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Attitudes of Preschool Teachers Towards

the Importance of Developing Competences

in Natural Sciences in Working With Children
of the Preschool Age

Extended summary

In the modern society of science and technology, scientific literacy is seen as one of the
key educational competencies. However, research shows that young people’s interest in natural
sciences is very low, that the average achievement of the fifteen-year-olds in the field of natural
sciences in Serbia is significantly lower compared to the OECD average, but also that signifi-
cantly higher results in the field of natural sciences are achieved by students of the fourth grade
in Serbia who were included in the preschool education program. Supporting the development
of scientific literacy in early childhood can greatly contribute to building a positive attitude of
children towards science, and there are certainly good grounds for this because in no other pe-
riod of life is curiosity as intense as in childhood. With appropriate support, this natural curios-
ity and need to explore the world can become the basis for introducing children to elementary
research procedures and building a scientific worldview. In this, the role that preschool teach-
ers play is of great importance, which is linked to their attitude towards natural sciences and
the development of scientific competencies. The preschool teacher is expected to have a posi-
tive attitude towards natural sciences, elementary knowledge in the field of natural sciences, to
support children’s interest in natural sciences and world exploration and create a stimulating
environment for research.

The paper presents the results of the research aimed at examining the relationship of the
preschool teachers towards natural sciences and the development of the scientific competen-
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cies of preschool children - how they assess their interest in natural sciences and their knowl-
edge in the field of natural sciences, how they assess children’s interest in the phenomena in the
field of natural sciences and what they see as the greatest contribution of the situations during
which they explore together with the children the phenomena they study in natural sciences.
A descriptive method was used, with surveying as a research technique. The preschool teach-
ers attitudes were examined using a survey questionnaire with open and closed questions, and
the research included 149 teachers employed in kindergartens in the territory of the Republic
of Serbia. The results of the research show that preschool teachers in Serbia have a positive at-
titude towards natural sciences and the development of scientific literacy. As many as 83.2%
of the surveyed teachers are interested in the phenomena studied in natural sciences, 87.9% of
them believe that they have satisfactory knowledge in the field of natural sciences, and 88.6%
believe that starting research with children on natural phenomena requires their prior knowl-
edge of these phenomena. These results confirm the attitudes that indicate the connection and
mutual conditioning of the teachers’ assessment of the possession of elementary knowledge
about natural phenomena and their relationship to natural sciences. The preschool teachers
working in the countryside (M=3.90) and the preschool teachers working in Belgrade (3.88)
estimated children’s interest in the phenomena they study in natural sciences, on a scale of 1
to 5, slightly higher than the preschool teachers working in a small town (M=3.58). Almost
two-thirds of teachers believe that there is a connection between children’s interest in natural
phenomena and children’s age, i.e., that older children, in comparison to younger children, are
more interested in natural phenomena. The majority of the preschool teachers (84.6%) believe
that there is no connection between children’s interest in natural phenomena and children’s
gender. Slightly more than a half of the preschool teachers (55.0%) believe that there is no con-
nection between children’s interest in natural phenomena and the level of education and the
occupation of parents, but they state that the way parents spend their free time with their chil-
dren can be important.

However, the results of the research also indicate that the majority of the preschool
teachers opt for topics that are not temporally and contextually close to children and that do
not provide an opportunity for direct research, as well as that a very small percentage of pre-
school teachers allows children to check their initial theories through direct research in which
they see themselves as children’s partners in research and not as providers of the ready-made
knowledge. Preschool teachers believe that the greatest contribution of the situations in which
children explore natural phenomena is the fact that they enable children to enjoy themselves
and have fun (M=4.78), and the smallest contribution is perceived in developing children’ in-
terest in science or professions close to natural sciences (M=4.11 ). The preschool teachers who
work in the countryside or in Belgrade, compared to those who work in a smaller city, attach
statistically significantly greater importance to all segments of the development of scientific lit-
eracy. This indicates that extreme situations, such as a direct contact with nature and a spatial
distance from nature, result in the perception of a greater significance in the situations during
which natural phenomena are investigated.

The development of transversal competencies was not sufficiently recognized neither in
the preschool education curricula, nor in the curricula of the initial preschool teacher educa-




tion. Such circumstances left a mark on the attitude of the preschool teachers towards research-
ing natural phenomena with children - for them it represents something exciting and interest-
ing for children to research, and not a basis for the development of scientific competencies,
critical thinking, and dispositions for learning. It would be important to examine in some new
research whether the new curricular conception of the Years of Ascension will lead to transfor-
mations in the attitude of the preschool teachers towards the development of scientific compe-
tencies. In all of this, the programs of initial education and professional development of pre-
school teachers which can provide a strong support in facing the challenges that await them are
of great importance.

Keywords: key educational competencies, competencies in natural sciences, scientific
literacy, preschool children
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