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Abstract 

 and teaching, and analyses their realisation 
proceeding from the principles of child-centred pedagogy. The aim of the article is to clarify which learning and 
teaching related values primary school teachers most appreciate. The study involved 357 primary school teachers 

and teaching. The study showed that primary school teachers rely in their work mainly on learning and teaching 
related values prescribed by the National Curriculum and apply principles of child-centred pedagogy.   
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1. Introduction and theoretical background 

1.1. Introduction 

ral norms through various 
subjects and the activity of the whole school. The new national curricula for general education schools 
adopted in Estonia in 2011 (National Curriculum of Basic School, 2011) gives in the first school years 
priority to getting to know oneself, acquiring good manners, and to the development of a class into a 
collective appreciating fairness, honesty, consideration, tolerance, dignity, respect for oneself and others. 
Although in the Estonian system of education pupils learning at Estonian and Russian basic schools share 
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the same national curriculum, the results of the PISA study (PISA, 2006) revealed Russian medium 

different preparation of teachers, adjustment difficulties related to Estonia regaining independence, etc. 
Notwithstanding the language of instruction, the new curricula firmly focus on the principle of 
sustainability in education, which supports the development of learning skills and values and motivates 
participation in public life. 

The international teacher study Teaching and Learning International Survey - TALIS (TALIS, 2009) 
compared the views on learning and teaching of teachers from different countries. These views are 
c

views in two: traditional, which means that 
structured way; and constructivist, which reflect the belief that learners are not passive receivers of 
knowledge but active participants in knowledge creation. Constructivist approach puts the main emphasis 
on the development of thinking and understanding causality. The survey revealed that Estonian teachers 
strongly believe in constructivist approach, but do not contrast it to the traditional beliefs. 

Teachers have an increasingly broader profile; they are required to have increasingly more 

a combination of mental, social and physical environments surrounding learners, in which the learners 

learners, carries the basic values of the curriculum and the spirit of the school, and develops and 
maintains the traditions of the region and the school community.  The following aims guided this study: 
 to find out about the values dominating in the daily work of primary school teachers of Estonian and 

Russian medium schools related to learning and teaching at primary level; 
 to what extent these views carry the principles recognised in modern educational innovation.  

1.2. Social constructivist principles in educational process 

The theoretical framework of this article relies on the social constructivist principles of managing the 
educational process. This means that the learning process should be designed so that it would help 
teachers realise what beliefs and values they follow in their daily work while transferring subject-specific 
knowledge, and what their views on teaching and learning are. Awareness of the principles of social 
constructivism and sustainable education, and considering these principles from the first stages of 

for lifelong learning. At the same time, while pursuing the objectives of the curriculum, it is important to 
take into account cultural traditions, beliefs, values and attitudes characteristic of the given society. The 
social constructivist approach to learning sets teachers the task to stimulate, encourage, challenge and 
counsel learners while guiding them towards critical thinking, analysing what they learn and creating 

 

prior knowledge and beliefs are determined in order to ensure the continuity/coherence of the process 
(Vygotsky, 1981; Pianta et al., 1999; Butterworth & Harris, 2002; Petriwskyj et al., 2005; Krull, 2008). 
Teachers have to follow the principle of the zone of proximal development, devising their work plan 

individuality and maximum application of their self-realisation and individual abilities (Vygotsky, 1981; 
Fisher, 1998; McLean, 2006).  

According to the social constructivist principles, both the pupil and the teacher are learners and the 
coping of learners 
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to value pupils with different abilities and personality. The aim is to achieve the development of an active 
and cooperative personality characterised by the ability to make meaningful choices and take 
responsibility for their implementation. It is necessary on a daily basis to create learning situations where 
through making sense of their experience learners develop their system of attitudes and values that guides 
their perception and choices and through that allows them to behave responsibly. At younger school age it 

inferiority (Erikson, 1968). Therefore, teachers have an especially responsible role in giving feedback to 
 

1.3. The ideas of child- centred pedagogy 

A representative of progressive pedagogy (Käis, 1946; Dewey, 1963; Hytönen et al., 2003) advocated 
and developed the ideas of child-centred pedagogy, realising that a child is an active, exploring and 
inquisitive creature whose experience enriched by knowledge and skills needs to be developed. We may 
claim that one of the goals of value-
natural unhindered growth and development, learning through experience, play, self-expression and moral 
education. 

iousness: the learner links the new 
content with his or her prior knowledge and experience, and is able to notice, understand and reassess 
these links. It means that the learner feels the need to understand his or her situation and make sense of it 
(Vygotsky, 1981; Krull, 2008; Daniels, 2008; Ruus, et al., 2008; Maaranen, 2009). Vygotsky (1981) 
claimed that only the connections provided by personal experience are effective. Even when children 
begin school, an important role belongs to play and other activities, in the process of which children 
analyse and synthesise, compare and generalise, and see the integrity and interaction of various processes. 

Through giving children time to make sense of the world primarily by using their perception, activity 
and emotions, the necessary motivational orientation as well as experience and knowledge are created for 
a qualitative leap of independent thinking in their first years of school (Brigman et al., 1999). Even more 
important is the resulting development of the sense of self  positive self-
intrinsic exuberance and interest in learning, allowing them painlessly compensate for the possible 
backlog of knowledge caused by slower progress in the following stages of development. At primary 
school 
participation in the learning process are far more important than subject-specific outcomes.   

Some teachers avoid cooperation between primary school children on the grounds of likely problems 
with discipline, and a large amount of time spent and dubious efficacy. However, it should be realised 

between children can be and should be consciously trusted and practised from the very beginning 
(Bracken, Fischel, 2007; Kukk, 2010).   

The advantage primary school teachers enjoy is that they see children and their development as a 
whole through various subjects and everyday social interaction. The emphasis really is on managing the 
class and at the same time teaching several subjects in the same class. Close daily contact with their 

-participant in the 

teacher curriculum aims to train teachers who do not teach just individual subjects, but in the first place 
pupils with different backgrounds and 
development are connected to the formation of their values and character. For this reason, the joint 
activity of primary school teachers and pupils works through the prism of ethical values. Primary school 
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microclimate in the classroom that reduces social tensions and inequality while valuing individuality, 
social sympathy and involvement of all children. 

and what we want our children to become. All these aspects together define how children are considered 
to learn and this in turn determines what experience and what information is made available for children. 
Education that is geared towards sustainability and lifelong learning has to support the development of 
learning skills, principles and values as well as motivation to participate in public life, the precondition of 
which are performance skills (knowledge, choices and resolve). This means systematic approach to 
dealing with internal objectives of people (Fullan, 2005; Jickling & Wals, 2008).  

2.  Method 

2.1. Procedure and sample 

In o dagogical beliefs a national survey of teachers was carried out in 
Estonia in 2010-2011, in which beside teachers of various subjects also 357 primary school teachers from 
Estonian and Russian medium schools of different regions of Estonia participated. The sample included 
249 primary school teachers from Estonian medium schools and 108 from Russian medium schools. This 

 are 
most clearly expressed. The implemented questionnaire included 30 learning and teaching related 
questions, rated by the teachers on a 5-point Likert-type scale (Completely disagree) 1..2..3..4..5 
(Completely agree). 

2.2. The structure of the analysis 

As the result of content analysis, the statements were divided into five groups: 

Learning-related statements (6 statements)  pupils are interested in new knowledge;  coping with a 
; ss is central to their learning; 

while playing children gain new knowledge and experience and learn imperceptibly; I use examination 
and experimentation in the learning process;  I favour creative solving of learning tasks. 

Teaching-related statements (7 statements)  
characteristics; ; while teaching I rely 
on specific objectives of the curriculum; I associate learning with the surrounding physical environment; I 

; -to-learn skills; I guide 
pupils towards using a variety of information and communication tools in learning.  

Environment-related statements (6 statements)  I create a learning environment in which all children 
feel important and equal; teacher-child relationship is the main factor that shapes the learning 
environment; in my lessons there is a safe and cooperative atmosphere; routine and the traditional daily 
schedule support the daily learning; ; in my 
school there is a good scaffolding system for . 

Cooperation-related statements (6 statements)  I have successfully involved parents in the life of the 
class; the parents of my class give me good advice in learning and teaching questions; I appreciate the 
feedback from appraisals; ; 
organisations support my professional activity; primary school teachers have too many extracurricular 
responsibilities. 
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 (5 statements)  
development; activities; 
right course of action; I practise and inspire students to reach common agreements and decisions; my 
pupils have learned to help and support each other. 

ng and teaching related values, aggregate characteristics or 
summary factors were created, whereas factor scores were calculated by the means method. Means and 
standard deviations of respective factors for Estonian and Russian teachers were calculated separately and 
significant differences between the responses of Estonian and Russian teachers were checked with 
ANOVA. 

and Russian medium schools, weighted means were used (the higher the mean, the more valued 
respective statement was).  

3. Results 

Below we will give an overview of the learning and teaching related values in the ratings of primary 
school teachers of Estonian and Russian medium schools. 

3.1. The learning and teaching at primary school level 

Table 1. The learning and teaching at primary school level 

The structure of the statements Language of 
instruction 

M 
SD 

N 
ANOVA 

F p 

Learning-related statements Estonian 4.3922 .35621 249 
.263 .608 

Russian 4.3698 .42708 107 

Teaching-related statements Estonian 4.3617 .38836 249 
16.026 .000 

Russian 4.5403 .37983 107 

Environment-related statements Estonian 4.1027 .40758 249 
3.586 .059 

Russian 4.1903 .38338 107 

Cooperation-related statements Estonian 3.7110 .50569 249 
11.123 .001 

Russian 3.9112 .54959 107 

personality development  

Estonian 4.3886 .35684 249 

2.113 .147 
Russian 4.3255 .41919 108 

Note: Teachers of Estonian medium schools: N = 249 and teachers of Russian medium schools: N = 108,  p < 0.05 

 
Table 1 shows that there are similarities as well as differences in the ratings given to statements about 

learning and teaching related values by primary school teachers of Estonian and Russian medium schools. 

personality. Differences that are more significant occur in the ratings related to teaching (p< 0.001) and 
cooperation (p< 0.001). 

An analysis of the mean ratings given to individual statements reveals statements that have been rated 
highest and lowest by primary school teachers. 
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3.2. The highest and lowest rated values 

Table 2. The highest rated values.  

Top values of teachers of Estonian basic schools M  Top values of teachers of Russian basic schools M 

1. Learning-to-learn skills 4.64 1. Creative solution of learning tasks 4.73 

2. Creative solution of learning tasks 4.62 2. Learning-to-learn skills 4.73 

3. Reaching common agreements and decisions 4.62 3. Reaching common agreements and decisions 4.55 

4. Familiarity with extracurricular hobby activities 4.50 4. Safe and cooperative atmosphere 4.52 

5. Safe and cooperative atmosphere 4.47 5. Familiarity with extracurricular hobby activities 4.37 

 
The shortlist of the highest rated values demonstrates that the teachers of both Estonian and Russian 

medium schools attach value to similar statements, putting to the fore values that create a basis for 
general learning and cooperation skills. 

 

Table 3. The lowest rated values. 

The lowest values of teachers of Estonian basic schools M  The lowest values of teachers of Russian 
basic schools M 

1.  3.03 1. Supporting role of routine and 
traditions 3.35 

2. Supporting role of routine and traditions             3.53 2. Importance of examination and 
experimentation 3.96 

3. Importance of examination and experimentation 3.83 3.  3.96 

4. Relying on the curriculum objectives    3.94 4.  4.03 

5. Taking  4.20 5. Differentiating teaching 4.26 

 
There are overlaps and differences between the lowest rated values. It is characteristic of both 

contingents that they rate lower the role of routine and traditions in the learning process as well as the 
importance of examination and experimentation. The differences reveal that the teachers of Estonian 
medium schools rate the support received from parents in solving educational problems weaker than the 
teachers of Russian medium schools.  

To sum up the values of educational process based on the ratings given by the teachers, the highest 
. These groups include 

values that teachers are able to implement in their daily educational work. Values related to learning 

general. 

4. Discussion and conclusions 

This article focuses on the design of educational work arising from the social constructivist paradigm 
and implemented through child-centred pedagogy. The key person in this process is the teacher whose 
role is to inspire, encourage, challenge and counsel. An empirical study ascertained how primary school 
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teachers of both Estonian and Russian medium schools of Estonia assessed 30 statements concerning 
learning and teaching, which were divided into five groups depending on their content. 

According to the objectives of the new national curriculum, in the first years of school it is extremely 
important to develop a positive attitude towards school attendance and learning, shape self-expression 
skills and courage, and acquire basic interaction and cooperation skills. 

The study revealed that among views related to learning and teaching, teachers attach high value to 
those that concern the acquisition of leaning-to-learn skills and creative solution of learning tasks. These 
views have been supported by several researchers who have emphasised the importance of shaping 
learning skills and habits in the first years of study using creative and playful techniques (Bracken &  
Fischel, 2007). Less value was attached to the importance of examination and experimentation in the 
process of learning, which is considered extremely important by constructivist approach (Daniels, 2008; 
Hare, 2006), but is not yet sufficiently implemented by the teachers due to the intensive curriculum and 
lack of necessary skills. Surprisingly, the teachers also rated lower statements concerning the reliance on 
the curriculum and differentiated teaching. This result is thought provoking, because if teachers do not 
rely on the curriculum, what do they rely on? 

Among environment-related values most significance is attached to safe and cooperative atmosphere 
while the role of routine and traditions is not viewed as especially important. The international survey 
TALIS (TALIS, 2009) also reveals that Estonian teachers highly appreciate quiet classroom and 
discipline in their lessons, which are essentially related to the established traditions and routine. However, 
because the rapid changes taking place in the educational life of Estonia encourage teachers to look for 
more innovative child-centred approaches, some of the teachers may view routine and traditions as signs 
of the Soviet school system. 

Among cooperation-
extracurricular hobby activities, but at the same time they do not always receive sufficient support from 
the parents in their daily educational work. These are usually situations where the parents of children with 
learning and behavioural problems for various reasons are not able to cooperate with the teacher. The 
same point of view has been confirmed by some other studies conducted in Estonia (Krull, 2008; Ruus et 
al., 2008; Kukk, 2010). 

(the means of all statements were 
above 4.0 points). The teachers considered most important to encourage children to reach common 
agreements and decisions, to which several other researchers also give much weight (Dewey, 1963; 
McLean, 2006). Somewhat 
the right course of action.  

The research results allow us to claim that primary school teachers are characterised by social 
constructivist approach to learning and teaching, which they implement according to the principles of 
child-centred approach. Teachers recognise the complex effect of educational process on the development 

environment. In the renewed educational system of Estonia the views of primary school teachers of 
Estonian and Russian medium schools are generally more similar than different. This may be explained 
by the fact that the National Curriculum for Basic Schools is the same for all schools and the teacher 
training is based on the same principles in Estonia. 
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