of inclusive academic communities.

Symbolic forms of participation, combined with persistent psychosocial and
institutional barriers, continue to limit the realisation of equal educational oppor-
tunities for students with disabilities. These concerns are particularly relevant in
the case of students with visual impairments—a group that remains markedly un-
derrepresented in both educational statistics and academic discourse. In this con-
text, there is a pressing need to explore not only general inclusion policies but also
the concrete lived experiences of students who encounter daily challenges related
to architectural, digital, and communicative accessibility.

This study aims to address this gap by focusing on students with visual im-
pairments and their perceptions of accessibility in higher education.

Research Aim and Questions

This paper presents a preliminary qualitative pilot study aimed at exploring
the lived experiences of students with visual impairments in the context of ac-
cessibility within higher education institutions (HEIls). Rather than measuring ac-
cessibility through predefined indicators, the study seeks to understand how
students themselves perceive, interpret, and navigate the accessibility of their
academic environments.
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In the context of this research, the term structural barriers refers to obsta-
cles embedded in the physical and organizational infrastructure of universities,
which hinder students’ ability to participate fully and independently in academic
life. These include architectural inaccessibility (e.g., lack of tactile signage, un-
marked hazards, absence of accessible lifts), spatial disorientation, inflexible in-
stitutional procedures, and insufficient systemic adjustments. Such barriers are
distinguished from digital or communicative barriers but often overlap with
them in practice, forming a complex system of exclusion. This conceptualization
aligns with the World Health Organization’s (2011) definition of environmental
barriers as external factors that, by their presence or absence, restrict function-
ing and participation. In the context of higher education, structural barriers are
often accompanied by digital and communicative barriers, forming a multi-
layered system of exclusion (Carrillo-Sierra et al., 2025; Hewett et al., 2017).

The aim is to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how institu-
tional structures, support systems, and physical and digital infrastructures are
experienced by students with low vision or blindness. The study was guided by
the following research questions:

(a) How do students with visual impairments perceive and evaluate the acces-
sibility of their HEIs in terms of architectural, digital, and ICT-related aspects?

(b) What kinds of difficulties and barriers do these students identify in relation
to institutional accessibility?

(c) What are their expressed needs and expectations concerning support ser-
vices offered by HEIs?

Although students with disabilities have increasingly been the subject of
scholarly attention, the specific perspectives of students with visual impair-
ments remain notably underrepresented. This study seeks to centre their voices
by foregrounding their subjective accounts of accessibility in higher education.
In doing so, it interrogates how the right to equal education—as stipulated by
legal and policy frameworks—is realised or constrained in the everyday experi-
ences of these students.

Research Method and Sample Characteristics

This study employed a qualitative research design rooted in the interpretive
paradigm, aiming to gain an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences of
students with visual impairments in Polish higher education institutions (HEIs).
The recruitment strategy followed a purposive sampling approach, consistent
with Denscombe’s (2010, p. 35) suggestion that qualitative research seeks “the
best information through focusing on a relatively small number of instances se-
lected on the basis of their known attributes.” The primary criterion for inclusion
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in the study was the participant’s identification as a student with visual impair-
ments (i.e., either low vision or blindness) enrolled in an HEI in Poland.

To reflect the inclusive and participant-centred orientation of the study, the cat-
egory “visual impairment” is used here as an umbrella term encompassing both stu-
dents with low vision and those who are blind. Participants were initially identified
through professional and academic networks known to the researcher and further
recruited via snowball sampling, a strategy particularly suitable for accessing indi-
viduals from underrepresented or hard-to-reach populations (Vogt, 1999).

All recruitment and data collection procedures adhered to established ethi-
cal research standards. Participants were provided with clear and accessible in-
formation about the purpose and scope of the study, the voluntary nature of
their participation, and the right to withdraw at any point. Written informed
consent was obtained from all respondents. Anonymity was assured through the
use of pseudonyms, and data were processed and stored in accordance with
data protection regulations. The research followed the guiding principle of
“nothing about us without us”, reflecting a strong ethical commitment to cen-
tring the voices and safeguarding the rights of participants with disabilities.

The final sample consisted of ten female students, aged between 21 and 35,
all of whom held official disability certifications confirming their visual impair-
ment. The participants were geographically dispersed across various HEls in Po-
land and represented a range of study levels and academic fields. The detailed
demographic characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 3.

Table 3
Demographics of the respondents

Degree of disa-

Pseudo Name Level of studies Vision status bility Major
R1 Master’s degree Light perception severe Clinical Psychology
R2 Master’s degree Light perception severe Psychology
R3 Bachelor’s degree Blind severe Occupational Therapy
R4 Master’s degree  “Very” Low Vision severe Physiotherapy
R5 Master’s degree Low Vision moderate Pedagogy
R6 Master’s degree Blind severe Special Education
R7 Master’s degree Light perception severe Clinical Psychology
R8 Master’s degree Low Vision moderate Vs:j[r;l?ilyz»;i:?:;?;
R9 Bachelor’s degree Blind severe English Philology
R10 Bachelor’s degree  Light perception severe Spanish Philology

Source: Authors’ research.
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Data Collection

Data were gathered through a semi-structured questionnaire, designed in
two accessible formats: a Microsoft Word document and an online Google
Forms survey, enabling participants to select the format most compatible with
their assistive technologies and personal preferences. The data collection took
place between May and December 2024.

Although the study employed a survey tool, the emphasis was on qualitative,
open-ended responses that allowed participants to articulate their perceptions,
challenges, and expectations in their own words. The data were subsequently
analysed thematically, with a focus on identifying patterns, meanings, and indi-
vidual nuances that emerged across the narratives.

Results

The respondents shared their experiences of accessibility at the higher edu-
cation institution they attended. Data analysis revealed the following themes:
(1) accessibility of university buildings for persons with visual impairments,
(2) digital and ICT accessibility, (3) adaptation of teaching materials to the needs
of students with low vision and blind students, (4) barriers to taking full ad-
vantage of higher education, and (5) students’ proposals for change to improve
the study conditions for persons with visual impairments.

Accessibility of university buildings for persons with visual impairments

Inclusive higher education institutions (HEls) are expected to ensure that
students with disabilities can participate fully in academic and campus life. Many
institutions have begun to address architectural accessibility through renova-
tions and the installation of assistive infrastructure. However, the narratives of
participants in this study indicate that these efforts are often insufficient or in-
consistently implemented.

Students described various challenges in navigating university buildings.
A recurring concern was the absence of proper tactile or audible signage, which
made locating classrooms, administrative offices, or restrooms difficult without
assistance. Several respondents emphasised the anxiety and dependence this
creates, particularly when trying to orient themselves in unfamiliar buildings.
One participant explained:

There are no markings or labels | can read; | usually have to ask someone every time
I change buildings (Respondent 2).
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Concerns were also raised about the lack of visual contrast on stairs or ob-
stacles such as pillars and low-hanging signage, which posed physical risks. As
one respondent remarked:

| tripped more than once on unmarked steps or barriers. There’s nothing that warns
you—no colour, no texture, nothing (Respondent 6).

While a few students acknowledged the presence of accessible lifts with
Braille and voice systems, these were more often described as exceptions rather
than the rule. Audible signage and QR-code based room labelling, which could
facilitate greater independence, were reportedly absent. A student with blind-
ness summarised the situation bluntly:

Absolutely nothing helps me navigate independently. Everything | need, | have to fight
for (Respondent 9).

Most respondents assessed their experience with the built environment
negatively, with some reporting that architectural barriers were a frequent,
even daily, obstacle to their autonomy.

Digital and ICT accessibility at HEIs

European higher education policies are strongly committed to improving
chances for diverse learners. Accessibility is understood among other things, as
providing access to information, communication technologies and systems (ICT),
as well as other facilities and services, on an equal basis with others (European
Commission..., 2010). As a result, applicants, students, and other stakeholders
form their first impressions of the HEI accessibility policy when they access its
website. To prevent architectural barriers and putting students with disabilities
at a disadvantage compared to their peers without disabilities, equal participa-
tion and digital inclusion should be provided (Fichten et.al., 2020). In the pre-
sented research students with visual impairments were asked to assess digital
and ICT accessibility at their university. The results show that according to stu-
dents with low vision, basic accessibility options such as the option to enlarge
the font on the website and to increase contrast on the page were provided by
their university web pages. Accessibility for blind students using screen readers
was more problematic. None of the universities provided their blind students
with audio descriptions or alternative forms for media or voice-enabled search
on the website.

In relation to their experiences with searching their university websites stu-
dents reported:

The website is very complicated and hard for my screen reader to follow it. Without the
help of a sighted assistant, | don’t even try to search for anything there (Respondent 1).

Unfortunately, the website is very hard to use with a screen reader (Respondent 2).
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My university’s website is full of not appropriately marked links and buttons that are not
compatible with the screen reading software, i.e., you can click on them endlessly and
nothing happens. When uploading my undergraduate thesis into the system | had to be
assisted by a sighted person (Respondent 10).

You can often get lost, too many tables, buttons not marked as buttons. There is no sound
(Respondent 3).

The website contains information not aligned with the headings and it is very difficult to
find it. Alternative descriptions are missing, documents saved as scans are completely
inaccessible to me (Respondent 7).

At my university, the website is absolutely not adapted in any way for people with visual
impairments. It is completely cluttered. It should be simplified (Respondent 8).

Several participants described feeling isolated or disadvantaged during
online learning activities. Problems included inaccessible virtual platforms, un-
readable scanned documents, and audio content without transcripts or cap-
tions. These barriers extended beyond formal learning to administrative proce-
dures, such as accessing forms or submitting assignments.

In line with prior research, such as Fichten et al. (2020), these findings un-
derscore that digital accessibility is not merely a technical concern but a matter
of equal participation in academic life.

Adaptation of teaching materials to the needs of students with visual
impairments

Universities are bound to find appropriate and efficient ways to produce ac-
cessible resources that benefit and support all students due to equal access reg-
ulations and the enrolment of students with visual impairments in higher edu-
cation. However, the respondents’ experience shows that the area related to
the adequate preparation of teaching materials to meet the needs of students
with low vision and blind students in particular, is the most neglected one.

The teaching materials used at HEls are predominantly sight-based. The
most problematic are printed materials (especially those containing photo-
graphs, drawings, diagrams, or charts not described by alternative text), Power-
Point presentations, and video materials used during the classes. In most cases,
they are not accessible to students with visual impairments. Respondent 9,
a recent graduate who describes herself as blind, stated:

Lectures and practical classes were typically conducted for sighted people. All videos used
by the teachers lacked audio descriptions. All PowerPoint presentations were based on
visual images only and their content was not explained. Not being able to use the avail-
able materials makes it impossible for me to be an independent student. | was constantly
assigned to someone to help me — either an assistant or another student. This was a very
difficult and stressful experience.
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According to the respondents, by using only printed materials, i.e., articles,
books, or reports as a main source of reference to a given subject, academics
exclude students with visual impairments from most of the course activities:

It is very difficult with the accessibility of learning materials at my university. Sometimes
| was required to know a given topic without any materials, to solve tasks, and to do
exercises only by listening to what is going on during the classes. Once | was asked during
my oral exam evaluating my fluency in spoken English to describe a scene in the pre-
sented picture. Unfortunately, | failed this exam (Respondent 2).

One of the respondents (R7) indicated that the rare opportunity to record
lectures using a voice recorder and the adaptation of some materials by the staff
in the Office for Students with Disabilities were the only forms of support in ac-
cessing didactic materials at their university.

Areas of difficulty and barriers in accessibility of HEIs for students with visual
impairments

In many HEIs where the respondents study, barriers that prevent them from
functioning on equal terms with non-disabled peers are still present. It turns out
that the problems are not only the unadapted university buildings (i.e., lack of
proper signage in the building and marking of dangerous places), lack of neces-
sary assistive technologies or unfriendly technical solutions for persons with vis-
ual impairments but also the persisting difficulties in accessing the full range of
educational resources. Many respondents encountered difficulties in all areas of
accessing learning materials, including delayed availability of reference materi-
als, learning materials not being provided in an accessible format, inaccessible
virtual learning environments (Moodle, MsTeams, Usos), unhelpful lecturers,
and difficulties accessing the facility’s and library’s resources.

The needs of students with disabilities including blindness and visual impair-
ments are not always met in a way that is expected from HEls:

The most important thing is that we can count on our sighted assistants. Thanks to them,

we can study. You should have a lot of willpower and persistence to complete your stud-
ies. (Respondent 1)

Even though there were already a few blind people at my university, | feel like | have to
blaze new trails. The university makes absolutely no effort to be accessible to blind stu-
dents. Everything has to be fought for. (Respondent 7)

People from the university tried to solve my problems, but it didn’t always work out. | had
to adapt materials and print them out for myself instead of learning. (Respondent 9)

Several respndents of the present research who describes themselves as
blind commented that they were not aware that moving from high school to
university would be such a “dramatic transition”.
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Students’ proposals for change to improve the study conditions for students
with visual impairments

Access to learning materials is an important factor to achieve educational ob-
jectives. Many times, in this study, students stressed the fact that these materials
need to be adapted and properly prepared to be useful for students with visual
impairments. In their view, training academics in this area is one of the key aspects
of improving students’ study conditions together with promoting the concept of
accessibility among the broadly understood university community.

By adhering to established inclusive teaching practises (such as making
teaching materials available in digital form and in advance as well as ensuring
the institution’s virtual learning environment is accessible for screen reader us-
ers) and making the necessary adjustments, (e.g., ensuring accessible versions
of key texts are available in advance), many difficulties faced by students with
visual impairments can be overcome.

Some modifications are necessary in response to particular circumstances,
and they may call for human assistance (e.g., readers and note-takers). Respond-
ents express how beneficial it is for them to have access to digital lecture mate-
rials, particularly in advance of the lectures. This enables them to engage more
independently. In students’ opinion, there is evidence that academics do not
constantly format electronic files so that they can be accessed using screen read-
ing technology:

I have never encountered a situation where the lecturer would have prepared the mate-
rial so that it can be used with a screen reader. (Respondent 6).

It is very important to make lecturers aware of the importance of good (i.e., accessible to
us) materials. (Respondent 7)

Accessibility of materials is key to our “to be or not to be” at university. (Respondent 9)

It is very important to change the lecturers’ attitude: they must be more flexible in meet-
ing our needs and then we will be able to study with pleasure. (Respondent 1)

Access to information has been acknowledged as a fundamental human
right, irrespective of race, religion, or physical limitations (Awais & Ameen, 2015,
p. 103). It makes it possible for users to easily access the information they need
(Kleynhans & Fourie, 2014). Respondents of the present research facing limita-
tions in equal access to documents and information shared with the university
community online also call for greater accessibility of their university websites.
Web pages accessibility evaluation is a pending process. Due to its dynamic na-
ture, it should be continuously monitored and tested.

It is not just the digital infrastructure that is a challenge for students with
visual impairments, but also inappropriate communication styles and an indif-
ferent attitude of teachers and administrative staff that hamper the educational
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development of visually challenged students. According to the respondents, the
university community should reflect on how to communicate with persons with
disabilities and what language is used, as the way we refer to disability and peo-
ple with disabilities can be limiting. In particular, academic and administrative
staff should adopt communication practices that are respectful, inclusive, and
accessibility-oriented when interacting with students with visual impairments.
A growing body of research underscores the importance of person-first lan-
guage, which places the individual before the disability and contributes to re-
ducing stigma and stereotyping (Crocker, 2019; Grech, 2024). For example, it is
recommended to refer to a “student with a visual impairment” rather than
“a blind student,” unless the individual explicitly expresses a preference for
identity-first language.

Effective communication also involves clearly identifying oneself during ver-
bal exchanges, particularly in group settings, to assist students who cannot rely
on visual cues to track the speaker (ADCET, 2024). Furthermore, it is essential to
ask before offering assistance, respecting the autonomy of students. If support
is welcomed, the student should be allowed to take the staff member’s elbow
rather than being physically guided without consent (UTSA Disability Services,
2025). Vague references such as “over there” or “this one” should be avoided,;
instead, staff should provide specific and descriptive verbal cues (e.g., “the sec-
ond door on your left, next to the elevator”) to facilitate spatial orientation (Har-
vard University Disability Access Office, 2024). Finally, all interactions should be
grounded in professional respect and equality, avoiding overcompensation or
expressions of pity, which can undermine the goal of fostering an inclusive and
empowering academic environment (World Health Organization, 2011).

Discussion

There have been numerous attempts to develop an educational environ-
ment where students, regardless of their traits, interests, skills, or abilities, feel
competent, appreciated, and not excluded. In this sense, the right of people with
disabilities to access higher education is a well-established legal right (Yssel, Pak
& Beilke, 2016). Nevertheless, there are still gaps in its application, which makes
the road to inclusion for many institutions longer and results in a number of
genuine barriers to accessing education for people with disabilities (Croft, 2020;
Fernandez-Batanero, Montenegro-Rueda, & Fernandez-Cerero, 2022).

Students’ with visual impairments experiences in HEls are underrepresented
in literature. Research frequently focuses on disabled students more broadly or
on specific occurrences and experiences within the student learning experience.
However, available research results show many barriers to accessing higher ed-
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ucation for this group of students (Hewett et. al., 2017; Okoye & Adirika, 2019;
Szczupat, 2022). To advance further on the inclusion path we need to under-
stand the obstacles that make it impossible for these students to access higher
education. The experiences of students with visual impairments presented in
this research can be classified into three groups of barriers related to (1) infra-
structure/building accessibility, (2) information, digital, and ICT accessibility, and
(3) the teaching—learning process.

Responsibilities under the Act of July 19, 2019, on Providing Accessibility to
People with Special Needs (Journal of Laws of 2019, item 1696) to persons with
visual impairments include:

a) with regard to architectural accessibility:

— ensuring mobility on and between floors,

— making it possible to reach all rooms (except technical) in the building,

— making it possible to navigate inside the building,

— making it possible to enter the building with an assistance dog,

— ensuring safe evacuation from the building;

b) in terms of digital accessibility: the requirements set out in the law of April 4,
2019, on the digital accessibility of websites and mobile applications of pub-
lic entities;

c) in terms of information and communication accessibility: the provision on
the website of the entity information on the scope of its activities, in the
form of an electronic file containing machine-readable text.

The results of the presented study show that in each of the areas indicated
in the cited Act, students with visual impairments experienced barriers or limi-
tations. While the possibility of access with a guide dog is fully provided, marking
for easy and safe access to all university buildings and rooms or evacuation
routes is problematic. Similar problems were found in a study by Omede (2015).
Students also reported frequent difficulties in terms of digital accessibility:
mainly in accessing the content of the university websites in audio format, the
lack of alternative descriptions for posted images and graphics, and the incom-
patibility of webpages with the screen readers they use.

The most onerous area according to the results of the present research was
that related to the teaching—learning process. Particularly, access to learning re-
sources was an issue, since in most cases they are not adapted to students’
needs or are limited and teachers neglect these needs. These results are in align-
ment with other studies (Hougann, 1999; Omede, 2015, Hewett et al., 2017,
Szczupat, 2022). Hewett, Douglas & Keil (2017) present the evidence that:

for students with more severe visual impairments who are reliant on screen reader soft-

ware or braille, the lecture material which is provided to them is not accessible, unless
further adjustments and modifications are made. Several participants of their research
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relied on other staff in the university, for example, library support assistants or transcrip-
tion teams, to make these adjustments (Hewett et al., 2017, p. 24).

Ibrahim (as cited in Otyola, Kibanja, & Mugagga, 2017) studied the problems
of students with visual impairments at the University of Jordan. The obtained
results shown that there were similar research problems as the ones identified
here, such as limited access to library resources and difficulties related to teach-
ers not understanding these students’ needs.

Conclusion

Disability is a university-wide concern. Incorporating students with disabili-
ties in mainstream university education requires HEI initiatives to enhance ac-
cessibility, making the call for accessible learning environments a reality. Offer-
ing a truly inclusive learning environment is a complex process and developing
an inclusive culture that serves all students requires thinking and acting differ-
ently on both the personal and institutional levels. Working at all levels—from
senior leadership to academics, administrative staff to students—is necessary
to create an inclusive culture. Thereby, one of the most crucial elements in
reaching the objective of disability diversity and inclusion is shaping the culture
of higher education institutions. Such culture should emphasize making co-
workers and students with disabilities feel welcome, assuring them of their fair
treatment and equal access, and meeting their needs.

Study Limitations

While the findings of this study contribute valuable insights to the limited
body of research on the accessibility of higher education institutions (HEIs) for
students with visual impairments, several limitations must be acknowledged.
Reaching blind individuals who are both willing and able to participate in quali-
tative research remains challenging. Consequently, the study was based on
a small, non-representative sample, and its results should therefore be inter-
preted with caution and not generalised beyond the immediate context.

Future research could benefit from exploring the specific support services
provided to students with visual impairments by institutional units such as the
Disability Support Office (Polish: Biuro ds. Osdb z Niepetnosprawnosciami —
BON). Furthermore, while this study included both students with low vision and
those who are blind, future research might consider employing a more homo-
geneous purposive sample to enhance the reliability and depth of the analysis.
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Itis also important to note that, in the 2023/2024 academic year, only 0.13%
of all university students in Poland identified themselves as blind or having
a severe visual impairment. This low prevalence highlights the relative rarity of
visual impairment in the HEI population. As the findings indicate, this presents
challenges for academic staff and disability support officers, many of whom lack
prior experience in working with students with significant visual impairments.

Despite the low incidence, visual impairments are classified as "high need"
disabilities due to the extensive accommodations and support often required. In-
stitutions must therefore ensure adequate preparedness, training, and systemic
responses to meet these needs, regardless of how infrequently such cases occur.
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Dostepnos¢ instytucji szkolnictwa wyiszego dla studentéw
z niepetnosprawnosciag wzroku — rzeczywistos$¢ i proponowane
kierunki zmian

Streszczenie

Celem badania byto poznanie doswiadczen studentéw z dysfunkcja wzroku w zakresie dostep-
nosci szkét wyzszych w Polsce. Artykut podejmuje problem barier strukturalnych i cyfrowych, ktére
utrudniaja petne uczestnictwo tych studentéw w zyciu akademickim. Zastosowano metode jako-
Sciowg, opartg na ankiecie z pytaniami otwartymi, umozliwiajaca zebranie szczegétowych narracji
studentéw stabowidzgcych i niewidomych. Analiza tematyczna odpowiedzi pozwolita wyodrebnic¢
pie¢ kluczowych obszaréw: dostepnosc¢ architektoniczng, integracje cyfrowg i ICT, dostosowanie
materiatéw dydaktycznych, bariery systemowe oraz rekomendacje studentéw dotyczace uspraw-
nien. Wyniki badania pokazujg, ze mimo pewnych postepdw nadal wystepujg istotne trudnosci —
szczegOlnie w zakresie dostepnosci materiatow dydaktycznych, funkcjonalnosci stron interneto-
wych uczelni oraz przygotowania kadry akademickiej. Uzyskane wyniki badan podkreslajg pilng
potrzebe wdrazania polityk inkluzyjnych, ukierunkowanego wsparcia edukacyjnego oraz szkolen
dla pracownikéw uczelni, aby skutecznie odpowiadac na ztozone potrzeby tej nielicznej, ale wy-
magajacej intensywnego wsparcia grupy studentow.

Stowa kluczowe: dostepnosc, szkolnictwo wyzsze, dysfunkcja wzroku, edukacja wtaczajaca.
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Mind Maps and Convergent Thinking of
Second-Grade Students — Reports from a Pilot Study

Abstract

The article discusses the use of mind maps as a tool supporting the development of convergent
thinking in second-grade primary school students. The theoretical foundations of mind maps accord-
ing to Tony Buzan and the results of research confirming the effectiveness of this note-taking tech-
nique are presented. Issues related to convergent thinking in the view of J.P. Guilford are also de-
scribed. The effectiveness of mind maps was tested using a quasi-experiment. The study was a pilot
study aimed at validating the test — a research tool. The constructed test of the level of convergent
thinking took into account the indicators given by J.P. Guilford: class production, systems production,
transformation production and implication production. The results showed that at the initial stage,
the levels in both the experimental and control groups were low in most of the students. After a series
of classes on the implementation of mind maps in the experimental group, the number of students
with a medium and high level of convergent thinking increased. There were also positive develop-
ments in the production of semantic implications. These changes, although partially statistically signif-
icant, indicate the potential of this method in developing convergent thinking in students. Therefore,
it is worth implementing mind maps in early school education and expanding research in this area.

Keywords: mind maps, convergent thinking, students, early school education.

Introduction

The ability to learn as a key competence should be developed in contempo-
rary students starting from early school education. To do this, students need to
learn strategies for remembering information and consolidating it.
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As children grow up, they become more and more proficient in using various strategies
that help them at every stage of memorization — coding, storing and recalling infor-
mation (Schaffer, 2006, p. 277).1

Notes created by students are important in the learning process. In Polish
schools, linear notes dominate, which make it difficult to add information and
are not very attractive, especially for younger students. It is also worth adding
that each student has their own individual learning style and therefore, after
learning how to remember and create notes, they have the opportunity to
choose solutions that are effective for them.

One of the ways of taking notes is mind maps, the originator of which was
Tony Buzan. When creating mind maps, students use lines, colors, symbols, im-
ages, keywords, etc. The radial arrangement of mind maps resembles structures
in the brain — the formation of new connections between neurons. Thus, mind
maps help to integrate and visualize the concepts you have learned. This is cru-
cial because, as Anna Jurczak notes,

comparing a child’s brain to a cabinet with many drawers, it can be said that each of
them contains a part of the knowledge possessed by them, but the ability to combine it
is negligible, because each drawer has a space that it does not share with another
(Jurczak, 2016, p. 41).

It should also be noted that mind mapping is attractive to students, including
younger ones. They can use colorful images, symbols, made as best they can.
Moreover, the visuals are not limited by nationality or language and are the best
tool for younger students to discover new things and learn. Depiction through
images is one of the most primal human qualities, and the ability to draw in
young children is better than the ability to write. Elzbieta Ptéciennik emphasizes,

images are an important element of human cognition, experience, they help to create a
representation of the world, because they are a carrier of various content (data on the
characteristics of physical objects and people, on relations between objects, relations
and interactions between people, and events related to objects and social) (Ptdciennik,
2011, p. 176-177).

Therefore, it is worth implementing mind maps in grades 1-3 as a method
of creating notes, because their creator emphasized a number of advantages,
m.in. help in understanding and remembering information, organizing thoughts
into a clear, hierarchical structure, saving time and making the most of it (see
Buzan, Buzan, 2002; Buzan, 2003). Students should learn a new way of taking
notes and choose the right one that will help them in the learning process.

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the author’s own translations.
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Tony Buzan’s Mind Maps

Mindmapping has been known since the 60s/70s of the twentieth century,
and its assumptions were developed by Tony Buzan. According to T. Buzan and
B. Buzan, mind maps

are an expression of multidirectional thinking, and therefore a natural function of our
mind. It is also a wonderful graphic technique that unleashes the potential of the intel-
lect. Maps can be successfully used in all areas of life where the speed of learning and
clarity of thinking improve the results achieved (Buzan, Buzan, 2002, p. 57).

In mind map definitions, attention is focused on the structure and effects of
using this technique. For example, the Oxford Dictionary states that it is an in-
formation diagram presenting correlated ideas organized around a central idea
(Oxford Dictionary), and according to Brinkmann, mind mapping is a powerful
technique that allows thoughts to be expressed in the mind and reveals the
brain’s potential (Brinkmann, 2003).

A mind map has a radial structure that can resemble a tree. In the center is
the main theme, from which interconnected branches of different thicknesses
diverge to indicate connections. According to Buzan, this structure makes it eas-
ier to detect connections between different branches and create new associa-
tions to fill any empty spaces, thus encouraging us to keep thinking creatively
(Buzan, 2019). For comparison, notes popular in schools are linear, students
write down information line by line, use one color of pen (black or blue), some-
times they only underline certain issues, mainly the topic of the lesson, with
a different color. This way of writing does not allow you to supplement the note
with new information, let alone associations or drawings.

In order to prepare a mind map, you should have a blank sheet of paper
(without lines), preferably A4, colored pens, and remember to go from the gen-
eral information to the detail. When creating, it is worth taking into account the
principles formulated by the creator of mind maps:

— the sheet is placed horizontally;

— in the middle of the page is a drawing that summarizes the main topic;

— the central branches that depart from this figure represent the main subtop-
ics;

— from them depart interconnected lines that concern details;

— there are keywords or drawings on the branches;

— each added keyword or and-key creates new possibilities for connections,
which in turn evoke further associations (Buzan, Buzan, 2002; Buzan, 2003).
Mind maps allow students to analyze the discussed issue or the text they

read from the textbook by creating branches, thus developing the ability to cat-

egorize and hierarchize. What’s more, this way of taking notes allows you to
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present dependencies and connections between individual issues. According to
Agnieszka Kaczor, such a statement

is not only a reflection of the student’s knowledge, but more importantly, it is empirical evi-
dence of the commitment he or she showed while working on the topic (Kaczor, 2020, p. 79).

Therefore, thanks to a mind map, the student not only reproduces the con-
tent, but also processes it, analyzes and organizes it. In addition, mind maps
have numerous advantages indicated by their creator and it is also worth men-
tioning the time saving (writing down important words, repeating important
things instead of reading several pages of notes).

Mind maps can be used to achieve various educational goals. The results of
the study confirm the effectiveness and efficiency of the mind mapping tech-
nique in teaching and teaching a variety of subjects, e.g. mathematics (Brink-
mann, 2003), economics (Budd, 2004), foreign languages (Haiyao et al., 2025).
In the context of language learning, a systematic review of research from recent
years indicates that mind maps are an effective tool in learning vocabulary or
grammar.

In addition, numerous foreign studies confirm the effectiveness of mind
maps in the following areas:

— improving learning performance and understanding of the material;
— problem-solving and critical thinking;
— increasing student motivation and engagement.

Mind maps help you organize and understand complex information. Research
indicates that mind maps support the development of critical thinking and im-
prove student performance (Rezapour-Nasrabad, 2019; Keter et al., 2021; Nai-
baho, 2022). What’s more, Buran and Filyukov (2015) found that this note-taking
technique supports students in solving problems and coming up with creative
ideas. It is also worth noting the effectiveness of mind maps in terms of motivation
to learn. Mind maps are seen as a tool to engage and stimulate students to actively
process information (Sabarun et al., 2021; Zheng et al., 2020).

The examples of research results cited indicate the usefulness of mind maps
in the learning process of students at different stages of education.

Convergent thinking

In the learning process, researchers point to the essence of two types of
thinking — convergent and divergent. In the context of the topic of this article, it
is necessary to present assumptions concerning the first of the above-men-
tioned types of thinking. According to J.P. According to Guilford,
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convergent production belongs to the field of logical education, or at least to the field of
the ability to draw conclusions. It is this, not divergent generation, that prevails when
the input of information is sufficient to establish a unique response (Guilford, 1978,
p. 335-336).

It is most often used in situations familiar to the individual, it does not re-
quire the use of new thinking patterns. At the stage of early school education, it
may be a task consisting in indicating the appropriate caption to animal draw-
ings, indicating the next number in a given sequence. As Maria Ledzinska and
Ewa Czerniawska emphasize,

it consists in the fact that a person uses narrowing down the possibilities of choice
(thoughts) in order to arrive at one optimal solution (Ledzinska, Czerniawska, 2011, p. 55).

Important in convergent manufacturing are the ways in which the mind or-
ganizes and classifies information during the problem-solving process. The fol-
lowing are listed in the literature on the subject:

— individuals refer to the ability to perceive individuals in the area of content,

— classes refer to the ability to organize individuals into meaningful groups and
sort individuals into appropriate groups,

— relationships refer to the ability to sense relationships between pairs of in-
dividuals,

— systems consist of relationships between more than two entities,

— transformations are the ability to understand changes in information,

— implications relate to expectation (Barlow, 2000).

The division proposed by Guilford (1978) with respect to the convergent
production of units, classes, relations, transformations and systems should be
presented.

— Converging unit generation
— semantic units.
— Converging Class Generation

— figural classes,

— semantic classes.

— Converging relationship generation

— symbolic relations,

— semantic relations.

— Converging system manufacturing

— symbolic systems,

— semantic systems.

— Converging transformation generation

— figural transformations,

— symbolic transformations,

— semantic transformations
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— Converging Implication Manufacturing

— symbolic implications,

— semantic implications.

Convergent thinking is crucial in situations that require finding a single, op-
timal answer and is developed through logical and analytical exercises. Conver-
gent thinking develops mainly in the stage of concrete operations, according to
Piaget’s classification of cognitive development, and is fully developed in the
stage of formal operations. Well, in the period of 7-11 years (the stage of con-
crete operations), “the child develops the ability to use logical thinking to solve
specific problems that arise at a given moment” (Wadswoth, 1998, p. 39). Stu-
dents most often practice convergent thinking when solving tests or mathe-
matical tasks. For example, the students’ task is to count objects after adding
two sets or match the names of professions to attributes. As Ewa Filipiak points
out, “the abilities assessed by the subtests of convergent production are re-
lated to the development of school skills: literacy, arithmetic skills” (Filipiak,
2015, p. 165). However, it should be emphasized that for the full development
of students, it is important to develop divergent thinking in parallel, which will
allow them to better cope with the challenges of the modern world and de-
velop creativity.

Research methodology

The conceptualization of the key concepts of the thematic area is based on
the scientific theory discussed in the publications of T. Buzan and J.P. Guilford.

The cognitive goal of the research is to gain knowledge about the im-
portance of using mind maps for the development of convergent thinking in sec-
ond-grade students.

The following research problems were formulated:

— exploratory and diagnostic: What is the effectiveness of using mind maps in
developing convergent thinking in second-graders, taking into account the
level of convergent thinking in the control and experimental groups?

— Verification:

— Does the creation of mind maps by second-grade students affect the
convergent production of classes?

— Does the creation of mind maps by second-grade students affect the
convergent production of systems?

— Does the creation of mind maps by second-grade students affect the
convergent production of transformations?

— Does mind mapping by second-grade students affect the convergent
production of implications?
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The designed research is a pilot study and is an introduction to longitudinal
research, the subject of which will be the effectiveness of the use of mind maps
in the development of convergent and divergent thinking in the second and third
grades of primary school. The pilot was used to validate the research tool. The
author constructed a test to learn the level of convergent thinking on the basis
of J.P. Guilford’s proposed tasks.

The research method was adopted in the designed research — a quasi-peda-
gogical experiment. The selection of the research group was deliberate, because
in order to carry out the research in the primary school, two second grades were
indicated. Thus, as stated by John W. Creswell (2013), the randomization re-
guirement is necessary, and failure to meet it makes the experimental model
(not meeting the definition requirements) a quasi-experimental model.

The control group was made up of second-grade students who do not know
the mind map and only create linear notes. The group consisted of 11 people.
The experimental group (16 people) are second-grade students who were famil-
iarized with the principles of mind mapping and applied them in the winter se-
mester of the 2024/2025 school year. The author conducted ten lessons in the
field of mind maps by T. Buzan with students of the experimental group. In ad-
dition, students created maps with the teacher on the discussed issue (they had
previously been given to the teacher by the author of the research) and inde-
pendently during lessons. The participants of both groups were of the same age
and were students of the same primary school. The designed research was car-
ried out at several stages, which are presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Stages of the research

Mind Mapping Classes by

Posttest
T. Buzan

Pretest

Experimental group X X

Control group

Source: Author’s research.

Research tools —the convergent thinking level test included 9 tasks that cor-
responded to individual indicators and related to issues known to children. The
indicators were selected on the basis of Guilford’s classification. During the se-
lection, information about the ineffectiveness of some tests was taken into ac-
count, which, showing secondary loads, is not an unambiguous measure. There-
fore, the test included tasks related to:

— convergent class manufacturing

— semantic classes — word grouping test. The task was to classify 12 com-

monly used words into a certain number of classes.
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— Converging system manufacturing
— symbolic systems —word changes test. The task was to indicate the order
of the given words in order to move from the word coffee to the word
basket, changing only one letter.
— semantic systems

a)

b)

c)

picture arrangement test. The task was to indicate the correct order
of the drawings — the correct crossing of the street.

sentence order test adapted from Adkins and Lyerly. The task is to
put the three sentences in the right order. Each corresponds to an
episode in a certain series of events.

Word Matrices test. The task is to complete the table (3 rows and
3 columns) with the given words, in such a way that they share a
common feature, e.g. vehicles.

— Converging transformation generation
— symbolic transformations — a test of camouflaged words. In the sen-
tences, it was necessary to find and underline hidden names appearing
in the food pyramid.
— Converging Implication Manufacturing
— symbolic implications

a)

b)

Form reasoning test. Given simple equations — a given figure is im-
plied by a combination of two others. The task is to indicate the cor-
rect result.

sign changes test. The task was to solve a simple mathematical op-
eration according to the given instruction — to replace one character
of the operation with another sign.

— semantic implications — a test of sequential associations. The task was to
arrange the words in such a way that there would be a natural connec-
tion between the first and the second, the second and the third, and so
on — grain, grain, flour, bread.

The collected data were subjected to statistical analysis in SPSS Statistics
28.0. Pearson’s chi-square analysis was used to examine intragroup and inter-
group differences in the level of convergence thinking converted into norms.
The descriptive statistics and statistics of the Shapiro—Wolf test of the study var-
iables in the experimental and control groups and in two measures: pretest and
posttes were evaluated. The values of skewness in the range from -2.51 to
+3.32, and kurtoses in the range from -2.04 to +11.00 showed that the assump-
tion of normality of the data distribution was not met. These findings confirmed
the relevant statistics of the Shapiro—Wolf test for most variables. On this basis,
the analyses were carried out using the nonparametric Wilcoxon rank test for
two dependent samples and the Mann-Whitney U test for two independent
samples. The significance of the results was assumed at the level of a = 0.05.



Mind Maps and Convergent Thinking... 337

Mind Maps and Convergent Thinking of Grade 2 Students —
Results of a Pilot Study

On the basis of the data collected, it should be concluded that Both groups
started with the same low level of convergent thinking. After applying mind
maps, at the trend level, the results in the experimental group moved from low
to medium and high. There was no change in the control group.

In the case of intergroup differences, in the post-test it was found at the
level of statistical trend that the percentage of students with high scores in the
experimental group increased (from 6.25% to 31.35%) compared to the control
group (0.00% in both measurements; x*> = 5.03; p = 0.081). No intergroup differ-
ences were found in the pretest (x2 = 1.52; p = 0.468). The discussed results are
presented in Table 2 and Figure 1.

Table 2
The level of convergent thinking depending on the type of group and measurement
Lo Pretest Posttest
Group Level of thinking
N % N %
Low 8 72,73% 6 54,55%
Control Medium 3 27,27% 5 45,45%
High 0 0,00% 0 0,00%
Low 13 81,25% 8 50,00%
Experimental Medium 2 12,50% 3 18,75%
High 1 6,25% 5 31,25%
Source: Author’s research.
100%
81.25%
80% 72.73%
62.50%
54.55%
609 9
% 5 45% 50.00%
40% 7.27% 31.25%
8.759
20% 2.509
0.00% 0.00%
0%
Pretest Posttest Pretest Posttest
Control Experimental
H low medium M high
Figure 1

The level of convergent thinking depending on the type of group and measurement
Source: Author’s research
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As for individual indicators of convergent thinking, the data are included in

Table 3 and in Figures 2-3.

A statistically significant increase in the level of sematic implications was
noted in the experimental group when comparing the pretest and posttest
(p =0.029). In addition, in this group, an increase in the level of semantic classes
(p =0.082) and symbolic implications (the sign change test) (p = 0.074) was also
found at the level of statistical tendency. Therefore, an increase in the result of
the total convergent implication production (p =0.073) was recorded at the level
of the statistical trend. In all cases, the strength of the effect was high (r > 0.50).
No statistically significant changes were found in other indicators of convergent

thinking.

Table 3

Comparison of pretest and posttest in convergent thinking in an experimental group

Pretest Posttest
Experimental group
M SO M SD With p r
ing Cl
Converging Class - ticclasses  P1 0,88 1,09 2,09 237 -1,74 0082 0,66
Generation
Symbolic Sys- P2 2,13 1,20 2,38 1,20 -0,82 0,414 0,82
tems
, P3 0,88 034 088 0,34 000 1,000 0,81
Converging sys-
tem manufactur-  Semantic sys- P4 1,44 081 150 0,82 -0,29 0,773 0,67
ing tems PS5 1,38 128 1,88 1,41 -1,03 0,301 0,65
Including 3,69 1,99 425 2,14 -0,76 0,449 0,36
Including 581 2,98 6,63 3,18 -0,86 0,392 0,30
Converging .
transformation YT Polic trans P6 1,00 121 1,94 1,88 -1,61 0,107 0,68
. formation
generatlon
P7 1,00 1,03 1,00 1,03 0,00 1,000 0,65
_ Sym?:t'i'gr'];"p"' P8 075 088 150 089 -1,79 0,074# 0,66
Converging Im- Including 1,75 1,40 2,50 1,55 -1,52 0,128 0,62
plication Manu-
facturing Sematt'ii)'n':pl'ca' P9 069 079 1,38 0,72 -2,18 0,029* 0,72
Including 2,44 1,64 3,88 2,09 -1,79 0,073# 0,57
Total 10,13 548 14,53 7,61 -1,35 0,179 0,34

Source: Author’s research.
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Summary and Conclusion

In the context of the research question about the effectiveness of mind
maps in the development of convergent thinking, it should be stated that the
intervention applied in the experimental group contributed to an increase in the
percentage of students reaching a medium and high level, which was not the
case in the control group. These results indicate promising effects, although they
need to be confirmed in subsequent studies.

Referring to verification problems, the implemented activities — mind maps
— in the experimental group contributed to a significant increase in the level of
semantic implications and a tendency to improve indicators related to symbolic
implication and convergent class production. The influence of other factors (dis-
turbing variables) should be noted, e.g. the teacher’s influence, the child’s learn-
ing style.

The validation of the test constructed by the author to measure the level of
convergent thinking of second-graders confirmed its reliability and usefulness.
It is suitable for the intended use.

It is worth noting the low initial level of convergent thinking in students in
both groups. The students had a problem with the tasks they were supposed to
do. This indicates the need to develop this type of thinking at the stage of early
school education. According to Guilford’s (1978) assumptions, much depends on
memory resources, because convectional operations require the generation of
new information from already known information.

One of the ways that teachers can use, as the results of research show —
creating notes in the form of mind maps. Therefore, there is a need to imple-
ment mind maps in primary schools starting from grades 1-3. It is worth it for
teachers to learn the principles of creating mind maps according to T. Buzan and
encourage students to use them. The discussed issues require further research
to learn about the impact of mind maps on the level of convergent and divergent
thinking. According to Guilford (1978), “in everyday life, these two types of pro-
duction are not distinguished; People very often use divergent manufacturing to
a large extent in order to find a convergent response” (p. 413).
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Mapy mysli i myslenie konwergencyjne uczniéw drugiej klasy —
raport z badania pilotazowego

Streszczenie

Artykut podejmuje temat wykorzystania map mysli jako narzedzia wspierajacego rozwoj my-
Slenia konwergencyjnego u ucznidw klasy drugiej szkoty podstawowej. Przedstawiono teoretyczne
podstawy map mysli wedtug Tony’ego Buzana oraz wyniki badan potwierdzajace efektywnos¢ tej
techniki notowania. Opisano réwniez kwestie zwigzane z mysleniem konwergencyjnym w ujeciu
J.P. Guilforda. Efektywno$¢ map mysli sprawdzono z zastosowaniem quasi-eksperymentu. Bada-
nie miato charakter pilotazowy, majacy na celu walidacje testu — narzedzia badawczego. Skon-
struowany test poziomu myslenia konwergencyjnego uwzgledniat wskazniki podane przez J.P. Gu-
ilforda: wytwarzanie klas, wytwarzanie systemoéw, wytwarzanie przeksztatcen i wytwarzanie im-
plikacji. Wyniki wykazaty, ze na poczatkowym etapie w obydwu grupach — eksperymentalnej i kon-
trolnej — poziom u wiekszosci ucznidow byt niski. Po cyklu zaje¢ z wdrozenia map mysli w grupie
eksperymentalnej zwiekszyta sie liczba uczniéw ze srednim i wysokim poziomem myslenia konwe-
rgencyjnego. Odnotowano réwniez pozytywne zmiany w zakresie wytwarzania implikacji seman-
tycznych. Zmiany te, cho¢ czesciowo istotne statystycznie, wskazujg na potencjat tej metody
w rozwijaniu myslenia konwergencyjnego u uczniéw. Warto zatem wdrazaé¢ mapy mysli w edukacji
wczesnoszkolnej oraz rozszerzy¢ badania w tym zakresie.

Stowa kluczowe: mapy mysli, myslenie konwergencyjne, uczniowie, edukacja wczesnoszkolna.
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Motivating Students to Learn by Primary School
Teachers —in the Light of Teachers’ Narratives

Abstract

Pedagogical reflection on stimulating students’ engagement in learning has evolved away from
traditionally oriented, behaviorist stimulation toward a more progressive, developmental ap-
proach. The aim of this article is to examine teachers’ motivational practices and to address the
following research question: How do primary school teachers motivate their students to learn?
The empirical material was collected through unstructured qualitative interviews. The article pre-
sents the methodological foundations of the study, the adopted understanding of the concept of
motivation and existing recommendation for motivating students, followed by an analysis of the
teachers’ statements in relation to this category. The findings reveal a tendency among teachers
to rely primarily on extrinsic motivation, as the strategies they employ (mainly rewards, coercion,
and control) function as external stimuli. The motivational practices described in their narratives
cannot be considered developmental for students, nor progressive in light of contemporary ped-
agogical scholarship. Hence, there arises a need to expand teachers’ awareness of the conse-
quences of such practices and to enhance their competence in adopting alternative, more con-
structive approaches to motivating students.

Keywords: motivation, extrinsic motivation, teachers’ strategies of motivating students, re-
warding students, coercion and control in learning

Introduction

The issue of motivating children to learn is of concern not only to educators
but also to increasingly broader social circles reflecting on the appropriate de-
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sign of educational situations in schools that elicit cognitive activity in young
learners. This reflection is increasingly directed toward the need to perceive
learning as a lifelong process (Cwikta, 2021), understood as an expression of in-
dividual autonomy and cognitive activity, rather than merely a reaction to teach-
ing (Bauman, 2005). Such a perspective provides schools and teachers with
grounds to move away from a traditional, behaviorist orientation in motivating
students—an orientation largely manifested through short-term external stim-
ulation—and to adopt approaches with a more progressive and developmental
character.

It is therefore important to examine whether teachers, in their everyday
practice, pursue motivational strategies consistent with such a perspective.
Based on the analysis of research material collected through qualitative inter-
views, this article seeks to answer the following question: How do the partici-
pating primary school teachers motivate their students to learn?

Stimulating and Shaping Students’ Motivation to Learn

There are numerous definitions of the concept of motivation, each corre-
sponding to specific theoretical frameworks. One such definition, proposed by
Janusz Reykowski, identifies motivation with the emergence of a “directional
tendency,” that is, “a readiness to pursue specific goals” (Reykowski, 1977,
p. 18). When combined with this readiness, motivation constitutes a form of
“activating orientation of the current life act toward a positively valued state”
(Rheinberg, 2006, p. 18), which one seeks to attain.

Building on Reykowski’s theoretical findings, Matgorzata Cywinska defines
motivation as a theoretical construct used to explain particular human behav-
iors, their direction, and persistence. “In relation to school learning, it concerns
the student’s subjective experiences, their willingness to engage in lessons and
learning activities” (Cywinska, 2012, p. 155).

Different theoretical perspectives on motivation are accompanied by spe-
cific recommendations regarding how it may be stimulated and shaped in stu-
dents. Barbara L. McComb and James E. Pope, in their book “Hard-to-Handle
Student: How to Motivate Them to Learn”, highlight the following approaches:
— The Freudian perspective on motivation — specific basic biological drives and

instincts motivate an individual’s behavior. The teacher’s task is to assist stu-

dents in controlling and directing these impulses.

— Behaviorist theories of stimuli — the human being is seen as a “blank slate,”
on which external events and experiences are inscribed. These form the ba-
sis for conditioned behavioral tendencies. Motivation and learning should

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the author's/authors' own translations.
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be managed by influencing the individual’s behavior through external stim-

uli (primarily rewards and punishments).

— The humanistic psychology approach — the individual possesses a natural ten-
dency toward growth and self-actualization, which may be stimulated by learn-
ing, significant persons, or life events. Motivation is linked to the emergence and
pursuit of needs (initially lower-order, later higher-order), which may be either
supported or hindered by the environment (McComb & Pope, 1997).

As perspectives that modify and extend these positions, McComb and Pope
also point to cognitive, socio-cognitive, and socio-behaviorist theories of moti-
vation. The first emphasizes the role of cognitive processes in motivating learn-
ing. It assigns a significant role to the student’s activity in the process of
knowledge acquisition, which is always a personal construct shaped by their
own system of beliefs and frames of reference. These may include, for instance,
the student’s self-concept, goals, or expectations, which in turn influence moti-
vation and quality of performance. Theories associated with socio-cognitive and
socio-behaviorist perspectives, by contrast, stress external factors that motivate
learning. Among them, the authors identify social and emotional support from
significant others (e.g., care or encouragement) as well as environmental stimuli
(e.g., rewards) (McComb & Pope, 1997).

In discussing motivation, it is necessary to address the distinction between
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Although some researchers, such as Aleksan-
dra Tokarz (2005), question this division, it remains well-grounded in the schol-
arly literature.

Characterizing intrinsic motivation, Matgorzata Gtoskowska-Sotdatow associ-
ates it with behaviors stemming from individual needs, among which she identi-
fies interests, curiosity, and the desire to acquire knowledge as the strongest de-
velopmental stimuli. These factors drive the individual to continuously expand
their knowledge, accumulate new experiences, and set increasingly ambitious
goals. Extrinsic motivation, by contrast, is defined as “all activities undertaken by
an individual as a result of external factors or social pressure” (Gtoskowska-Sotda-
tow, 2016, p. 41). When learning is extrinsically motivated, a student undertakes
tasks to gain rewards (e.g., good grades, praise, recognition) or to avoid punish-
ments (e.g., poor grades, disapproval) administered by external authorities such
as teachers or parents. Among extrinsic motivators she lists pressure, coercion,
commands, reprimands, supervision, prohibitions, and various forms of gratifica-
tion. She emphasizes that the use of such strategies—especially when applied in-
effectively—may lead to negative consequences such as inhibiting spontaneity,
diminishing the sense of control, increasing anxiety, lowering self-esteem, or sup-
pressing self-initiated activities (Gtoskowska-Sotdatow, 2016).

When considering motivation to learn, Martin V. Covington and Karen Man-
heim Teel distinguish positive motivation for learning and five accompanying
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principles. These, in their view, foster students’ achievement and help eliminate
competition framed as a “race for ability.” The principles are as follows: ensuring
that each student has opportunities to demonstrate competence; rewarding cu-
riosity, persistence, effort, and achievements alongside the natural satisfaction
that sustains a willingness to learn; valuing diverse abilities and skills, rather than
exclusively those related to abstract thinking and verbal proficiency, “which are
favored in the traditional school operating under the rules of the ability race”
(Covington & Teel, 2004, p. 45); employing diverse motivational strategies tai-
lored to the needs of individual students, recognizing that children often value
different motivations—some seek social acceptance, while others value privi-
leges; and designing tasks that engage all participants by incorporating elements
such as novelty, surprise, connections to personal interests, and an “inner force
of attraction whereby everyone can find something that relates to their world”
(Covington & Teel, 2004, p. 46).

In contrast to positive motivation, they point to teacher practices that direct
students toward a race for ability, characterized by defining success in terms of
grades and outperforming peers, prioritizing a narrow set of abilities while neglect-
ing the effort of learning, deriving pride from outperforming others, perceiving
classmates as obstacles to success, and positioning the teacher as a judge who in-
terprets mistakes as signs of weakness or incompetence (Covington & Teel, 2004).

Covington and Teel’s propositions reflect elements of cognitive, socio-cog-
nitive, and socio-behaviorist models of motivation. These frameworks integrate
both external factors (e.g., punishment) and internal ones (e.g., reliance on per-
sonal interests) in fostering students’ motivation to learn. Jere Brophy, in his
book “Motivating Students to Learn”, adopts a similar position, arguing that con-
temporary perspectives no longer view extrinsic and intrinsic motivation as op-
posing categories, since the former can complement the latter. However, he
stresses that most researchers agree “that intrinsic methods are superior be-
cause they yield qualitatively better engagement with tasks and foster durable
internal interest in the subject matter or activity” (Brophy, 2002, p. 158).

In providing teachers with guidelines for fostering intrinsic motivation, Bro-
phy recommends didactic practices that elicit and sustain students’ sense of self-
direction and cognitive autonomy (e.g., opportunities for choice), competence
(e.g., activities enabling active responses and immediate feedback), and relat-
edness (e.g., group collaboration). Effective strategies for cultivating students’
motivation also include arousing curiosity, inducing tension, creating cognitive
dissonance, transforming abstract material into personally relevant content,
and stimulating interest in tasks (Brophy, 2002)2.

2 This position is also shared by other theorists, namely Manfred Prenzel and Barbara Drechsel
(1996), as well as Monique Boekaerts (2013).
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Methodological Foundations of the Study

The analyses presented in this article are based on research material in the
form of transcripts of qualitative interviews conducted with primary school
teachers. These interviews constitute part of a larger project aimed at accessing
teachers’ everyday professional experiences in order to describe, analyze, and
interpret their meanings®. The specific goal of the present text is to examine how
the participating teachers motivate* their students to learn. The guiding re-
search question was therefore as follows: How do primary school teachers mo-
tivate their students to learn? Related to this was an inquiry into the kinds of
tools they employ and the type of motivation on which they rely.

The method of data collection used was the unstructured qualitative inter-
view (Stemplewska-Zakowicz, 2005)°. A total of fourteen interviews® were con-
ducted with female teachers working in primary schools: five taught grades I-lll,
five taught Polish in grades IV-VIII, and one taught mathematics, one history,
one English, and one French. The selection of participants was based on their
extensive professional experience and their expressed consent to participate in
the research.

The interviews were conducted in person. Analysis began during transcrip-
tion, which included recording analytical observations and making notes (Gibbs,
2011). The next step involved delineating the thematic scope of the teachers’
statements and identifying partial meanings within the context of entire narra-
tives. Subsequently, the material was coded by assigning labels to fragments
based on similarities in topics, issues, ideas, activities, or illustrations of compa-
rable cases (Charmaz, 2009). This process resulted in the creation of a set of
main thematic codes. The next phase involved more analytical and theoretical
coding, which allowed for refining, developing, and hierarchically organizing the
emerging codes into overarching, subordinate, and parallel categories.

3 In line with Florian Znaniecki’s (2008) assumptions, it was accepted that access to elements of
the teachers’ lived reality could be achieved through the interpretation of their narratives
about professional experiences.

4 As one among several dozen categories, motivation was identified through multidirectional
analyses of the participants’ statements (Gibbs, 2011).

5 The choice of data collection method was dictated by the adoption of a humanistic approach
to the empirical study of social phenomena and by the assumption, following Florian Znaniecki,
that scientific exploration of social reality can be undertaken through access to everyday hu-
man experiences (Znaniecki, 2008).

6  The study was conducted within the interpretative paradigm, which, among other factors, de-
termined the number of participating teachers. This was related to the exhaustion of the out-
come field during the course of the interviews (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2000) and the satura-
tion of emerging categories. The research was concluded at the point when no new themes or
categories appeared in subsequent interviews.
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A comparative analysis of the obtained information was then undertaken,
examining similarities and differences between the teachers’ accounts of their
professional lives, events, situations, actions, and interactions with others. Fi-
nally, focused coding was applied to transform descriptive codes into constructs
with greater analytical and theoretical significance.

Teachers’ Motivation of Students to Learn — Analysis of Research
Findings

Most of the teachers participating in the study described deficits in students’
motivation to acquire knowledge and skills defined by the curriculum, empha-
sizing their own inability to stimulate such motivation effectively. In classroom
practice, students often displayed insufficient engagement (as perceived by the
teachers), a lack of interest in the subject matter, boredom, or discouragement:

These children are increasingly struggling with learning and absorbing knowledge. | don’t
know, they lack the motivation to know more, to be able to do more —what for? (Melania
— grades I-lIl teacher)

It’s like a wall. Once the principal came to observe my lesson, and | just had to conduct
the class by myself, even though we had the multibook turned on, even though the equip-
ment was there... There was no chance that anyone would speak up. (Edyta — Polish lan-
guage teacher, grades IV-VIII)

Teachers reflected on the causes of students’ lack of motivation, typically
attributing them to students’ own deficiencies. This is exemplified by the state-
ment of the teacher quoted above, who equates learning with absorbing
knowledge rather than actively constructing it, an understanding that contra-
dicts contemporary research and didactic recommendations—especially con-
structivist approaches (Klus-Stanska, 2018), which stress the need for learners
to generate and deepen knowledge spontaneously (e.g., through problem-solv-
ing or project work), prioritizing the quality of the learning process over out-
comes. In contrast, the participating teachers revealed a strong attachment to
transmissive methods (lecturing, explaining, clarifying), in which the student re-
mains largely passive, limited to receiving and assimilating knowledge, and fol-
lowing the teacher’s line of reasoning. From the perspective of the theoretical
frameworks discussed earlier, such practices are unlikely to foster motivation
for learning.

Teachers in upper primary grades also attributed students’ motivational
deficits to fear of exposing their ignorance or to habitual disbelief in their own
abilities:

Often it ends like this: the student says, ‘I don’t know,” without even reading the task,

already convinced they cannot do it. (Kinga — mathematics teacher, grades IV-VIII)
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Similarly, teachers expressed a desire to rely on students’ self-motivation
linked to the intrinsic need for knowledge, but considered this unrealistic:

| like it when students are motivated, when they study, when they achieve good results—
it’s a great thing. (Magdalena — English teacher, grades IV-VIIl)

In practice, teachers aspired to rely on motivation arising within students
themselves, yet framed this in terms of the desire to acquire externally defined
knowledge, accumulated through assimilation. They were not oriented toward
nurturing students’ intrinsic needs for exploring the world but rather toward en-
suring that students accept the necessity of absorbing knowledge presented by
the teacher in traditional, transmissive ways. To instill this understanding, teach-
ers resorted to strategies such as persuasion or coercion:

| tell [students — Author] directly that in life there are things you don’t like, but you still
have to do them. (Melania — grades |-l teacher)

You study for yourself, so you won’t be an idiot. (Sylwia —Polish language teacher, grades IV-VIII)

Given their perception of students’ lack of motivation and the difficulty of
stimulating it effectively, teachers attempted to persuade students by present-
ing abstract, often distant visions of future life situations in which knowledge or
skills might prove useful (e.g., employment opportunities):

| tell them: ‘Right now you’re not interested, but in ten years, as an adult man, you’ll sit at
a barbecue... and someone will mention Pitsudski... (Ewelina — history teacher, grades IV-VIII)

Such strategies projected teachers’ own visions of the future, which may not
correspond to students’ plans or imaginings. Moreover, they neglected the fact
that young learners (especially in early education) are naturally inclined to live
in the “here and now,” rather than project themselves into a distant future’.
Consequently, this approach appears ineffective in stimulating motivation.

Teachers also associated the usefulness of school knowledge with the edu-
cational realities of students, which necessitate mastering prescribed content
and skills. In this case, the value of knowledge remains confined to schooling
purposes, such as class promotion, preparation for the next educational stage,
or meeting exam requirements.

In addition to persuasion, teachers frequently employed coercion as a moti-
vational stimulus, often accompanied by control measures. The tools of control
included frequent quizzes, tests, and examinations, intended to stimulate stu-
dents to study:

Also through testing... otherwise, the student simply wouldn’t study on their own. (Mag-
dalena — English teacher, grades IV-VIIl)

7 The nature of this phenomenon and the need for educators to respect it had already been
addressed by Janusz Korczak (1984).
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Certainly there are quizzes, scheduled dictations... They need such frameworks. (Bianka —
grades I-lIl teacher)

| think they simply don’t study by principle, so lessons need to be verified, and maybe
more quizzes given. (Aneta — Polish language teacher, grades IV-VIII)

Among teachers of grades I-lll, parental supervision was also identified as
an additional, widely relied-upon mechanism for motivating students to acquire
prescribed knowledge and skills.

Furthermore, teachers revealed a tendency to monitor students’ thinking
and behavior during lessons:

| keep the weakest students in the front rows—those who need constant supervision,

otherwise they won’t write or will get lost within minutes. (Kinga — mathematics teacher,
grades IV-VIII)

External stimulation was also accompanied by the use of rewards. In grades
I-I11, teachers typically used material rewards (e.g., colorful stickers) to recog-
nize students who fulfilled assigned duties or met expectations. In upper grades,
good grades served as the primary reward. Notably, teachers themselves
acknowledged the limited effectiveness of such practices:

| used different motivators—stamps, stickers. It was fun for a while, but only up to a cer-
tain point. (Matgorzata — grades |-l teacher)

Honestly, grades are not motivating for students. (Kinga — mathematics teacher, grades IV-VIII)

Although most motivational practices relied on extrinsic strategies such as
control, coercion, and rewards, teachers also mentioned occasional attempts to
use other means of stimulation, such as digital technologies, commercial educa-
tional offers (e.g., theater visits), or additional teaching aids. A few teachers em-
phasized the need to “activate” students in class, ensuring their active partici-
pation. However, such activation often took the form of temporary substitutes
for student engagement, such as traditional mid-lesson exercises:

Activity is important. It doesn’t always work—sometimes better, sometimes worse...
Sometimes you just have to improvise, get them moving between lessons, even just
standing up and clapping. (Jadwiga — grades |-l teacher)

Descriptions of these practices indicate that they lacked a genuinely motiva-
tional dimension, as they failed to provide opportunities for developing critical
thinking, independent knowledge construction, linking knowledge to experi-
ence, problem-solving, collaborative creation or application of knowledge, im-
proved communication (e.g., through discussion), or self-assessment (Gtoskow-
ska-Sotdatow, 2016). Teachers tended to equate “activation” with external stim-
ulation through coercion:

So they don’t just sit apathetically in class, | constantly mobilize them for intensive work...
| keep asking questions and demand [answers — Author]. If someone lies down on the
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desk, | immediately call on them, to mobilize them again... | activate them. (Aneta — Polish
language teacher, grades IV-VIII)

Five teachers emphasized the importance of connecting with students’ in-
terests during lessons or creating opportunities for “success.” However, “suc-
cess” was typically understood as fulfilling assigned tasks or participating in ac-
tivities valued by the teacher (e.g., contests), rather than as self-directed
achievement. Teachers sometimes even simulated students’ “success” to pro-
vide external recognition:

Even if someone is weak, | give distinctions. They always get a certificate, participation

counts—it’s important they have the diploma. | give something, | somehow motivate

them... Later, during contest summaries, we present what success was achieved, what
place they got. (Zuzanna — grades |-l teacher)

Finally, many teachers attributed students’ lack of motivation to their par-
ents, whom they described as failing to set challenges, being overly lenient, ex-
cusing ignorance or reluctance to learn, neglecting supervision, lacking author-
ity, or being powerless to motivate their children.

Conclusions and Discussion

The analysis of the collected research material revealed that teachers, in
their efforts to stimulate students to learn, primarily rely on extrinsic motiva-
tiond, as the strategies they employ can be identified as external stimulants.

By employing extrinsic motivation®—coercion, rewards, or control—the
teachers interviewed seemed unaware of the potential long-term consequences
of such practices, for example, students’ withdrawal from task engagement
without an external incentive (e.g., a reward), or the experience of anxiety pro-
voked by frequent teacher monitoring (through quizzes, tests, etc.), which may
become a source of neurotic tendencies in students (Zajdel, 2019).

The participants’ efforts, centered on externally stimulating students, lacked
the recommended practices emphasized by Jere Brophy (2002), namely eliciting
and sustaining students’ sense of self-direction. Furthermore, in the context of
externally prescribed content and skills and the teachers’ tendency toward fre-
guent monitoring, their practices limited opportunities for students to experi-
ence cognitive autonomy?’, self-direction, and the satisfaction of achieving self-

8 These results align with the findings of Grazyna Szyling (2019), who demonstrated that early child-
hood education teachers predominantly employ extrinsic strategies to motivate their students.

9 Extrinsic motivation is regarded, among others by Daniel Pink (2009), as less effective than
intrinsic motivation in the context of the long-term education of younger generations.

10 Research by Jennifer Henderlong and Mark Lepper (2002), as well as by Richard Ryan and Ed-
ward Deci (2000), demonstrates that students’ sense of autonomy—together with the fulfill-
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selected goals. Consequently, such practices did not foster key developmental
components in young learners.

Teachers’ attempts to spark students’ interest in the curriculum also lacked
elements highlighted by Ewa Filipiak, drawing on Jerome Bruner, namely: nur-
turing a sense of discovery, stimulating natural curiosity, and provoking doubt
or uncertainty when faced with problem situations (Filipiak, 2012). The motiva-
tional practices described by the participants therefore cannot be identified as
progressive or consistent with contemporary pedagogical trends.

The interview analyses highlight the need to enhance teachers’ awareness
of the negative consequences of relying predominantly on external stimulation,
as well as the need for widespread professional development—through courses
or workshops—focused on alternative motivational strategies. Such strategies
should diverge from traditional, behaviorist school practices and instead align
with constructivist approaches. Professional development of this kind could en-
rich educational practice with strategies consistent with current pedagogical
trends (outlined in earlier sections of this article), such as stimulating students’
curiosity and research-oriented engagement (e.g., through conducting experi-
ments or independent inquiry in the process of knowledge acquisition), creating
opportunities for agency and autonomy (e.g., involving students in co-designing
educational goals and pathways to achieve them), fostering competence (e.g.,
building confidence in completing tasks through moderate effort; Cywinska,
2012), and cultivating satisfaction derived from both individual and collective
achievements (e.g., shared classroom discoveries).
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Motywowanie ucznidéw do uczenia sie przez nauczycieli szkot
podstawowych — w swietle nauczycielskich narracji

Streszczenie

Pedagogiczny namyst nad wzbudzaniem aktywnosci uczniéw do uczenia sie ewoluowat w kie-
runku oderwania sie od tradycyjnie zorientowanego, behawioralnego ich bodZcowania do nadania
motywowaniu uczacych sie bardziej postepowego, prorozwojowego wymiaru. Celem niniejszego
artykutu jest oglad nauczycielskich oddziatywan motywacyjnych i préba odpowiedzi na nastepu-
jace pytanie: W jaki sposdb nauczycielki szkét podstawowych motywujg swoich uczniéw do nauki?
Droga pozyskania materiatu badawczego byty wywiady swobodne o charakterze jakosciowym.
W tekscie zostaty przedstawione: podstawy metodologiczne podjetych badan, przyjete rozumie-
nie pojecia: motywacja i istniejgce zalecenia dotyczgce motywowania ucznidéw do uczenia sie oraz
analizy wypowiedzi rozmdwczyn zwigzanych z tg kategorig. Ujawnity one tendencje nauczycielek
do bazowania gtéwnie na motywacji zewnetrznej, gdyz stosowane przez nie sposoby (gtéwnie na-
gradzanie, przymus, kontrola itd.) identyfikowaé mozna jako zewnetrzne stymulatory. Opisywa-
nych przez nie w narracjach oddziatywan motywacyjnych nie mozna uznac za prorozwojowe dla
uczniéw i postepowe w odniesieniu do wspotczesnych ustalen pedagogicznych. Zachodzi wiec po-
trzeba poszerzania zaréwno nauczycielskiej Swiadomosci dotyczgcej np. skutkéw tak zorientowa-
nych dziatan, jak i umiejetnosci odmiennego motywowania uczniow.

Stowa kluczowe: motywacja, motywacja zewnetrzna, nauczycielskie sposoby motywowania
uczniéw, nagradzanie ucznidéw, przymus i kontrola uczenia sie.


https://doi.org/10.26881/pwe.2019.47.06
https://doi.org/10.26881/pwe.2019.47.06

UNIWERSYTET JANA DtUGOSZA W CZESTOCHOWIE

Podstawy Edukacji 2025,t.18

—CD
http://dx.doi.org/10.16926/pe.2025.18.21

Agnieszka KACZOR
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2574-4757
Ignatianum University in Cracow, Poland

Contact: agnieszka.kaczor@ignatianum.edu.pl

How to cite [jak cytowac]: Kaczor, A. (2025). Perception of Quality of Life Among Teachers in Po-
land in the Context of Preschool and Early School Pedagogy Students’ Career Choices. Podstawy
Edukacji, 18, 355-368.

Perception of Quality of Life Among Teachers
in Poland in the Context of Preschool and Early
School Pedagogy Students’ Career Choices

Abstract

This study aims to investigate how perceptions of teachers’ quality of life shape the career
decisions of preschool and early school pedagogy students. A biographical research methods, was
employed to gain insights into this topic. The analysis and interpretation of students’ written re-
sponses provided a foundation for uncovering both objective and subjective mechanisms that fu-
ture teachers use to define their well-being. The findings shed light on the specific challenges and
protective factors associated with the teaching profession. Students identified family relationships
as a major protective factor, while also recognizing burnout as a major risk factor. The study con-
cludes with several recommendations, including the need to better understand the determinants
of teachers’ quality of life and to address the conditions that deter young people from entering
the profession. Moreover, the study points to the necessity of improving teachers’ quality of life
by providing individual and institutional support.

Keywords: teacher quality of life, teacher, well-being, career choices, preschool and early
school pedagogy students.

Introduction

Choosing a career is often intertwined with the search for personal fulfill-
ment and the pursuit of life goals. In the case of teaching—where professional-
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ism is grounded in the teacher’s ethical maturity, reflected in their authenticity
(Satacinski, 2010), and effectiveness is tied to a sense of self-efficacy (Goleman,
1999), which empowers teachers to set higher goals, plan effectively, and follow
through with persistence (Schwarzer & Hallum, 2008)—it is particularly relevant
to explore how teachers perceive their own quality of life. This perception is
largely shaped by personal experiences, both within and beyond the classroom.

Given the importance of maintaining quality of life (Barika & Derbis, 1994),
this study seeks to investigate, describe and explain how pedagogy students in
Poland perceive the quality of life of teachers and how these perceptions influ-
ence their decisions to pursue or abandon teaching as a career. This research
was motivated by observable trends: a steady decline in the number of students
choosing to enroll in pedagogy programs, a growing dropout rate, and the sig-
nificant proportion of students expressing reluctance to work as teachers after
graduation. Addressing these issues is essential for gaining a deeper understand-
ing of what it means to become a teacher in contemporary Poland.

Teachers’ Quality of Life in Poland

As a scholarly concept, quality of life has been interpreted in various ways.
One definition describes it as:

a sense of life satisfaction, understood as the capacity for multidimensional develop-

ment, self-creation, and the realization of one’s aspirations and life goals, in accordance

with accepted values and expectations, while also considering the material aspects of
social status (Daszkowska-Tobiasz, 2010, p. 11).t

Quality of life is also often seen as a subjective assessment of one’s overall
circumstances, which encompasses physical and mental health, social opportu-
nities, and religious and economic factors (Susoliakova et al., 2013). Addition-
ally, it may refer to an individual’s current, global evaluation of their emotional
well-being as it is experienced in the present (Radich & Bolton, 2007).

One of the earliest and most widely cited definitions comes from the World
Health Organization, which describes quality of life as a state of physical, mental,
and social well-being—not merely the absence of disease or infirmity (Callahan,
1973). Carol D. Ryff’'s model offers a more psychological perspective, identifying sev-
eral indicators of well-being, such as autonomy, personal growth, positive relation-
ships with others, a sense of purpose, and self-acceptance (Ryff & Singer, 2008). In
a similar vein, Raeburn and Rootman suggest that quality of life is associated with
personal development and the fulfillment of one’s potential, while it tends to dimin-
ish when individuals are unable to achieve their goals (Raeburn & Rootman, 1998).

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the author’s own translations.
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When examining the quality of life among teachers in Poland, it is essential
to recognize that they form a large professional group. In the 2023/24 academic
year, the Polish education system employed 525,200 teachers (in full-time
equivalent positions). Primary school teachers constituted the largest propor-
tion, accounting for 49.3% of the total, with women representing 82.6% of all
teachers (Auksztol, 2024). Research exploring factors that influence the quality
of life for teachers suggests that many find their work to be a source of satisfac-
tion. Teaching provides a sense of purpose and achievement, and allows educa-
tors to make meaningful contributions to their students’ development (Prokop
& tukasik, 2015). However, teachers also report facing a range of challenges,
crises, and difficulties in their daily professional lives (Prokop & tukasik, 2015).
Notably, teachers with at least two years of experience expressed greater con-
fidence in their ability to manage these challenges. Many also highlighted the
importance of feeling they can positively influence their work environment, par-
ticularly the atmosphere at school and innovate within their roles. This under-
scores the critical importance of social competencies in a teacher’s day-to-day
work and supports the need for continuous training and development in these
areas (Radich & Bolton, 2007).

Carol A. Radich and David Bolton, in their comparative studies of teachers in
the United States and Poland, found no significant differences in overall well-be-
ing between the two groups (Radich & Bolton, 2007). However, Olga Susoliakova
and her colleagues, who assessed the quality of life (QOL) of 142 primary school
teachers using the WHOQOL-BREF questionnaire, discovered that although the
teachers’ quality of life did not significantly differ from the Czech population
norms, their satisfaction with their health was considerably lower. This outcome
was attributed to the stress inherent in the teaching profession, which negatively
impacts factors like maintaining a healthy lifestyle (Sugoliakova et al., 2013). These
findings are consistent with other research that links life satisfaction to emotional
intelligence, self-efficacy, and effective stress management (Ignat, 2010).

H. Koivuma-Honkanen et al. (2001) argue that satisfaction is an indicator of
well-being. Research on teacher job satisfaction in Canada revealed dissatisfac-
tion among teachers with regard to career advancement opportunities and com-
pensation (Mahmood, 2011). Similarly, studies conducted in Slovakia found var-
ying levels of satisfaction across different educational stages, with preschool
teachers reporting the highest levels of job satisfaction (Karikova & Valent,
2020). In contrast, research by Hadzi-Nikolova et al. revealed that 52% of pri-
mary school teachers experienced work-related anxiety and tension, which sig-
nificantly diminished their overall life satisfaction (Hadzi-Nikolova et al., 2013).
This aligns with Geert Kelchtermans’ argument (2017) that high job demands
and unfavorable working conditions can lower an individual’s well-being and
quality of life.
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Given that teachers’ life satisfaction is a crucial predictor of their creativity
and organizational skills—qualities essential for their work in school settings
(Durdagi, 2015)—it is important to refer to findings showing that satisfied teach-
ers are more productive, exude optimism, and form stronger, more positive re-
lationships with their students (Nowak et al., 2017). Furthermore, research into
teacher life satisfaction highlights the importance of activities outside of work,
including family responsibilities, personal interests, and hobbies (Bartkowiak et
al., 2023). A majority of teachers (63.7%) who report high overall life satisfaction
mention the quality of their family relationships as a key contributor to their
well-being (Nowak et al., 2017).

The findings discussed here are particularly relevant in light of the psycho-
social risks inherent in the teaching profession. Key risks faced by educators in-
clude constant changes in education law, insufficient social support, and expo-
sure to aggression from school administrators, colleagues, students, and their
parents (Polek-Duraj, 2024). In response to these challenges, interpersonal rela-
tionships stand out as a protective factor, which provides a sense of security.
The support from close family members, which reinforces the belief that help is
always available, is crucial for teachers’ day-to-day well-being (Jagielska, 2019).

Strong family bonds not only shield individuals from feelings of isolation but
also strengthen their mental resilience (Kawula, 2003), which is essential for
overcoming the many difficulties teachers encounter in their professional lives.
As such, family serves as a vital source of stability and is frequently cited as
a major contributor to life satisfaction (Jagielska, 2019). Studies indicate that
teachers highly value these close family relationships, and associate them with
the fulfillment of fundamental needs for safety, purpose, and acceptance. Im-
portantly, teachers also view themselves as having a mission to build and nur-
ture these family bonds (Jagielska, 2019).

In this regard, resilience emerges as a factor protecting teachers from the
desire to leave the profession (Arnup & Bowles, 2016). The notion of resilience
is closely tied to a broader sense of life meaning, which echoes how individuals
perceive and understand the significance of their existence and the degree to
which they feel that their lives have purpose (Schnell, 2021). Satisfaction in life,
which helps individuals discover meaning in life—particularly through creative
work, meaningful experiences, and relationships with others (Frankl, 1984)—is
equally important for teachers’ well-being. The concept of life meaning warrants
special attention in the pedagogical context, as it can have a profound impact
on teachers’ motivation and engagement (Muchacka-Cymerman, 2023). It acts
as a protective buffer against the effects of prolonged exhaustion, diminished
job satisfaction, decreased professional commitment, and chronic physical fa-
tigue (Chrzanowska, 2004). This sense of meaning also helps counteract burn-
out, which is characterized by emotional exhaustion, work-related stress, a de-
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clining sense of professional accomplishment, feelings of incompetence, and de-
personalization of students and their families (Maslach & Leiter, 2011).

The impact of burnout extends beyond the individual and deeply affects
teachers’ ability to perform their daily tasks. According to Polek-Duraj (2024),
burnout is a key factor that disrupts teacher-parent collaboration, often leading
to conflicts and misunderstandings, which in turn erode trust and parental sup-
port for teachers’ educational efforts. Seventy-one percent of teachers surveyed
identified this situation as highly stressful (Polek-Duraj, 2024).

In the context of enhancing all facets of teachers’ quality of life, research
demonstrates a notable correlation between physical activity and subjective
well-being (Brodani & Ziskova, 2015). Additionally, studies show that while
teachers’ dietary habits vary widely, those who regularly engage in physical ac-
tivity tend to exhibit the healthiest patterns (Szczepanska, 2016). It is also note-
worthy that teachers’ daily professional performance and their sense of efficacy
are closely linked to their mental well-being, both in terms of hedonistic pleasure
and eudaimonic fulfillment (Alipour & Taghvaei, 2016; Bentea, 2017). This view
is supported by the findings of Agnieszka Lipinska-Grobelny et al., where teach-
ers rated themselves highly on their ability to work in a goal-oriented way, ex-
pressed overall life satisfaction, felt they were living in accordance with their
personal values, and saw their work—especially when it fostered personal
growth—as a source of positive emotions that contributed to their overall well-
being (Lipinska-Grobelny & Narska, 2021).

Research Methodology

In a qualitative study involving education students from the university, the
biographical method was employed to assess how students perceive the quality
of life of Polish teachers and its relevance to their own career decisions. During
the 2023/2024 academic year, written responses were gathered from 20 educa-
tion students. The research involved women in their second year of pedagogical
studies with a specialization in preschool and early school education. In selecting
the sample, Michael Patton’s saturation criterion was applied, which states that
one should study as many people as necessary to obtain exhaustive answers to
the research problem posed (Patton, 2002).

The data was anonymized and coded using QDA Miner, a software tool for
processing qualitative data. This tool facilitated not only the identification and
analysis of text segments but also the integration of notes associated with spe-
cific codes (Gibbs, 2015).

The biographical method, which is a fundamental approach in qualitative ed-
ucational research (Smolinska & Theiss, 2010), allowed for an in-depth under-
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standing of individual experiences as interpreted by the students themselves
(Denzin, 1994). As Berger and Luckmann explain:
The tension of consciousness is highest in everyday life, that is, the latter imposes itself
upon consciousness in the most massive, urgent and intense manner. It is impossible to

ignore, difficult even to weaken in its imperative presence. Consequently, it forces me
to be attentive to it in the fullest way (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 37).

Consequently, the biographical method functions as a tool for exploring the
trajectory of human life as an element of social reality (Kowolik, 2001). Through
this lens, biographical research reveals personal narratives, making the bio-
graphical approach often characterized as a scientific account of human life or
the process by which such an account is constructed (Bednarz-tuczewska & tu-
czewski, 2012). The biographical method in educational, psychological, and so-
ciological sciences helps to investigate the circumstances, phenomena, and life
cases of specific individuals, enabling a detailed research approach into a per-
son’s life (Milerski & Sliwerski, 2000), as the researcher can analyze diaries,
chronicles, memoirs, or transcriptions of narrative interviews (Sotoma, 2002).

Considering the alignment of the research paradigm, which is defined as
a set of core beliefs that guide the research process (Gruba, 1990), with the
study’s focal area, | adopted the interpretive paradigm. This paradigm, as de-
scribed by Magdalena Ciechowska, assumes that:

the social world emerges and is constructed through the interactions of its participants.
The investigation of assumptions, meaning-making, and understanding seeks to explain
how social actors construct their world (Ciechowska, 2018).

This perspective fits within an interpretive, humanistic framework (Burrell
& Morgan, 1979).

A key focus of the study was understanding how pedagogy students evalu-
ate different spheres of a teacher’s life in assessing its overall quality. Of interest
were both the objective factors that future teachers believe contribute to life
satisfaction for teachers and the subjective processes by which these criteria for
well-being are established. Equally important was exploring students’ motiva-
tions for pursuing a teaching career and their expectations regarding job satis-
faction, given that no previous research has explored these issues within a com-
parable methodological or theoretical framework.

Research Findings
To answer the main research question—what significance do pedagogy stu-

dents assign to the perceived quality of life of teachers in Poland when consid-
ering a teaching career?—it was essential to investigate how these students
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view teachers’ quality of life and what elements they believe contribute to it.
A related focus was to understand which aspects of teachers’ lives students con-
sider most significant when evaluating their overall well-being. The analysis and
interpretation of the collected data led to the identification of criteria for well-
being. Future teachers mentioned both objective conditions, which they believe
promote life satisfaction for those in the teaching profession, and subjective
mechanisms that influence how these criteria are established.

The respondents identified several objective factors that contribute to
teachers’ overall quality of life, including job security, flexible working hours, fair
compensation, and the social status of the teaching profession. They pointed
out that the job often involves an imbalance between the demands of teaching
and the compensation provided:

Low salaries often lead to frustration and force teachers to take on additional work,
which negatively affects both their quality of life and their free time (Katarzyna).

This view corresponds with the findings of Polek-Duraj, who noted that
teaching carries a distinct form of responsibility tied to high societal expecta-
tions for educators (Polek-Duraj, 2024). However, according to the students,
these expectations are not reflected in teachers’ pay, which further diminishes
the social prestige of the profession.

Among the subjective factors influencing well-being, the students cited ex-
pectations for their professional role, a reasonable workload, a sense of being
valued, a passion for working with children and adolescents, stress resilience,
positive relationships with students, and the satisfaction gained from their stu-
dents’ achievements. As one participant observed, “In Poland, teaching is often
viewed through the distorted lens of long vacations and many days off” (Nadia).

Workplace conditions were a critical concern for the participants, who pointed
to excessive administrative duties, bureaucratic burdens, and insufficient teaching
resources. They emphasized the importance of a positive work atmosphere, along
with support from school administration and colleagues. Additionally, they noted
that having access to sufficient resources, assistance in problem-solving, and oppor-
tunities for professional growth were essential for effective functioning in the teach-
ing role. The participants also stressed that feeling valued and respected as teachers
is vital, as it impacts their self-esteem and overall life satisfaction.

Regarding their motivation for choosing a teaching career, respondents un-
derscored the significance of intrinsic motivation, rooted in a passion for educa-
tion and a conviction that teaching lays the foundation for students’ future suc-
cess. They expressed enthusiasm for working with children, acting as guides and
mentors, and playing a formative role in shaping future generations. They also
viewed teaching as a highly creative yet demanding profession, one that offers
continuous opportunities for both professional and personal growth.
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A key theme in the students’ narratives was their expectations for life satis-
faction as future teachers. When reflecting on these expectations, they primarily
focused on core responsibilities of educators, and identified the following tasks:
— Organizing the learning process: This includes imparting knowledge, values,

and skills; teaching students how to practically apply what they have

learned; boosting their motivation and independent learning; ensuring stu-
dent safety; and fulfilling professional duties with diligence.

— Handling administrative documentation

— Committing to personal and professional development in line with the
school’s needs: “Personal growth and witnessing the tangible impact of
one’s effort in the progress of students is the greatest reward for a teacher;
it provides meaning, joy, and a sense of accomplishment in the profession”
(Ewa).

— Enhancing the quality of educational practices: Building strong relationships
with students based on trust and respect, effectively managing the class-
room, maintaining discipline, and creating a positive, engaging learning en-
vironment.

— Understanding and addressing students’ needs: “Teachers must be empa-
thetic and capable of understanding students’ circumstances in order to re-
spond appropriately to their needs and challenges. Professionalism is also
key—teaching should be conducted with the highest standards, whether in
interactions with students, parents, or colleagues” (Alina).

— Collaborating with parents: “Maintaining communication with parents and
encouraging them to collaborate for the well-being of the students and the
school community” (Nadia). “Parental involvement is critical to student suc-
cess, which is why open and constructive communication between home
and school is essential” (Katarzyna).

The students viewed effective and friendly collaboration with parents as
both an acknowledgment of the teacher’s work, while difficulties in this area
were seen as a significant emotional strain. It is also notable that the students
linked reflective practice with teacher performance, particularly in improving
educational methods. This supports Margaret Johnson and Kathryn Button’s ar-
gument that reflection on teaching practices is an integral component of profes-
sional development and enables teachers to make meaningful improvements in
their teaching (Johnson & Button, 2000). The students’ understanding of teacher
professionalism aligns with humanistic pedagogy, which stresses the im-
portance of teachers’ ability to understand their students’ needs and respond
with supportive actions (Kaczor, 2024).

According to the students, teaching “demands dedication, creativity, con-
stant enthusiasm, along with wisdom, attentiveness, and sensitivity” (Ewa).
However, they recognized that the profession carries risks, such as burnout and
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a loss of motivation, which can negatively impact both the teacher’s perfor-
mance and well-being. In light of this, it is essential to provide constructive men-
toring and develop support systems for teachers, such as Professional Learning
Communities (PLCs), where educators can receive ongoing professional and
emotional support (Muchacka-Cymerman, 2023). The students also noted that
one of the most effective ways to support teachers’ well-being is by “increasing
societal recognition of teachers’ contributions, as well as promoting their
achievements and the vital role they play in shaping future generations. This
could boost their job satisfaction and sense of self-worth” (Katarzyna).
According to the surveyed students, the satisfaction of students, parents,
colleagues, and supervisors plays a significant role in fostering job satisfaction
among teachers. These insights are particularly relevant in light of research
showing that teachers often leave the profession due to overwhelming work-
loads, which diminish their engagement (Perryman & Calvert, 2020), and high
levels of stress (Ryan, 2017). Ultimately, such challenges may lead to decisions
to leave the field altogether (Smith & Ulvik, 2017). Therefore, it is important to
consider the concept of resilience, which involves the process of self-reintegra-
tion—making a conscious effort to draw constructive lessons from adverse ex-
periences in order to move forward constructively (Southwick et al., 2014).

Conclusion

Through a critical analysis and synthesis of relevant literature, alongside em-
pirical research findings, this study shows how pedagogy students perceive the
quality of life of teachers in Poland as a decisive factor in their own career choices.

Aware that the perspective of students adopted in the research is one of the
limitations of the described research results, as aspiring teachers do not have
a full understanding of the benefits and problems faced by actively employed
teachers, it has been noted that the knowledge gained from the research is
niche. The knowledge obtained through the analysis and interpretation of re-
search material from 20 respondents is built from details, from individual visions
of themselves and the world (Bauman, 2010), which aligns with the assumptions
of the interpretive paradigm adopted in the research.

Investigating teachers’ quality of life is challenging but vital for understanding
the complexity of the issue. One key recommendation is not only to identify the
criteria for well-being but also to recognize how the current quality of life experi-
enced by active teachers influences the career decisions of aspiring educators.

This paper contributes to the ongoing discussion on the determinants of
teachers’ quality of life. Awareness of these factors is essential in eliminating
those that deter potential candidates from entering the teaching profession.
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Given the broader goal of enhancing the overall quality of human life (Daszkow-
ska-Tobiasz, 2010), the challenge for educational systems is to provide both in-
dividual and institutional support for teachers in order to help them manage the
pressures of their professional roles. In the long term, improving teachers’ qual-
ity of life would lead to better working conditions, increased salaries, and
a higher social status of the profession.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

References

Alipour, F., & Taghvaei, D. (2016). Predicting life satisfaction based on self-effi-
cacy and social support. Turkish Online Journal of Design Art and Communi-
cation, 6, 1471-1480; https://doi.org/10.7456/1060AGSE%2F032.

Arnup, J., & Bowles, T. (2016). Should | stay or should | go? Resilience as a pro-
tective factor for teachers’ intention to leave the teaching profession. Aus-
tralian Journal of Education, 60(3), 229-244; https://doi.org/10.1177/
0004944116667620.

Auksztol, J. (2024). Edukacja w roku szkolnym 2023/2024 (wyniki wstepne
Gdansk: Gtéwny Urzad Statystyczny.

Banka, A., & Derbis, R. (n.d.). Wprowadzenie. In: A. Barkka & A. Derbis (Eds.),
Psychologiczne i pedagogiczne wymiary jakosci Zycia. Poznan: Wydawnictwo
Naukowe UAM.

Bartkowiak, G., Dama, S., Krugietka, A., & McGrath, V. (2023). Axiological aspects
of the work of academic teachers during the COVID-19 epidemic in relation
to the assessment of the quality and well-being of life in higher education.
Alcumena. Pismo Interdyscyplinarne, 4(16), 167-193; http://dx.doi.org/
10.34813/psc.4.2023.10.

Bauman, T. (2010). Poznawczy status danych jakosciowych. In: J. Piekarski,
D. Urbaniak-Zajac, & K.J. Szmidt (Ed.), Metodologiczne problemy tworzenia
wiedzy w pedagogice. Oblicza akademickiej praktyki. Krakow: Impuls.

Bednarz-tuczewska, P., & tuczewski, M. (2012). Podejscie biograficzne. In: D. Je-
mielniak (Ed.), Badania jakosciowe. Metody i narzedzia. Warszawa:
Wydawnictwo PWN.

Bentea, C. (2017). Teacher self-efficacy, teacher burnout, and psychological
well-being. The European Proceedings of Social and Behavioural Sciences
(EpSBS), 23, 1128-1135; http://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2017.05.02.139.



https://doi.org/10.7456/1060AGSE%2F032
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004944116667620
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004944116667620
http://dx.doi.org/10.34813/psc.4.2023.10
http://dx.doi.org/10.34813/psc.4.2023.10
http://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2017.05.02.139

Perception of Quality of Life... 365

Berger, P. L., & Luckmann, T. (1966). The social construction of reality: A treatise
in the sociology of knowledge. Harlow: Anchor Books.

Boczkowska, M. (2021). Skala Resilience Nauczycieli (SRN) — polska adaptacja
Teachers’ Resilience Scale (TRS) M. Platsidou i A. Danilidou. Edukacja Ele-
mentarna w Teorii i Praktyce, 16(4(62)), 109-132; https://doi.org/10.35765/
eetp.2021.1662.08.

Brodani, J., & Ziskova, I. (2015). Quality of life and physical activity of kindergar-
ten teachers. Physical Activity Review, 3, 11-21. http://dx.doi.org/10.16926/
par.2015.01.02.

Burrell, G., & Morgan, G. (1979). Sociological paradigms and organizational
analysis. Portsmouth: Heinemann Educational Books.

Callahan, D. (1973). The WHO definition of health. The Hastings Center Studies,
1(3), 77; https://doi.org/10.2307/3527467.

Ciechowska, M. (2018). Podstawy badan jakosciowych w pedagogice. In: M. Cie-
chowska, & M. Szymanska (Eds.), Wybrane metody jakosciowe w badaniach
pedagogicznych (pp. 25-100). Krakéw: Wydawnictwo Akademii Ignatianum.

Chrzanowska, |. (2004). Wypalenie zawodowe nauczycieli a ocenianie osiggniec
szkolnych ucznidw uposledzonych umystowo w stopniu lekkim i uczniow
o prawidtowym rozwoju na etapie szkoty podstawowej. t6dz: Wydawnictwo
Uniwersytetu tédzkiego.

Daszykowska-Tobiasz, J. (2010). Jakos¢ zycia w perspektywie pedagogicznej. Kra-

kéw: Impuls.
Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Handbook of qualitative research. London:
Sage.

Durdagi, A. (2015). An analysis of the relation between the organizational crea-
tivity perceptions and life satisfaction levels of teachers. Journal of Educa-
tion and Training Studies, 3(6), 232-237; http://dx.doi.org/10.11114/
jets.v3i6.1027.

Frankl, V. E. (1978). Nieuswiadomiony Bdg. Transl. B. Chwedenczuk. Warszawa:
PAX.

Frankl, V. E. (1984). Homo patiens. Transl. R. Czernecki, Z. J. Jaroszewski. War-
szawa: PAX.

Gibbs, G. (2015). Analizowanie danych jakosciowych Transl. M. Brzozowska-
Brywczyniska. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo PWN.

Goleman, D. (1999). Inteligencja emocjonalna w praktyce. Wydawnictwo Media
Rodzina.

Guba, E. G. (1990). The alternative paradigm dialog. In E. G. Guba (Ed.), The par-
adigm dialog (pp. 17-27). London: Sage.

Hadzi-Nikolova, M., Mirakovski, D., Zdravkovska, M., Angelovska, B., & Doneva,
N. (2013). Noise exposure of school teachers — Exposure levels and health



https://doi.org/10.35765/eetp.2021.1662.08
https://doi.org/10.35765/eetp.2021.1662.08
http://dx.doi.org/10.16926/par.2015.01.02
http://dx.doi.org/10.16926/par.2015.01.02
https://doi.org/10.2307/3527467
http://dx.doi.org/10.11114/jets.v3i6.1027
http://dx.doi.org/10.11114/jets.v3i6.1027

366 Agnieszka KACZOR

effects. Archives of Acoustics, 38(2), 259-264; http://dx.doi.org/10.2478/
20a-2013-0031.

Ignat, A. (2010). Teachers’ satisfaction with life, emotional intelligence and
stress reactions. Petroleum-Gas University of Ploiesti Bulletin, Educational
Sciences Series, 62(2), 498-502; http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.
01.171.

Jagielska, K. (2019). Ocena relacji spotecznych w rodzinie a jakos$¢ zycia emery-
towanych nauczycieli [Assessment of social relationships in the family and
the quality of life of retired teachers]. Przeglqd Pedagogiczny, 2, 349-362;
https://doi.org/10.34767/PP.2019.02.27.

Johnson, M. J., & Button, K. (2000). Connecting graduate education in language
arts with teaching contexts. The power of action research. English Education,
32(2), 107-126; https://doi.org/10.58680/ee20001543.

Kaczor, A. (2024). The teacher’s paradigm in building relationships with students
and their parents. Studia z Teorii Wychowania, 15(47), 115-128; https://
doi.org/10.5604/01.3001.0054.6573.

Karikov3, S., & Valent, M. (2020). Life satisfaction of Slovak teachers. The New
Educational Review, 59, 13-23; https://doi.org/10.15804/tner.20.59.1.01.

Kawula, S. (2003). Czynniki i sie¢ wsparcia spotecznego w zyciu cztowieka. In:
S. Kawula (Ed.), Pedagogika spoteczna. Dokonania — Aktualnosc¢ — Perspek-
tywy (pp. 115-134). Torun: Wydawnictwo Adam Marszatek.

Kelchtermans, G. (2017). Should | stay or should | go? Unpacking teacher attri-
tion/retention as an educational issue. Teachers and Teaching, 23(8), 961—
977; https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2017.1379793.

Koivuma-Honkanen, H., Honkanen, R., Viinamaki, H., Heikkild, K., Kaprio, J.,
& Koskenvuo, M. (2001). Life satisfaction and suicide: A 20-year follow-up
study. American Journal of Psychiatry, 158, 433-439; https://doi.org/
10.1176/appi.ajp.158.3.433.

Kowolik, P. (2001). Badania pedagogiczne opierajgce sie na metodzie biograficz-
nej. Nauczyciel i Szkota, 3/4, 115-122.

Lipinska-Grobelny, A., & Narska, M. (2021). Self-efficacy and psychological well-
being of teachers. e-mentor, 3(90), 4-10; https://doi.org/10.15219/em90.
1517.

Mahmood, A. (2011). Job satisfaction of secondary school teachers: A compara-
tive analysis of gender, urban and rural school. Asian Social Science, 203—
208; http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/ass.v7n8p203.

Maslach, C., & Leiter, M. P. (2011). Prawda o wypaleniu zawodowym. Co robic
ze stresem w organizacji. Transl. M. Guzowska. Warszawa. Wydawnictwo
Naukowe PWN.

Milerski, B., & Sliwerski, B. (2000). Pedagogika. Leksykon PWN. Warszawa: Wy-
dawnictwo PWN.



http://dx.doi.org/10.2478/aoa-2013-0031
http://dx.doi.org/10.2478/aoa-2013-0031
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.01.171
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.01.171
https://doi.org/10.34767/PP.2019.02.27
https://doi.org/10.58680/ee20001543
https://doi.org/10.5604/01.3001.0054.6573
https://doi.org/10.5604/01.3001.0054.6573
https://doi.org/10.15804/tner.20.59.1.01
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2017.1379793
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.158.3.433
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.158.3.433
https://doi.org/10.15219/em90.1517
https://doi.org/10.15219/em90.1517
http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/ass.v7n8p203

Perception of Quality of Life... 367

Muchacka-Cymerman, A. (2023). Poczucie skutecznosci w miejscu pracy a sens
zycia nauczycieli [Workplace self-efficacy and teachers’ sense of life mean-
ing]. Wychowanie w Rodzinie, 30(1), 129-145; http://dx.doi.org/10.61905/
wwr/175096.

Nowak, P. F., Charasna-Blachucik, J., & Olejniczak, D. (2017). Good health in the in-
dividual hierarchy of teachers? Values in the context of life satisfaction and its
links to other values. INSTED: Interdisciplinary Studies in Education & Society,
20(2(78)), 69-78. https://insted-tce.pl/ojs/index.php/tce/article/view/265.

Panter-Brick, C., & Leckman, J. F. (2013). Editorial commentary: Resilience in child
development—Interconnected pathways to wellbeing. The Journal of Child Psy-
chology and Psychiatry, 54, 333-336; https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12057.

Paskova, L., & Valihorova, M. (2010). Life satisfaction of Slovak teachers depend-
ing on the school type. The New Educational Review, 20(1), 157-172;
http://dx.doi.org/10.15804/tner.2020.59.1.01.

Patton, M.Q. (2002). Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods. London: Sage.

Polek-Duraj, K. (2024). Psychosocial working conditions of teachers in primary
schools (case study). Zeszyty Naukowe Politechniki Czestochowskiej. Zarzg-
dzanie, 53, 84-92; https://doi.org/10.17512/znpcz.2024.1.07.

Prokop, J., & tukasik, J. M. (2015). Everyday professional life experiences of
teachers in the midlife transition period. The New Educational Review, 2015,
207-217; https://doi.org/10.15804/tner.2015.41.3.17.

Radich, C. A., & Bolton, D. (2007). Life perspectives of teachers in Poland and the
United States. The New Educational Review, 12, 129-151; http://dx.doi.org/
10.15804/tner.07.12.2.12.

Raeburn, J., & Rootman, I. (1998). People-centred health promotion. New York:
John Wiley & Sons.

Ryan, S. V., von der Embse, N. P., Pendergast, L. L., Saeki, E., Segool, N., & Schwing, S.
(2017). Leaving the teaching profession: The role of teacher stress and educa-
tional accountability policies on turnover intent. Teaching and Teacher Educa-
tion, 66, 1-11; https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.03.016.

Ryff, C. D., & Singer, B. (2008). Know thyself and become what you are: A eudai-
monic approach to psychological well-being. Journal of Happiness Studies,
9(1), 13-39; https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-006-9019-0.

Satacinski, L. (2010). Postrzeganie przez ucznidéw Swiata wartosciach nauczycieli
jako integralny sktadnik wychowania do wartosci w szkole. Rocznik Lubuski,
36(1), 187-198.

Schnell, T. (2021). The psychology of meaning in life. New York: Routledge.

Schwarzer, R., & Hallum, S. (2008). Perceived teacher self-efficacy as a predictor
of job stress and burnout: Mediation analysis. Applied Psychology, 57, 152—
171; https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.2008.00359.x.



http://dx.doi.org/10.61905/wwr/175096
http://dx.doi.org/10.61905/wwr/175096
https://insted-tce.pl/ojs/index.php/tce/article/view/265
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12057
http://dx.doi.org/10.15804/tner.2020.59.1.01
https://doi.org/10.17512/znpcz.2024.1.07
https://doi.org/10.15804/tner.2015.41.3.17
http://dx.doi.org/10.15804/tner.07.12.2.12
http://dx.doi.org/10.15804/tner.07.12.2.12
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.03.016
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-006-9019-0
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.2008.00359.x

368 Agnieszka KACZOR

Smith, K., & Ulvik, M. (2017). Leaving teaching: Lack of resilience or sign of
agency? Teachers and Teaching, 23(8), 928-945; https://doi.org/10.1080/
13540602.2017.1358706.

Smolinska-Theiss, B., & Theiss, W. (2010). Badania jakosciowe — przewodnik po
labiryncie. In: S. Palka (Ed.), Podstawy metodologii badan w pedagogice (pp.
79-102). Gdansk: Wydawnictwo GWP.

Sotoma, L. (2002). Metody i techniki badan socjologicznych. Olsztyn: Wydawnic-
two Uniwersytetu Warminsko-Mazurskiego.

Southwick, S. M., Bonanno, G. A., Masten, A. S., Panter-Brick, C., & Yehuda, R.
(2014). Resilience definitions, theory, and challenges: Interdisciplinary per-
spectives. European Journal of Psychotraumatology, 5(1), 1-14; https://
doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v5.25338.

Susoliakova, 0., Smejkalova, J., Papriteinova, M., Hodacova, L., & Cermakova, E.
(2013). Influence of profession on teachers’ quality of life. The New Educa-
tional Review, 34, 223-235; http://dx.doi.org/10.15804/tner.13.34.4.18.

Szczepanska, E., Toczynska, K., Janion, K., Stanuch, B., & Lenard, B. (2016). Se-
lected teachers’ eating habits with regard to frequency of their physical ac-
tivity. Annales Academiae Medicae Silesiensis, 70, 163-171; https://doi.org/
10.18794/aams/62762.

Yada, A., Bjorn, P. M., Savolainen, P., Kyttdld, M., Aro, M., & Savolainen, H.
(2021). Pre-service teachers’ self-efficacy in implementing inclusive prac-
tices and resilience in Finland. Teaching and Teacher Education, 105, 1-9;
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2021.103398.

Postrzeganie jakosci zycia nauczycieli w Polsce w kontekscie
wyboru drogi zawodowej przez studentow pedagogiki
przedszkolnej i wczesnoszkolnej

Streszczenie

Celem niniejszego opracowania jest ustalenie, jak postrzeganie jakosci zycia nauczycieli mody-
fikuje wybor drogi zawodowej przez studentéw pedagogiki przedszkolnej i wczesnoszkolne;j.

Do rozpoznania odcieni badanej rzeczywistosci zastosowano metode badan biograficznych.
Analiza i interpretacja pisemnych wypowiedzi studentéw, biorgcych udziat w badaniach, stata sie
punktem wyjscia do ukazania obiektywnych i subiektywnych mechanizmdéw zwigzanych z ustana-
wianiem przez przysztych nauczycieli kryteriéw dobrostanu.

W efekcie przeprowadzonych badan ukazano specyfike funkcjonowania w zawodzie nauczyciela,
wskazujac przy tym na czynniki chronigce, wsrdd ktérych znaczaca role osoby badane przypisaty re-
lacjom rodzinnym, i obszary ryzyka zwigzane z wypaleniem zawodowym. Sformutowano rekomen-
dacje, takie jak koniecznos¢ identyfikacji determinantow jakosci zycia nauczycieli i eliminacji czynni-
kdéw, ktére zniechecajg do rozpoczecia pracy w zawodzie. Wskazano na koniecznos¢ poprawy jakosci
zycia nauczycieli przez zapewnienie im form pomocy jednostkowej i instytucjonalnej.

Stowa kluczowe: jakosc¢ zycia nauczycieli, nauczyciel, dobrostan, wybér drogi zawodowej, stu-
denci pedagogiki przedszkolnej i wczesnoszkolnej.
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The Phenomenon of Stress in the Professional Work
of Preschool Teachers

Abstract

The article presents the results of the author’s study, the aim of which was to understand the
phenomenon of stress and its determinants in the profession of preschool teachers. Quantitative
research involved the diagnostic survey method and the questionnaire technique. The studied
group consisted of female preschool teachers from public and non-public institutions. The findings
have revealed that the respondents consider their profession stressful due to the high level of
responsibility for children, demands and pressure from parents, and an excessive workload. The
vast majority of women, regardless of the type of preschool, experience this phenomenon. The
study has made it possible to identify the determinants of stress, namely: systemic, intra-institu-
tional, and individual factors. The respondents reported using various coping strategies to reduce
stress factors.

Keywords: stress, preschool education teacher, stress factors, coping with stress

Introduction

The profession of a preschool teacher is classified by researchers as a helping
profession, or so-called social service, which is based on activities directed to-
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wards other people. Its foundation lies in assistance, support, and service to oth-
ers, relying on close, constant, direct, and active contact with them. These activ-
ities may result in numerous burdens and long-term stress, which in turn can
negatively affect the performance of professional duties, relationships with pu-
pils, and the overall well-being of educators (Lisowska, 2018).

The family constitutes the first and fundamental environment in which
a child grows and develops. The second, equally significant, yet emerging slightly
later, is the preschool environment, where qualified teaching staff stimulates the
child’s comprehensive development, taking into account their individual predispo-
sitions, hereditary and innate traits, and the pace of development (Surma, 2011). In
preschool education, the key role is played by the preschool teacher, who acts as
a guide for children. The teacher performs care, educational, and didactic tasks, ed-
ucating young people in every area of life. What they convey, as well as the experi-
ences, attitudes, and values that children acquire in preschool, will influence subse-
quent educational stages, their adult lives, and their functioning in society (Klim-
Klimaszewska, 2010; Kundzicz, 2016; Nosek-Koztowska, 2024; Musiat, 2022).

The increasing social, cultural, and economic changes, transformations of
the education system, development of modern technologies, and extensive me-
diatisation cause preschool teachers’ professional responsibilities to expand
with new tasks and recommendations, which may become potential stress fac-
tors. Furthermore, their strong sense of duty and responsibility for young people
and their future, combined with awareness of the importance of preschool ed-
ucation and the need to meet growing requirements and expectations, can con-
stitute an additional source of stress (Synal & Szempruch, 2017, pp. 7-9). The
challenges faced by preschool teachers highlighting that ‘teaching today re-
quires exceptional energy and psychological resilience’ (Schaefer, 2005, p. 11).1

Currently, the issue of teacher stress is attracting increasing attention
among researchers from various scientific disciplines, which often renders such
studies more interdisciplinary. Although this subject has been explored for many
years, there are still areas that have not been fully examined. The available lit-
erature provides numerous studies on teacher stress; however, they mainly con-
cern teachers employed in primary, secondary, and special schools rather than
those working in preschool education.

The aim of this article is to explore the phenomenon of stress and its deter-
minants in the profession of preschool teachers. The discussion is divided into
four parts. The first part describes stress, its specific causes and methods of re-
ducing it; the second part presents the methodological assumptions of the au-
thor’s own research; the third part presents selected results of the research, and
the last part presents conclusions and recommendations.

1 All translations into English of the original texts are the author’s own translations.
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Stress: the specificity of the phenomenon, its sources,
and methods of prevention

The phenomenon of stress is described not only by scholars in the medical
and health sciences but is increasingly becoming a subject of interest within the
social sciences. The available literature offers numerous concepts and theories
of stress; however, it is most frequently understood as a stimulus (an event or
factor, such as a random event, failure, excessive demands, that disrupts home-
ostasis, causing tension and strong emotions independent of the individual);
a reaction (how a person responds to an unpleasant situation, it may occur in
the physiological, psychological, or behavioural domain); and a transaction (de-
noting the interdependence between stimulus and reaction) (Grzegorzewska,
2019; Korczynski, 2014, pp. 27-29; Grzegorzewska, 2006, p. 18).

In the first half of the twentieth century, the term ‘stress’ was introduced by
physiologist Walter B. Cannon (Kocdr, 2019, p. 54), while the issue was popular-
ised by Hans Selye, who defined stress as ‘a nonspecific response of the body to
any demand placed upon it from the outside’ (Selye, 1977, p. 25; Oniszczenko,
1993, p. 8). Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman, in turn, argued that stress is
‘a particular relationship between the person and the environment that is appraised
by the person as taxing or exceeding their resources and endangering their well-
being’ (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19; Bernat & Krzyszkowska, 2017, p. 259; Wil-
czek-Ruzyczka & Kwak, 2022, p. 82). Both definitions emphasise that stress dis-
rupts human functioning, disturbing both physical and psychological homeostasis.

In the 1960s, empirical research on stress in the teaching profession began
in the United States and England. Significant contributions to this field were
made by Robert Louis Kahn and his collaborators, as well as English psycholo-
gists Chris Kyriacou and John Sutcliffe. In Poland, during the 1990s, the issue
attracted the interest of scholars such as Bogustawa Jodtowska, Stanistawa Tu-
cholska, Helena Sek, Hanna Rylke, Joanna Kossewska, and Joanna Klisz (Suska-
-Zakaszewska, 2025).

Kyriacou and Sutcliffe developed and presented their own model of teacher
stress. They defined teacher stress as ‘the generation of negative emotions
(such as anger or discouragement) in teachers, which are typically accompanied
by pathological biochemical and physiological changes in the body (elevated
heart rate, increased secretion of adrenocorticotropic and other hormones into
the bloodstream, raised blood pressure), resulting from their professional duties
and influenced by the perception of demands as threatening to their self-esteem
and well-being, as well as by coping mechanisms aimed at reducing perceived
threats’ (Kyriacou & Sutcliffe, 1978a, p. 159; Kyriacou & Sutcliffe, 1978b, p. 2;
Garbacik, 2018, p. 113; Tucholska, 1999, p. 52; Grzegorzewska, 2006, p. 54).
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There are multiple stress factors in the teaching profession. Mark Borg and
Richard J. Riding, through factor analysis, identified four fundamental sources
that may generate this phenomenon. The first factor consists of inappropriate
pupil behaviour, including noisiness, misconduct, impoliteness, inability to main-
tain discipline, large group sizes, and frequent instances of teachers covering for
absent colleagues. The second category is time pressure, which generates diffi-
culties such as insufficient time for an individual approach to pupils, poorly de-
signed teaching materials, a lack of teaching aids and tools facilitating work, and
the obligation to complete various administrative tasks. The third factor—poor
working conditions—is closely related to inadequate remuneration, low profes-
sional prestige, the need to cover for absent colleagues, and a lack of recognition
for well-performed work. The fourth and final factor concerns poor relationships
among colleagues, encompassing attitudes, relationships, and atmosphere
among teaching staff, pressure from preschool authorities and other educa-
tional bodies, as well as from parents or guardians (Borg & Riding, 1991; Tuchol-
ska, 2009, p. 100; Nowak, 2021; Dankiewicz, Cempel & Wasiewicz, 2024). Re-
search conducted by Stanistaw Korczynski indicates that the most common
stress factors among preschool teachers include time pressure, physical discom-
fort, and a sense of psychological overload from professional duties. Other iden-
tified sources include the perceived lack of rewards, difficulties in fulfilling di-
dactic and educational functions, a sense of insufficient support, and pupils’ be-
haviour. Moderate stress among preschool teachers is also triggered by feelings
of threat and responsibility at work, as well as conflict situations (Korczynski,
2018; Korczynski, 2017).

Continuous exposure to stress among teachers may lead to numerous neg-
ative consequences, both immediate and long-term. Immediate consequences
occur directly after exposure to a stressor and most often manifest as somatic
changes and emotional fluctuations lasting for a short period of time. Long-term
effects, on the other hand, result from prolonged exposure to a stress factor and
the lack of systematic mitigation (Zubrzycka-Maciag, 2013, pp. 71-72; Suska-Za-
kaszewska, 2025, p. 81). Moreover, regardless of duration, stress may cause
a range of physiological, psychological, and behavioural changes in educators
(Korczynski, 2014; Kwiatkowski, 2022).

The stress experienced by teachers often disrupts both their private and pro-
fessional lives; therefore, it is essential that they undertake preventive actions
and possess coping skills. Norman S. Endler and James D. A. Parker developed
three styles of coping with stress:

1) task-oriented coping — involves actions aimed at solving the encountered
difficulty through focusing on the task or planning various ways to resolve
the problem;
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2) emotion-oriented coping — consists of actions intended to reduce or mini-
mise emotional tension caused by the experienced stressor;

3) avoidance-oriented coping — is based on redirecting attention to other ac-
tivities, such as reading or listening to music, instead of focusing on the
stress factor (Endler & Parker, 1990; Szczygiet, 2020, p. 325).

Methodological assumptions of the author’s study

The subject of the research was the phenomenon of stress among preschool
teachers, and the aim was to identify stressors in the profession of preschool
teachers. The main research problem was formulated as follows: What is the
phenomenon of stress in the professional work of preschool teachers?’ The fol-
lowing specific research questions were posed:

1. How do preschool teachers define stress?

2. Do preschool teachers experience stress in their work, and how frequently?
3. What factors are the sources of stress among preschool teachers?

4. What coping methods do preschool teachers use to deal with stress?

The study was conducted using the diagnostic survey method and the ques-
tionnaire technique. Data were collected through an original questionnaire con-
sisting of closed, semi-open, and open-ended questions. The sample selection
was purposeful, and the inclusion criterion was the profession of a preschool
teacher. Participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous. It was carried
out in August and September 2025, online. The study sample comprised 52 pre-
school teachers from Zamos¢, of whom 73.1% worked in public institutions and
26.9% in non-public ones. The respondents were women aged between 24 and
60 years, with an average age of 41. The majority were married (76.9%), while
the remaining participants were single (11.5%), divorced (5.8%), in an informal
relationship (3.8%), or widowed (1.9%). The shortest period of professional ex-
perience among the respondents was two weeks, and the longest was 37 years,
with an average of 13 years. Among all respondents, 36.5% held the status of
appointed teacher, 32.7% were novice teachers, 25% were chartered teachers,
and 5.8% were contract teachers.

Results of the author’s study

Studies available in the literature indicate that preschool education teachers
are exposed to stress. Therefore, the respondents were asked whether they
considered their profession stressful and were then requested to justify their
answers. The results are presented in Tables 1 and 2.
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Table 1
Preschool teachers’ opinions on the stressfulness of their profession

Type of preschool
Occurrence of 3 - Total
Public Non-public
stress factors
n=38 % n=14 % N=52 %
Yes 35 92.1 13 92.9 48 92.3
No 3 7.9 1 7.1 4 7.7

Source: Own study

The data presented in Table 1 indicate that the surveyed preschool teach-
ers—regardless of the type of institution—perceive their profession as stressful.
As many as 92.3% of all respondents reported the presence of stress factors in
their everyday professional practice. The obtained results suggest that, irrespec-
tive of the organisational or legal form of the preschool, the sense of work-re-
lated stress is a common phenomenon within this professional group.

Table 2
Justifications for opinions on the stressfulness of the preschool teaching profession
Category N=48" %

High responsibility for children 21 43.8
Excessive workload and time pressure 14 29.2
Demands and pressure from parents 15 31.3
Demands and supervision from management/institution 9 18.8
Unfavourable working conditions and intensity of social interactions 11 22.9

*  Twenty-two responses were assigned to more than one category owing to their multifaceted
nature.
Source: Own study

The analysis of the respondents’ answers made it possible to distinguish five
main categories explaining the stress-inducing nature of the preschool teacher’s
profession (Table 2). According to 43.8% of the surveyed teachers, the profes-
sion is stressful because it involves a high level of responsibility for children. As
one respondent emphasised: ‘The teaching profession carries enormous re-
sponsibility for a large group of children. The teacher is responsible for every
moment a child spends in preschool; every action has its consequences.” The
second identified category concerns demands and pressure from parents—
31.3% of the surveyed women indicated this factor. Preschool educators de-
scribed it as the necessity to cope with high expectations, complaints, and com-
munication difficulties, for example: ‘Parents are demanding and entitled, and
often unwilling to cooperate.’ Slightly fewer respondents—29.2%—explained
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that the profession is stressful due to an excessive workload and time pressure
resulting from multitasking and numerous duties, both didactic and administra-
tive. The fourth category includes unfavourable working conditions and the in-
tensity of social interactions, such as noise, large groups of children, conflicts among
teaching staff, and an unfriendly workplace atmosphere—this argument was men-
tioned by 22.9% of preschool teachers. Meanwhile, 18.8% of respondents stated
that stress results from demands and supervision imposed by principals or educa-
tional authorities, as well as the frequently changing educational legislation.

Among all respondents, only 7.7% did not perceive their profession as stress-
ful, explaining that ‘if someone enjoys their job, why should they feel stressed?’
and ‘it is important to plan your working time properly.’

The preschool teachers were also asked how they defined stress. The analy-
sis of their responses shows that 59.6% of the participants defined stress as ‘a
natural reaction of the body to difficult or demanding situations, causing psy-
chological and physical tension.” In turn, 40.4% described it as ‘fear of failing to
fulfil assigned tasks, performing duties according to standards set by principals,
and a stomach ache from the anxiety of not being able to cope.’

The study also sought to determine the respondents’ subjective assessment
of the presence of stress in the professional work of preschool teachers (Table 3)
and its frequency (Table 4). The analysis allows for the identification of differ-
ences between employees of public and non-public institutions.

Table 3
Subjective assessment of the presence of stress at work

Type of preschool
Occurrence of _ - Total
Public Non-public
stress factors
n=38 % n=14 % N=52 %
Yes 30 78.9 11 78.6 41 78.8
No 8 21.1 3 21.4 11 21.2

Source: Own study

The data presented in Table 3 show that 78.8% of all surveyed preschool teach-
ers experience stress in their professional work, while nearly one in five respondents
(21.2%) declared that they do not experience this phenomenon. From these find-
ings, it can be inferred that the issue of stress concerns the vast majority of respond-
ents, regardless of the type of preschool in which they are employed.

As shown in Table 4, there are differences in the frequency of stress occur-
rence depending on the type of institution. Among teachers employed in public
preschools, 63.3% experienced stress several times a month, 16.7% once
a week, 13.3% rarely, and 6.7% daily. In contrast, 45.4% of teachers working in
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non-public preschools reported experiencing stress daily, 36.4% once a week,
and 18.2% several times a month. It is worth noting that none of the women
employed in non-public institutions indicated the ‘rarely’ option, which may sug-
gest that the type of institution influences the frequency of stress experienced.

Table 4
Frequency of stress experienced at work by teachers who report it

Type of preschool
. - Total
Frequency Public Non-public
n=30 % n=11 % N=41 %
Everyday 2 6.7 5 45.4 7 17.1
Once a week 5 16.7 4 36.4 9 22.0
Several times a month 19 63.3 2 18.2 21 51.2
Rarely 4 13.3 0 0.0 4 9.8

Source: Own study

To assess the intensity of selected stress symptomes, a six-point scale was used,
on which the respondents indicated the extent to which each symptom occurred
in them. The absence or very low severity of symptoms was indicated by scores of
0 and 1, moderate severity by scores of 2 and 3, and high or very high severity by
scores of 4 and 5. A summary of the findings is presented in Table 5.

Table 5
Severity of selected symptoms among preschool teachers (N=52)

Severity
Symptoms None or very low Moderate High or very high
N % N % N %
Headache 28 53.8 21 40.4 3 5.8
Fatigue 20 38.5 16 30.8 16 30.8
Insomnia 37 71.2 14 26.9 1 1.9
Loss of energy 23 44.2 21 40.4 8 15.4
Nervousness 27 51.9 16 30.8 9 17.3
Stomach disorders 40 76.9 10 19.2 2 3.8
Muscle pain 41 78.8 8 15.4 3 5.8
Discouragement 33 63.5 12 23.1 7 135
Irritability 31 59.6 15 28.8 6 11.5
Frustration 33 63.5 13 25.0 6 11.5
Other 45 86.5 4 7.7 3 5.8

Source: Own study
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Fatigue emerged as the most prevalent symptom, with 30.8% of respond-
ents experiencing it at a high or very high level, and a total of 61.6% of teachers
reporting this symptom to varying degrees. The second most intense symptom
was irritability (17.3%), followed by loss of energy (15.4%). Furthermore, psy-
chological symptoms clearly predominated over somatic ones. The six main psy-
chological symptoms affected, on average, 46.2% of respondents to varying ex-
tents, whereas somatic symptoms were reported by an average of 29.8% of
teachers. The following symptoms occurred at moderate, severe, or very severe
levels: 1.) psychological: fatigue (61.6%), loss of energy (55.8%), nervousness
(48.1%), irritability (40.3%), discouragement (36.6%), and frustration (36.5%); 2.) so-
matic: headache (46.2%), insomnia (28.8%), stomach disorders (23.0%), and
muscle pain (21.2%).

The causes of stress that preschool teachers believe occur in their profes-
sion are listed in Table 6.

Table 6
Stress factors in the work of preschool teachers

Type of preschool
Total
Stress factors Public Non-public
n=38 % n=14 % N=52 %
Poor work atmosphere 13 34.2 7 50.0 20 38.5
Excessive workload 22 57.9 10 71.4 32 61.5
Low salary 10 26.3 2 14.3 12 23.1
Parent-teacher meetings 6 15.8 4 28.6 10 19.2
Ir?adequate supervision by the prin- 1 26 3 214 4 77
cipal
Responsibility for children’s safety 22 57.9 7 50.0 29 55.8
Frequent changes in the curriculum 6 15.8 1 7.1 7 13.5
Children’s behaviour 12 31.6 2 14.3 14 26.9
Evaluation by children, parents, and 13 342 5 357 18 346
other teachers
CIassroom o.bservatlon by the 1 26 0 0.0 1 19
school principal
Classroom.observatlon by a men- 0 0.0 0 0,0 0 0,0
tor/supervisor
None 1 2.6 0 0.0 1 1.9

Source: Own study

As shown in Table 6, an excessive workload was the most frequently re-
ported source of stress, indicated by 61.5% of all respondents employed in pub-
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lic institutions (57.9%) and non-public institutions (71.4%). Responsibility for the
safety of the children was the second most significant cause, reported by 55.8%
of all respondents. The third most commonly cited factor was an unfavourable
work atmosphere (38.5%), which was more frequently emphasised by teachers
in non-public preschools (50.0%) than those in public ones (34.2%). Other rela-
tively prominent stress factors included evaluation by children, parents, and
other teachers (34.6%) and children’s behaviour (26.9%). Factors that the re-
spondents perceived as less significant included low salary (23.1%), parent-
teacher meetings (19.2%), and frequent changes in the curriculum (13.5%). In-
adequate supervision by the principal (7.7%) or classroom observations con-
ducted by the preschool principal (1.9%) were rarely mentioned. Interestingly,
none of the respondents indicated stress caused by classroom observations con-
ducted by a mentor or internship supervisor.

The impact of noise levels and working conditions in preschools on per-
ceived stress levels was also analyzed (Table 7), while respondents were asked
to justify their position (Table 8).

Table 7
Impact of noise levels and working conditions in preschools on perceived stress levels

Type of preschool
Occurrence of im- 3 - Total
Public Non-public
pact
n=38 % n=14 % N=52 %
Yes 31 81.6 13 92.9 44 84.6
No 7 18.4 1 7.1 8 15.4

Source: Own study

The data presented in Table 7 clearly indicate that noise levels and working
conditions in the preschool influence the occurrence of stress. As many as 84.6%
of all respondents confirmed that these factors contribute to stress. This ten-
dency was slightly more pronounced among employees of non-public pre-
schools (92.9%) than those in public institutions (81.6%). Only 15.4% of the par-
ticipants did not perceive a direct impact of these factors on their experienced
level of stress.

First, the answers of those women who indicated that noise levels and work-
ing conditions in preschool contribute to stress were analysed. The justifications
were categorised and are presented in Table 8. The dominant category (38.6%)
comprised explanations referring to psychological and somatic consequences.
Teachers described chronic fatigue, headaches, irritability, and nervous system
overload as direct effects of working in conditions of constant noise. One re-
spondent explained: ‘The nervous system is strained by noise. Our hearing de-
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teriorates. Sometimes it causes irritability and agitation.” Nearly one-third of the
responses (31.8%) concerned problems with concentration and related difficul-
ties in organising work. In this group, respondents emphasised distracted atten-
tion, disruption of duties, and loss of control over the course of activities. An
illustrative statement reads: ‘Noise often causes distraction, and when working
with young children, attention levels should be at their highest—one loses con-
trol over what is happening.” A further 20.5% of women highlighted sensory
overload. One participant noted: ‘After or during work with children, a person is
often overstimulated; this affects concentration, makes it difficult to focus on
duties, and leads to irritability.” The final category—institutional conditions and
care-related requirements—mainly refers to the sources of noise in the pre-
school and accounted for 15.9% of responses.

Table 8

Justifications for positions on the impact of noise and working conditions on stress occurrence
Category N=44" %

Sensory overload 9 20.5

Difficulties in concentration and work organisation 14 31.8

Psychological and somatic consequences 17 38.6

Institutional conditions and care-related requirements 7 15.9

* Three responses were assigned to more than one category owing to their multifaceted nature.
Source: Own study

Teachers who did not associate noise and working conditions with stress
(15.4%) explained their responses in terms of successful adaptation to noise (ha-
bituation), the ability to control noise (through influencing children), or neutral-
ity in evaluating noise (perceiving it as a natural phenomenon). Four responses
did not contain a justification or clearly referred to the stress-inducing aspect of
noise and were therefore not assigned to the main categories.

The rest of the study focused on stress coping methods (Table 9) and the organ-
ization of programs for coping with this phenomenon in the workplace (Table 10).

Respondents were asked an open-ended question regarding methods of
coping with stress at work. The answers obtained made it possible to identify
the most commonly used coping strategies, as illustrated in Table 9. One quarter
of the respondents manage stress through organising their work and maintain-
ing a positive attitude. An equal proportion indicated rest outside of work, re-
storative activities, and attending to personal needs by engaging in hobbies and
interests, such as reading, listening to music, dancing, or painting. Other fre-
quently mentioned stress-relief methods included physical activity and sports
(19.2%), as well as breathing and relaxation techniques (19.2%). Meanwhile,
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17.3% of teachers considered social support—from the principal, other teach-
ers, family, and friends—as a coping strategy. Slightly fewer—15.4%—used
quick self-regulation techniques (short-term strategies), such as counting, taking
a quick break, using an anti-stress gadget, leaving the classroom, or drinking
lemon balm tea. Only 7.7% of preschool teachers coped with stress by actively
engaging in work-related activities, for example: ‘I play with children and do with
them what they enjoy the most.” In contrast, 5.8% did not use any coping strat-
egies or felt powerless in managing stress.

Table 9
Stress coping methods (as perceived by respondents)
Category N=52" %

Physical activity and sports 10 19.2
Breathing and relaxation techniques 10 19.2
Social support 9 17.3
Work organization and a positive attitude 13 25.0
Relaxation outside of work, restorative activities, and self-care 13 25.0
Quick self-regulation techniques 8 15.4
Involvement in activities with children 4 7.7
Lack of strategies or a sense of helplessness 3 5.8

* Eighteen responses were assigned to more than one category owing to their multifaceted na-
ture.
Source: Own study

Table 10
Organisation of stress management programmes in the workplace

Type of preschool Total
isati ota
Organisation of Public Non-public
programmes
n=38 % n=14 % N=52 %
Yes 5 13.2 0 0.0 5 9.6
No 33 86.8 14 100.0 47 90.4

Source: Own study

As illustrated in Table 10, as many as 90.4% of preschool teachers—em-
ployed in both public and non-public institutions—emphasised that stress man-
agement programmes are not organised in their workplaces. Only a small pro-
portion of teachers in public preschools (9.6%) reported the implementation of
such programmes, which stands in stark contrast to the scale of occupational
stress in this professional group. No such initiatives were recorded in non-public
institutions. Respondents from public preschools (13.2%) noted the availability
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of training sessions and relaxation activities. Based on these findings, it can be
inferred that stress prevention in the work of preschool teachers remains a mar-
ginalised area.

Those respondents who reported participation in stress management pro-
grammes were asked to evaluate them. Three teachers highlighted the limited
number of such initiatives in their institutions, while two noted that they partic-
ipated willingly in those offered. At the same time, all respondents agreed that
additional forms of support for teachers in coping with stress are necessary.

Conclusions and recommendations

The aim of the study was to learn about the phenomenon of stress and its
determinants in the profession of a preschool teacher. Analysis of the results
obtained allows us to conclude that preschool teachers belong to a professional
group exposed to stress. The study has shown that the vast majority of respond-
ents (78.8%)—regardless of the type of institution—experience stress in their
work, and 92.3% perceive their profession as stressful. Among teachers in public
preschools, 63.3% most frequently experience stress several times a month,
whereas 45.4% of respondents employed in non-public preschools experience
stress daily, and 36.4% once a week. This indicates that teachers in non-public
institutions experience stress more frequently, which may result from the struc-
ture of the preschool, as well as differing working conditions and organisation.

The participants demonstrated theoretical knowledge of stress, incorporat-
ing elements of stimulus, physiological response, and person—environment
transactions, in line with the scientific theories of H. Selye and R. Lazarus and
S. Folkman. The study enabled the identification of systemic, intra-institutional,
and individual factors potentially generating stress. Respondents indicated that
the most frequent sources of stress are an excessive workload and significant
responsibility for the safety of children. Other identified stress factors included
an unfavourable work atmosphere, evaluation by children, parents, and other
teachers, and children’s behaviour. Additionally, 84.6% of preschool teachers
reported that noise and working conditions affect their perceived stress levels.
These factors produce negative psychological and somatic consequences, dis-
rupt concentration and work organisation, and contribute to sensory overload.

The study has found that respondents employ a variety of stress-coping
strategies. The most frequently used methods include organising work and
maintaining a positive attitude, rest outside of work, dedicating time to personal
interests, and attending to personal needs. Other strategies include physical ac-
tivity, breathing and relaxation techniques, social support, and quick self-regu-
lation techniques. Alarmingly, 90.4% of respondents indicated that stress man-
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agement programmes are not offered in their institutions, suggesting a lack of
institutional support. The results obtained are consistent with earlier Polish
studies: Stanistaw Korczyniski (2017; 2018), Ewa Smak (2018), Anna Klim-Klima-
szewska and Agata Fijatkowska-Mroczek (2015).

It is worth noting that this article has its limitations. One of them is the small
size and deliberate selection of the sample, which means that the results cannot
be generalized to the entire population of preschool teachers. Therefore, the
study group should be expanded to include other towns or provinces. Another
difficulty was recruiting respondents, which may have been due to the fact that
the research was conducted at the end of the summer vacation and the begin-
ning of the preschool year. Therefore, when conducting research, it is worth tak-
ing into account the intensity of teachers’ professional duties. Another limita-
tion was the lack of a control group. The presented results can be considered
preliminary, while the conclusions can be seen as a starting point for further
research.

The analysis of the collected data allows for the proposal of pedagogical im-
plications, the implementation of which could reduce both the severity and fre-
qguency of stress and prevent negative consequences. It is therefore recom-
mended to implement a series of training sessions and workshops, during which
preschool teachers could: (1) understand the mechanisms of stress; (2) build
networks of support and collaboration; and (3) acquire skills in distinguishing
between adaptive and pathological stress, recognising early symptoms in them-
selves and colleagues, organising time and tasks, and developing strategies to
cope with noise (for example, flexible management of children’s activities, in-
troduction of quiet sessions, creation of relaxation zones in classrooms, visual
signalling). It is also advisable to promote a healthy lifestyle, emphasising the
importance of maintaining emotional balance through active rest, relaxation
techniques, breathing exercises, and self-regulation. Other equally important
measures could include training in interpersonal communication and strength-
ening an organisational culture that fosters collaboration and minimises con-
flicts among staff. Furthermore, it would be beneficial to develop clear proce-
dures for emergency situations and introduce an insurance system protecting
preschool teachers from legal liability, as well as to implement architectural and
organisational solutions that minimise noise.
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Zjawisko stresu w pracy zawodowej nauczycieli wychowania
przedszkolnego

Streszczenie

W tekscie zaprezentowano wyniki badan wtasnych, ktérych celem byto poznanie zjawiska
stresu i jego uwarunkowan w profesji nauczycieli edukacji przedszkolnej. W badaniach ilosciowych
wykorzystano metode sondazu diagnostycznego i technike ankiety. Grupe badang stanowity nau-
czycielki wychowania przedszkolnego z placéwek publicznych i niepublicznych. Wyniki badan wy-
kazaty, ze respondentki uwazajg swoj zawdd za stresujacy ze wzgledu na duzg odpowiedzialnosé
za wychowankdw, wymagania i presje ze strony rodzicow oraz nadmiar obowigzkdw zawodowych.
Zdecydowana wiekszos$¢ kobiet, niezaleznie od rodzaju przedszkola, doswiadcza powyzszego zja-
wiska. Badanie pozwolito na identyfikacje uwarunkowan stresu, tj. systemowych, wewnatrzinsty-
tucjonalnych oraz indywidualnych. Ankietowane, by zredukowaé czynniki stresogenne, stosujg
rézne metody zaradcze.

Stowa kluczowe: stres, nauczyciel edukacji przedszkolnej, czynniki stresogenne, radzenie sobie
ze stresem.
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Career Success in the Perception of Early Childhood
Education Studies Graduates

Abstract

In this article, we present the original study focused on the perception of professional success
among graduates of the Preschool and Early Childhood Education at the Faculty of Pedagogy, Uni-
versity of Warsaw. The authors focused on a group of the graduates who, in the initial interview,
declared that they felt professionally fulfilled — which was a key criterion for the selection of par-
ticipants. Most of the respondents were active primary school teachers, but there were also some
university teachers. The aim of the study was to analyse the perception of professional success
among the Faculty graduates and to analyse the factors that support the process of achieving such
success. The results clearly indicate that success is perceived by teachers not only through the
perspective of professional achievement, but is also considered in the context of work-life balance —
a full sense of fulfilment must encompass both spheres. In addition, those interviewed emphasise
the significant role of support from family and loved ones as an important foundation for their
professional journey. The article contributes a valuable voice to the discussion on subjective di-
mensions of career success among graduates of Preschool and Early Childhood Education studies.

Keywords: career success, graduates, career, teacher, job.

Interest in career success, its definitions and the factors that influence suc-
cess is constantly increasing. The reasons for this could be found in the changing
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role of employment in the competitive labour market. On the one hand, the
problem of work-life balance is widely discussed in contemporary social science
(Susanto, Hoque, Jannat, Emely, Zona, Islam 2022; Gounder, Govender 2018;
Rahim, lbrahim, Sabapathy, Loganathan, Jusoh, Ahmad, Elshaikh, Osman 2018;
Haar, Russo, Sufie, Ollier-Malaterre 2014). On the other hand, a high standard
of living, which is propagated in the media, is closely linked to the level of income
and time-consuming professional commitment. Beliefs about career success
play a key role in shaping both job and life satisfaction. When individuals have
clear personal criteria for their career achievements, they are more likely to ex-
perience professional fulfillment and a stronger sense of overall well-being. This
approach not only adds to their subjective assessment of career satisfaction, but
also contributes to a broader appreciation of life satisfaction.

Professional success is defined as: “producing effective and tangible results
through the skills and competencies in the area of one’s professional identity”
(Aburumman, Barhem 2020). This definition emphasises the measurable impact
and skills required for the task. A successful career is when the person is able to
build a social network to collaborate, find and capitalize on opportunities, knows
how to build self-confidence and strives to develop their skills (Judge, Van Vi-
anen, De Pater, 2004).

There are studies on objective and subjective career success (Aburumman,
Barhem 2020; Paleczek, Bergner, Rybnicek, 2018; Abele, Spurk 2009; Ng, Eby,
Sorensen, Feldman 2005) and what distinguishes them are their determinants.
The first type of factors is quite easy to extract (e.g. education and skills devel-
opment, proactive personality, long-term employment, etc.). Objective career
success is defined by verifiable achievements such as salary, promotions and
professional status, which have long been considered markers of career success
in many societies (Gu, Su, 2016; Heslin, 2005).

Research suggests that the idea of success combines objective measures of
performance i.e. productivity and subjective measures like job satisfaction, self-
evaluation of achievement and self-efficacy as a personal element of success
(Nazar 2013, as cited in Skoryk, Grystyk, 2020). It is impossible to be successful
without believing that one’s own abilities are sufficient to achieve personal goals
(Bandura 1991; Pekala 2022). The basis of subjective belief in career success is
“the experience of achieving goals that are personally meaningful to the individ-
ual, rather than those imposed by parents, peers, an organisation, or society”
(Mirvis, Hall, 1994, p. 366). This conviction can lead to an experience of satisfac-
tion and fulfilment at work and further increase work motivation. Career fulfil-
ment can occur when the person identifies strongly with a goal, and such a sense
of meaning is an element that cannot be built from the outside (Oliveira Silva,
Barreiros Porto, Arnold, 2019). These categories refer to personal values and the
element that unites both subjective and objective professional success is the
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goal, even if its origin and perception are different in both cases. Greater atten-
tion should be paid to different views and personal perceptions when discussing
criteria for career success, rather than using simply standardised one-size-fits-
all measures (Mayrhofer, Briscoe, Hall, Dickmann, Dries, Dysvik, 2016).

The decision to focus on this particular research group (graduates of Primary
Education studies at the Faculty of Education of the University of Warsaw) stems
from both the needs of the labour market and the social significance of this pro-
fession. In Poland, the teaching profession is steadily losing its appeal: increas-
ingly fewer young people are choosing to study education, and the number of
unfilled teaching positions is growing every year. At the start of the 2025/26
school year the Ministry of Education reported 12.7 thousand vacancies for
teachers listed in regional superintendent databases, with the largest share of
these offers concerning preschool teachers®. At the same time, the teachers’
union (ZNP) estimated the true number of missing teachers at around 20 thou-
sand, as schools cover gaps with overtime and retirees?. The capital city of War-
saw consistently registers advertisements for teaching positions, particularly in
preschools and grades 1-3 of primary school.

From a societal perspective, the stakes are very high. Research consistently
demonstrates that the quality of teacher—child interactions in the early years is
the single most important determinant of children’s developmental and educa-
tional outcomes, with long-term benefits for both individuals and the economy
(Bostic, Schock, Jeon, Buettner, 2003; Lang, Tebben, Luckey, Hurns, Fox, Ford,
Ansari, Pasque, 2024; Melasalmi, Hurme, Ruokonen, 2022). Therefore, acknowl-
edging and strengthening the professional success of early childhood teachers
is not only a matter of individual well-being but also a question of public interest.

Graduates of the Early Childhood Education programme at the University of
Warsaw are a particularly relevant group to study. The Faculty of Education is
one of the largest academic centres preparing teachers for work with the young-
est children in Poland, and its graduates are a significant source of new entrants
into the Warsaw labour market, where demand is greatest. Investigating how
these graduates define and pursue career success provides insights into how the
profession can be made more attractive and sustainable at a time when recruit-
ment and retention are critical challenges. It is therefore crucial for researchers
and workplaces to understand what success criteria employees themselves con-
sider important, as these personal reference points drive their productivity, ea-
gerness to work and job satisfaction (Weston, Cardador, Hill, Schwaba, Lodi-
Smith, Whitbourne, 2021; Erdogan, Bauer, Truxillo, Mansfield, 2012).

1 https://www.bankier.pl/wiadomosc/Brakuje-ponad-20-tys-nauczycieli-Bez-nadgodzin-sie-nie-
obejdzie-8991191.html

2 https://samorzad.pap.pl/kategoria/edukacja/w-polsce-brakuje-okolo-20-tys-nauczycieli-jak-
szkoly-radza-sobie-z-wakatami
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The study

For the purposes of this text, the authors designed and conducted an origi-
nal empirical, qualitative research. The study was conducted in the first half of
2024. The authors set the goal of exploring the perception of professional suc-
cess in the study group. Participants were selected using purposive sampling to
study a homogeneous group and to assure the consistency of the studied per-
spectives (Ahmad, Wilkins, 2025). Graduates of Preschool and Early Childhood
Education (pl: Edukacja Przedszkolna i Wczesnoszkolna®) at the Faculty of Edu-
cation, University of Warsaw, were invited to participate in the study.

The following main research questions were asked in this study:

1. How do the participants perceive professional success?
What are the elements that promote and hinder professional success?
3. Which experiences and elements of the knowledge and skills gained in the

Early Childhood Education programme can contribute to the professional

success of graduates?

N

Data collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews which were con-
ducted through the Zoom platform (Elnahla, Neilson, 2022). Each interview was
recorded with prior consent from the participant. Once a transcription of the
interview was prepared, its recording was deleted.

Sample

The survey consists of 13 interviews with graduates of the major Preschool
and Early School Education. Participants in the study were between 29 and 65
years of age. Each study participant was asked the question: “Do you feel that
you have achieved professional success?” Only those graduates who answered
this question affirmatively were invited to participate in the study. Due to the
need to reach people who declared that they had achieved professional success,
the selection of the sample was purposeful.

3 The name Edukacja Przedszkolna i Wczesnoszkolna used in this article refers to the type of
specialisation relating to the education received by all graduates. Since 1972/1973, when the
first students began their education in this specialisation, the name of this specialisation has
changed many times.
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Data analysis

In the data analysis, the Thematic Analysis (TA) method was used to analyse
the content of the interviews. The study used the above method to describe the
theme of career success in education as perceived by the people interviewed in
a detailed and divergent way. This allowed the researchers to identify what ca-
reer success is in the perception of the respondents and to select the main
themes emerging from the interviews.

Data from the interviews was analysed based on the following stages:

1. Detailed familiarisation with the data: close and repeated reading of the
transcriptions of the interviews.

2. Coding: identification of labels indicating relevant elements that can be
linked to the research findings.

3. Creation of initial threads: based on analysis of previous labels to identify
potential themes.

4. Reviewing the threads: to further understand whether they support a con-
vincing interpretation of the data, answering the research question.

5. Defining and naming the threads: developing and naming each thread.

6. Writing: to describe the results obtained and referring to the existing litera-

ture (Braun, Clarke, 2012; 2019).

Research

To understand what contributes to professional success among Preschool
and Early Childhood Education graduates is fundamentally important for both
current students and teachers in the field. While the existing literature often
focuses on students’ perspective and quality of the programmes, or teachers’
insights on their everyday work, the personal perspectives of graduates who
self-identify as having achieved professional success are not often explored
(Lumsed, Musgrave, 2023; Egert, Dederer, Fukkink, 2020; Kouser, Akhter, 2020;
Silberfeld, Mitchell, 2018; Moloney, 2010).

Through interviews, the respondents share their experiences, reflections
and key factors that they believe contributed to their success. Highlighting their
statements, in the following section of the article the authors present the results
of their research in an attempt to capture the essence of achieving occupational
success. The results aim to provide an insight into the milestones that provide a
closer look at success from the perspective of those who have achieved it.
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When can we talk about success — research perspective

When it comes to defining professional success, most respondents associ-
ated this concept with achieving goals. One of the interviewees described them-
selves as a person who sets and reviews these goals:

For me, it is not important that someone tells me that | have achieved professional suc-
cess, but that | feel it.

It seems that people who achieve professional success have strong positive
feelings towards it. Many of the interviewees reported satisfaction, joy and even
a sense of pleasure in connection with their work. What triggers these feelings?
The belief that they fulfil their obligations at the highest level, which in turn mo-
tivates them to work even harder:

| know that | am doing my job well. | am happy about it, | would like to get even better,
[do] even more.

Another subjective element mentioned by the graduates is the sense of
achievement, which is often associated with the concept of professional suc-
cess, as both are related to self-esteem and independence. The latter compo-
nent was also mentioned by our participants as an indispensable prerequisite
for professional success. While the interviewees appreciated the support of peo-
ple from their family environment or professionals, many of them pointed out
that their own efforts, their courage to take risks and the introduction of new
solutions are the most important success factors.

One of the interviewed teachers defined the conceptual category analysed
as follows:

(Success is) the feeling that | am contributing something, giving myself to others, making

a positive impact.

The desire to share one’s time and skills with others seems to be a deep,
inner motivation in educational work. What links this response to the second,
qguoted below, is an awareness of the intended and unintended effects of inter-
acting with other people:

My first professional success was that of a friend who performed physical work in a kin-

dergarten, started her education under the influence of talking to me and became an
inspector after a few years.

Although the interviewee worked with children, she considers the promo-
tion of her colleague, to which she contributed, as her greatest professional suc-
cess.

External, objective indicators of success included appreciation from the stu-
dents’ parents and, regardless of the current job, subsequent career advance-
ment. Another common element mentioned by respondents were changes their
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pedagogical activities had led to. The nature of these changes might be various,
as the following statements show:

Changes that | have been able to introduce in the educational field based on research
findings.

When children don’t cry [after successful adaptation], they want to come to kindergar-
ten.

Participants’ approach to the changes differs by profession, just as the way
they define their own success. Researchers mention the defence of their disser-
tation, publications and participation in scientific projects. Early childhood edu-
cation teachers associate their professional success to the progress of the chil-
dren (e.g. passing exams) as well as to the sympathy and trust of the students:

The children come to me, even if they are no longer in my class. They hug me and tell
me what’s going on in their lives.

Keys to professional growth

When asked about the actions that interviewees have taken to succeed pro-
fessionally, the development of their skills, especially through studies (in the
field of broadly understood education) and courses were indicated the most fre-
quently. Among the training courses, they mentioned the Veronica Sherborn
Method course, Nonviolent Communication (NVC). Actions related to looking
for and choosing a job were also pointed out. However, “the right” job is defined
differently by the respondents. One of them said that he felt comfortable in the
place where he could contribute his ideas, while the other teacher claimed:

| was looking for a kindergarten where the values that were important to me were pre-
sent every day, not only in theory but also in practice.

Other activities mentioned by the respondents were related to gaining ex-
perience at work and even drawing conclusions from their own mistakes or fail-
ures. One of the participants said that she did not manage to get her dream job,
two others spoke of difficulties working with children (problems with discipline,
accidents with pupils). Failed lectures or lessons were also mentioned, which
paradoxically contributed to improving the quality of work and were therefore
steps on the road to professional success.

An interesting category in the context of professional success is the ability
to combine different areas of life and work. The authors of the following article
have categorised them into three groups, as respondents talked about:

— the ability to combine teaching and academic work at the university,
— the compatibility of organisational and pedagogical tasks at school,
— their life-work balance skills.
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The graduates thus recognise how important it is for professional success to
take care of yourself, manage your time, but also being aware of your own limi-
tations. This has been emphasised a few times, i.e.:

| know that | am not the superwoman who can help everyone. | can exhaust myself in

this way; | also have to look after my mental wellbeing [...] And that’s also very important
in my job, not to burn like this candle.

Awareness of the professional burnout and the fact that the interviewee is
trying to protect themselves from is clearly apparent in the above statement.

Factors promoting career success

The most frequently mentioned internal factors that have influenced the
professional success of the research participants were motivation, persistence
and determination in pursuing a career and overcoming obstacles. These ele-
ments seem to be indispensable in achieving goals and getting to a place that
would satisfy ambitious graduates of the Faculty.

Although participants claimed that they are the main people responsible for
their own success, they also recognise the role and help of others. They listed
the principals of schools and kindergartens where they work, the professors who
have taught them or with whom they currently work.

The external would definitely be the principal, and | had a principal here when | came to
school who was also such an authority for me.

Some refer to colleagues whose successes have motivated them to seek ca-
reer advancement. Those mentioned above could have a direct impact on taking
up and pursuing a specific path in a professional career. Others named family
members — a spouse or/and children. Survey participants indicated that family
members gave them the support and strength to work and achieve their goals.

Certainly also the support of the family, well | wouldn’t be able to carry out all these
activities if it wasn’t for my husband, for example, staying with the children during my
trips, so it’s certainly a very important external factor that this is an opening.

It appears that success is firmly rooted in third-party support. Whether it is
the beginning of a professional journey, or in the course of obtaining successive
degrees of professional promotion, it is the support of other people that matters.

Factors hindering career success

It is quite interesting to notice that the element that facilitated professional
success for some of the research participants, was the same thing that hindered
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it for others. And that specific factor is family. Starting a family and having chil-
dren entails shifting at least some of one’s energy from professional duties to
domestic responsibilities.

Definitely having children in terms of... absolutely | wouldn’t change that, but it’s if you're
talking about career success, well it’s definitely a hindrance of some kind.

Some of the interviewees mentioned that it was a challenge not to have
many practical skills at the beginning of their work. Such skill deficits can cer-
tainly delay success, although on the other hand they are understandable and
certainly accompany almost every person starting a career.

Some of those interviewed named covid-19 pandemic as a factor that dis-
rupted their professional success. During lockdowns teachers were facing
a whole new reality. They had to face the challenge of remote teaching, often
left without support from the school or the governing body. They themselves,
at an extremely fast pace, had to work out how to teach remotely. This was par-
ticula