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1. Introduction
Early childhood education and care (ECEC) is increasingly acknowledged 
for its significant impact on a child’s cognitive, language, educational and 
social development in both the short and long term (Melhuish et al., 2015). 
The child’s ECEC experience largely depends on the knowledge, skills, and 
practices of early childhood educators1, thus highly qualified staff is vital in 
the ECEC settings as this supports the use of appropriate pedagogical ap-
proaches, creating stimulating learning environments and providing good 
care and support (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019). How-
ever, simply having a certain level of initial education is not enough to en-
sure high-quality ECEC. 

According to the European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice (2019), one 
way to high-quality ECEC is through an integrated ECEC system (from 
birth to the start of primary education). They characterized four core qual-
ity dimensions, which include: (i) settings (unitary or separate); (ii) author-
ities (single or dual); (iii) highly qualified staff throughout the entire ECEC 
phase (minimum ISCED level 6); and (iv) education guidelines applying 
for all settings. This categorization places European countries on a con-
tinuum ranging from integrated to split systems (five groups in total), de-
pending on the level of system and policy integration in their ECEC system. 
1	 In this study, the terms “ECEC/early childhood/preschool/kindergarten/pre-prima-

ry teachers/staff/practitioners/educators”, are used interchangeably.
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The institutional context is of great importance for young children, par-
ticularly since they spend a significant amount of time in ECEC settings, 
making the settings a vital source of stability and attachment. As already 
mentioned, centre-based provision can be organized in two types of set-
tings: unitary or separate. In separate systems children (usually at the age 
of 3) transition from one type of setting to another, with a focus on child-
care for younger children and an orientation towards educational goals 
for older children. Moving from one type of setting to another also often 
means a change in group format/size, different staff, new rules and differ-
ent types of activities. A period of adaptation is therefore essential for chil-
dren. Unitary systems, on the other hand, integrate care and education for 
the whole age range, up until the start of primary education, with no transi-
tions between settings (Bertram & Pascal, 2016). Although unitary settings 
are more balanced, most European countries have predominantly separate 
ECEC settings (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019). The de-
gree of integration suggests that children have quite different early learning 
experiences, as they face different ECEC environments across the EU. On 
the premise of this, Eraut (1994) also states that the significance of profes-
sional knowledge acquisition is not only determined by the type of knowl-
edge but also by the context in which it is acquired and the educational eco-
system in which teachers have their professional development experiences. 
Furthermore, authors (Urban et al., 2011) claim that only a combination of 
initial and ongoing professional development allows practitioners to effec-
tively carry out their professional responsibilities. 

ECEC staff’s continuing professional development (CPD) is being giv-
en increasing importance in countries throughout the world (Oberhuem-
er, 2013), as it is associated with many desirable outcomes. CPD promotes 
structural quality, high-quality provision (Slot et al., 2015) and pedagogical 
quality (Jensen & Rasmussen, 2016) as teachers acquire new skills and im-
prove their educational practices (European Commission/EACEA/Eury-
dice, 2019; Oberhuemer et al., 2010; Urban et al., 2011). By promoting an 
individual’s confidence and self-efficacy, CPD enhances reliance and sup-
ports the motivation to gain further professional knowledge (Fonsén & 
Ukkonen-Mikkola, 2019). In addition, professional development can cre-
ate optimism and may help empower practitioners to fulfil their capaci-
ty to contribute to society (Fonsén & Ukkonen-Mikkola, 2019) and was 
also shown to have positive effects on children (i.e., socio-emotional skills; 
Jensen & Rasmussen, 2016). 
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Although continuous professional development (CPD) is available in 
most European countries, there is still a lack of consensus on its defini-
tion (Buysse et al., 2009). In this study, we adopted the definition from the 
Eurydice Report (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019) which 
describes CPD as formal in-service training that enables ECEC staff to ex-
pand, develop and update their knowledge, skills and attitudes throughout 
their career and in some cases, may also lead to additional qualifications. 
It can include subject-based and pedagogical training and can be provided 
in the form of courses, seminars, peer observation, and support from prac-
titioner networks. Studies show that the effectiveness of CPD programmes 
in ECEC settings can vary significantly and is reliant on how well they are 
integrated into the ECEC centre's practice and their focus on critical reflec-
tion regarding practitioners' practices (Eurofound, 2015; Mitchell & Cubey, 
2003). The most effective CPD interventions are those that are locally tai-
lored, as well as incorporate practitioners' aspirations, skills, knowledge, 
and understanding. These interventions should be embedded in a coherent 
pedagogical framework or curriculum that is grounded in research. More-
over, they should actively involve practitioners in improving educational 
practice and provide mentorship or coaching and should aim to increase 
awareness of practitioners' own thinking, actions, and influence, as well as 
support inclusive educational practices for diverse children and families 
(Mitchell & Cubey, 2003; Molinuevo & Ahrendt, 2015).

According to European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice (2019), man-
datory CPD for core practitioners working with younger children is only 
required in a quarter of the education systems in the EU, and for core prac-
titioners working with older children, it is less than half. For assistants, 
mandatory CPD is very rare, as there are only three European education 
systems where all assistants must undertake CPD. For countries in the EU 
where there is a minimum requirement for CPD for core practitioners, the 
duration of CPD can range from 5 hours (Montenegro; 24 hours over 5 
years) to 90 hours (Romania) per year. Meanwhile, for assistants, the mini-
mum time can range from 3 hours (France; 2 days over 5 years) to 40 hours 
(Luxembourg) per year. In other education systems in the EU, CPD is seen 
as a professional duty (without a minimum amount of time being speci-
fied) or is considered optional. While this does not imply a lack of CPD op-
portunities for ECEC staff, there may be fewer chances or fewer incentives 
to participate.
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CPD programmes are organised in a variety of ways, covering a mul-
titude of topics and delivered by a variety of (public or private) institutions. 
Many CPD programmes still use the frontal teaching format (i.e., semi-
nars) for delivering generalised knowledge and information, while others 
focus on social, intellectual and practical involvement (Gregoriadis et al., 
2018). There is also an increase in innovative approaches to CPD, which can 
potentially enhance teachers’ learning (e.g., coaching, mentoring, counsel-
ling and supervision, collegiality and co-learning; e-learning or blended 
learning approaches; research-based initiatives, conferences, networking, 
excursions, reflexivity; Baumeister & Grieser, 2011; Urban et al., 2011; Von-
ta & Jager, 2017; Zaslow et al., 2010). Due to great differences in education 
systems, initial professional qualifications and specific roles of practition-
ers within early childhood services, the CPD providers also vary between 
countries. Frequently, primary providers of CPD include national institutes 
affiliated with the Ministry of Education, universities and higher education 
institutions, non-profit and private organizations, research centres, region-
al centres of local authorities, as well as freelance consultants and trainers 
(OECD, 2001; Vonta & Jager, 2017; Bove & Cescato, 2017; Oberhuemer & 
Schreyer, 2017). Furthermore, CPD content most often listed in studies gen-
erally focuses on theoretical and practical knowledge related to childreń s 
development, appropriate pedagogical approaches, and creating stimulat-
ing learning environments. This includes guidelines on providing quali-
ty care and support, examples of good practices, and alternative practic-
es. However, the specific content of CPD programs can vary based on the 
ECEC system of the country, perceived needs, providers of CPD, and inter-
nal resources. For example, topics such as computer literacy and inclusive 
educational practices for diverse children and families may be included de-
pending on the country (Bove & Cescato, 2017; European Commission/EA-
CEA/Eurydice, 2019; Vonta & Jager, 2017).

On this note, it is necessary to mention that ECEC proves to be most 
beneficial for disadvantaged children, such as those belonging to low so-
cio-economic and migrant backgrounds, as well as those with special needs 
or disabilities, including autism spectrum disorders (Drabble, 2013), which 
we will focus on in this article. Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is char-
acterized by impairment in social interaction, communication or the use 
of verbal and non-verbal language, and a stereotyped, restricted or repeti-
tive pattern of behaviour, interests and activities (Fuentes et al., 2012). It is 
a complex lifelong disability that usually appears in childhood. ASD can 
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be detected and diagnosed accurately even before the age of two (Zwaigen-
baum et al., 2015) and should be followed by early intervention (Pijl et al., 
2018). ECEC professionals play a crucial role in supporting children with 
special needs (by interacting with them, observing their development, and 
providing individual support). As these children may come from diverse 
backgrounds and have varying abilities, ECEC staff may require special 
training to work with them. Such training is usually obtained through spe-
cific courses included in their initial education or CPD programs. Initial 
education in most European countries incorporates specific training to 
equip ECEC staff to work with children with additional needs. However, 
while some countries require all ECEC staff to undergo this training (0-6 
years; e.g., Slovenia), others mandate it only for those preparing to work 
with older children (3-6 years; e.g., Slovakia). Similarly, in 16 education-
al systems, CPD programmes specifically designed for staff dealing with 
disadvantaged children are recommended but more often for those work-
ing with older children. In some countries, specialists such as physiologists 
may assist preschool teachers (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/
Eurostat, 2014).

The present study contributes to the existing research by examining 
the continuous professional development of preschool teachers in five EU 
countries with varying levels of system and policy integration, ranging 
from integrated (Slovenia) to split (Italy). Additionally, it expands on the 
understanding of the competencies attained during initial training and in 
CPD concerning special and inclusive education, specifically in the area of 
working with children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders.

2.	 Methodology

2.1 Data sources
Our study compares five countries included in the NEMO project: Slove-
nia, Sweden, Spain, Cyprus, and Italy. This enabled us to provide detailed 
descriptions and additional elaborations through the partnership exper-
tise, as well as ease potential language barriers. The countries have different 
ECEC settings (separate and unitary ECEC systems), ensuring a compre-
hensive comparison, as outlined in Table 5. The study focused on collect-
ing data on mainstream public and private ECEC (only centre/school-
based) provisions within the regulatory framework during the 2019/2020 
school year, relying on official documents issued and recognized by central 
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or top-level authorities. The study also attempted to provide representative 
information on regional regulations in countries where regions or com-
munities have competence in most ECEC areas (i.e., for Spain: Comuni-
tat Valencia and Castilla y Leon). In cases where certain ECEC areas were 
not covered by central or top-level regulations or recommendations, docu-
mented information on the most common practices was provided.

2.2 Instrument
We prepared the questionnaire (Vidmar et al., 2020) specifically designed 
to support the aims of the project. The NEMO questionnaire consisted of 
an introduction, explanatory notes for the partners, and questions in an 
open-answer format. The themes addressed in the questionnaire mainly 
focused on the curricula for the ECEC staff. We inquired about the main 
ECEC setting(s), staff categories, required education level and the curricu-
la in the core staff initial training. Lastly, questions concerned the contin-
uing professional development, specifically, we asked them about the: (i) 
status of CPD for the ECEC staff; (ii) types of CPD available; (iii) CPD pro-
vider/s; and (iv) specific training for children with special education needs 
(i.e., ASD). 

2.3 Procedure
The NEMO questionnaire was distributed to one partner representative per 
country, with a four-month deadline. The questionnaire was sent in Word 
format via email to allow for unrestricted answers without the limitations 
imposed by character limits common in online surveys. Additional clarifi-
cations were provided via email as needed. Answers were analysed by two 
researchers from Slovenia and Italy. 

3. Results
We present the results in two sections. First, we present the background in-
formation from the participating countries. Second, we provide data about 
CPD in the selected countries, with an additional focus on ASD-focused 
CPD. The great majority of the data provided presents the answers from ex-
perts completing the NEMO questionnaire, while certain additions and ex-
planatory notes are drawn from the Eurydice report (European Commis-
sion/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019).
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3.1 Background information
In this section, we present the level of system and policy integration in 
ECEC in the selected countries, the initial education requirements for the 
core staff (preschool teachers) included in ECEC, and more specifically, the 
knowledge about special and inclusive education that the core staff gained 
in their initial training.

3.1.1 Participating countrieś  levels of system and policy 
integration in ECEC

Our study includes countries from across the whole quality continuum 
(covering the five possible levels), with one country per category/level (see 
Table 5). Our analysis encompasses a range of settings, including a uni-
tary setting (Slovenia), a unitary setting with a pre-primary class (Swe-
den), and two countries with a combination of separate and unitary set-
tings (Spain, Italy – unitary setting not yet fully implemented). Cyprus 
has a separate setting but the groups are divided by the responsible au-
thority rather than by age. In almost all the selected countries, ECEC sys-
tems have a staff category of assistants with qualifications ranging from 
ISCED 3 to ISCED 5. However, higher qualifications are required for core 
practitioners - most core practitioners must obtain a BA degree in pre-
school education (ISCED 6). In Italy, individuals working with older chil-
dren must have an ISCED 7 education. Slovenia, Cyprus, and Italy require 
core staff to have completed ISCED level 6, while in Spain this is only re-
quired for staff working with older children, and in Sweden, there are no 
legal requirements (instead this is regulated at the setting level - one staff 
member in the setting is required to have ISCED 6 in preschool educa-
tion). Three countries (Slovenia, Sweden, and Spain) have established ed-
ucational guidelines for the entire preschool phase, while in the EU, it is 
more common for educational guidelines to be implemented in settings 
that serve children above three years old rather than those below three 
years old (as seen in Cyprus and Italy).
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Table 5: Participating countrieś  level of system and policy integration

Country Slove-
nia Sweden Spain Cyprus Italy

Degree 
of system  
and policy 

 integration

Integra-
ted

Somew-
hat inte-
grated

Mid-way Somewhat 
split

Somewhat split 
since 2019/2020 
(previously Split)

Setting  
structure Unitary Unitary Unitary + Separate Separate

Separate (Unitary 
– not yet fully im-
plemented) *

Authorities
Level  

& jurisdiction

Single:
Mini-
stry, 
educa-
tion

Single:
Ministry, 
education

< 3 years:
Administrations of 
the Autonomous 
Communities,
education 
> 3 years:
Ministry + Admini-
strations of the Au-
tonomous Commu-
nities,
education

< 4;8 years:
Ministry, 
social affairs
> 3 years:
Ministry, 
education

< 3 years:
Regional admini-
strations, educati-
on or social affairs
> 3 years:
Ministry, 
education

Staff  
qualifications 
requirements

ISCED 
6

No mi-
nimum 
require-
ments
(one tea-
cher per 
setting 
with 
ISCED 6)

< 3 years: ISCED 5
> 3 years: ISCED 6 ISCED 6

< 3 years:
ISCED 6 in laws 
from 2019/2020 
(previously unre-
gulated)
> 3 years:
ISCED 7

Education  
guidelines

1 – 6 
years 1 – 6 years  0 – 6 years

 > 3 years > 3 years

Notes: ISCED- International Standard Classification of Education; * Italy introduced “integrated 
ECEC 0–6” with law no. 107 (Decreto Legislativo n. 107, 2015), however, ECEC services in Italy 
currently remain for the most part represented by a split system; the table was prepared based on the 
expert responses to the NEMO questionnaire and data from European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice (2019).

3.1.2. Initial training of core practitioners in the topics of special 
and inclusive education

The initial education requirements (mainly ISCED 6; ISCED 5 for the Ad-
vanced technicians in preschool education in Spain and ISCED 7 for Kin-
dergarten teachers in Italy), the titles of the training programmes and sub-
jects covering Special and inclusive education in the initial education for 
the core staff in the ECEC in the selected countries can be seen in Table 6. 
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Table 6: Subjects addressing Special and inclusive education in the curriculum for the initial 
education for the core staff in centre-based settings in the selected countries

Country
Core practitioner

& Required  
qualification

Title of the pro-
gramme

Subject covering Special 
 and inclusive education

Slovenia
Vzgojiteljica (Preschool te-
acher), ISCED 6

Preschool edu-
cation

Special pedagogy

Sweden
Förskollärare (Preschool 
teacher), ISCED 6

Preschool tea-
cher training 
programme

Special Education

E: The aesthetic expression of children's cultu-
re; Specialization in special education - Prescho-
ol Teacher Program

Spain

Técnico Superior en Edu-
cación Infantil (Advan-
ced technician in preschool 
education), ISCED 5

Training cycle: 
High degree in 
Child Education

Intervention with families and care for minors 
at social risk

Grado en Maestro de Edu-
cación Infantil (School tea-
cher of pre-primary educa-
tion), ISCED 6

B.A. in Educati-
on, speciality in 
Child Education

Curriculum and inclusive early childhood edu-
cation; Developmental disorders; Early attention; 
Educational responses to specific needs; Innova-
tion in the inclusive school; Language and com-
munication disorders; Language and communi-
cation in the bilingual classroom; Prevention of 
learning difficulties

Cyprus
Nipiagogos (Kindergarten 
teacher), ISCED 6

Early Child-
hood Educati-
on/Pre-primary 
school teaching 
/ Pre-Primary 
Education

Special and Inclusive Education

E: Intercultural Education; Differentiation in In-
clusive Education

Italy

Educatore Professiona-
le (Nursery educator), 
ISCED 6

Educational Sci-
ences

Laboratory in the field of teaching and speci-
al education

E: Education of migration; Intercultural educa-
tion; Special education; Intercultural education; 
Didactic disciplines for the integration of the di-
sabled- Hygiene; Ecological approach on inclusi-
ve education and social inclusion

Maestra (Kindergarten tea-
cher), ISCED 7

Primary Educati-
on Sciences

Special educational workshop for inclusion; Spe-
cial education for inclusion; Psychology of di-
sability and integration; Laboratory of psycho-
logy of disability and integration; Intercultural 
education; Workshop of intercultural education; 
Design of educational paths; Teachings for the 
reception of disabled students: Hygiene; Develo-
pmental psychopathology

Notes: Core practitioners are presented in the national language, followed by an English translation; 
E-elective subject; The curricula from the following institutions were analysed: Slovenia – 
University of Maribor, Sweden – Stockholm University, Spain - Ministry of Education / White 
Book, Cyprus – European University Cyprus, Italy - University of Bologna; the table was prepared 
based on the expert responses to the NEMO questionnaire
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The comparison of the main components of the initial programs for core 
practitioners in the chosen countries indicates that the curricula of pre-pri-
mary teacher training programs are quite similar, covering comparable 
topics, and generally including practical training (as discussed further in 
Vidmar & Veldin, 2022). Although some topics, such as Special and inclu-
sive education (see Table 6), are covered in all study programs, there are sig-
nificant differences in how they are approached. The differences can be ob-
served in the number of subjects that are included in the topic (from 1 to 9), 
the number of them that are elective (0 to 6), and how many are compulso-
ry (1 to 9). The majority of the programmes have only one compulsory sub-
ject addressing Special and inclusive education (5 of our 7). The exceptions 
are the programme for School teachers of pre-primary education in Spain 
(8 compulsory subjects) and the programme for Kindergarten teachers in 
Italy (9 compulsory subjects). Furthermore, there are many initial train-
ing programmes, that do not include any additional elective courses on the 
topic (a programme from Slovenia, both programmes from Spain, and the 
programme for Kindergarten teachers from Italy). Despite addressing spe-
cial and inclusive education, none of the selected countries explicitly men-
tion ASD in their initial education for core staff curricula.

3.2 Continuous professional development (CPD) in five EU 
countries

In this section, we provide a comparison of the main characteristics of the 
CPD in each country. We conclude the results with specifics about CPD re-
lated to Special educational needs (SEN) with a focus on autism spectrum 
disorders (ASD).

3.2.1 Main characteristics of continuing professional development 
(CPD) for ECEC staff in selected countries

The main characteristic of CPD (i.e., the status of CPD, the minimum num-
ber of hours per year, different types of training, management of CPD and 
main CPD providers) in the selected countries are presented in Table 7. As 
it is evident from the information provided, in Slovenia, and partially in 
Cyprus and Italy, CPD is a mandatory requirement. The Ministries in Cy-
prus and Italy had made CPD mandatory only for teachers in kindergar-
tens for children aged 3-6 years. In Sweden, although CPD is not formally 
required, it is often expected as part of professional duties. In Spain, CPD is 
not compulsory, but it is necessary to earn an additional salary. Also, pre-
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school teachers who hold a Bachelor's degree must participate in job-spe-
cific training during their first year of work. In Slovenia, the decision to 
choose a CPD program is generally left to the individual preschool teach-
er. In Sweden, it is the employer's responsibility to provide CPD, and em-
ployees are required to attend employer-approved courses. In Italy, teachers 
can choose courses freely as long as they are offered by accredited bodies.

The minimum number of hours of CPD per year required for pre-
school teachers varies significantly between countries. Slovenia requires 40 
hours (5 days) per year, while Sweden does not have any legal requirements. 
Spain has specific CPD during the first year, followed by a minimum of 100 
hours every six years (approx. 17 hours per year). In Cyprus, educators must 
undergo CPD with a minimum of 10 hours per year (in systems with old-
er children). Italy has different requirements for different systems: 20 hours 
for educators and 40 hours for pedagogical coordinators in the 0-3 and 0-6 
integrated systems, and 50 hours for each permanent preschool teacher in 
the 3-6 system. 

Public institutions such as universities and institutes are the prima-
ry providers of CPD in all countries, with private training providers be-
ing less common. There are several different types of professional devel-
opment opportunities available to preschool teachers in the participating 
countries; ranging from training programs, conferences, and workshops 
to online courses, collegial learning, educational experimentation, etc. (see 
more in Table 7). The content, duration, and methods of CPD vary.

Table 7: The main characteristic of CPD for ECEC staff in the selected countries

Country Slovenia Sweden Spain Cyprus Italy

Status Mandatory* Professional duty
Optional (Ne-
cessary for 
promotion) **

Mandato-
ry (3-6 ye-
ars)

Mandatory (3-6 
years)

Minimum 
number of 
hours per 

year

40 hours per 
year/120 hours in 
three years

The number of 
hours varies de-
pending on the 
course the tea-
cher decides to 
take

Specific CPD 
during the 
1st year di-
rectly in the 
workplace + 
divided over 
6 years with 
a minimum 
of 100 hours 
every six ye-
ars.

10 hours 
per year

20 hours for 
Educators and 
40 hours for Pe-
dagogical Co-
ordinators (0-3 
system and the 
0-6 integrated)
50 hours for 
each permanent 
preschool tea-
cher



r a z iskova n je v v zgoj i i n i zobr a ž e va n j u: digi ta l i z aci ja v zgoje i n i zobr a ž e va n ja . . .

122

Country Slovenia Sweden Spain Cyprus Italy

Types of 
training

Professional tra-
ining programs, 
thematic con-
ferences, extra-
ordinary pro-
grams, projects

Online courses, 
webinars, collegi-
al learning thro-
ugh study circles, 
conferences

Courses, se-
minars, wor-
king groups,
training pro-
jects, confe-
rences

Work-
shops, e-le-
arning 
courses, in-
tervention 
programs

In-person and 
distance lear-
ning, educatio-
nal experimen-
tation, personal 
and collegial 
study

Manage-
ment

Selected and 
approved by the 
Ministry of Edu-
cation, Science 
and Sport

the National 
Education Agen-
cy and the Swe-
dish School In-
spectorate

The Regional 
Government, 
the Spani-
sh Ministry 
of Education, 
and the Uni-
versity

The Mi-
nistry of 
Education 
and Cul-
ture

3-6 system at a 
national level 
(The Ministry of 
Education);
0-3 and 0-6 inte-
grated systems at 
the regional level

Providers

Public universi-
ties, schools, 
kindergartens, 
Educational Re-
search Institute, 
National Insti-
tute of Educati-
on and Institute 
for the Deaf and 
Hard of Hearing, 
private compani-
es, individuals

University and 
government 
agencies (Na-
tional Educati-
on Agency, Scho-
ol Authority for 
Special Educati-
on), Associations 
and Cooperati-
ves (Professional 
Union of Tea-
chers)

Training 
Centres, Tea-
chers and Re-
source Cen-
tres

European 
University 
of Cyprus, 
Nicosia, 
Frederick, 
the Cyprus 
Pedagogi-
cal Insti-
tute

SOFIA platform 
(valid for tea-
chers working 
with 3-10-year-
-olds), Associati-
ons, private tra-
ining providers

Notes:  *Also applies for assistants; ** Applies for most of the Autonomous Communities; the table 
was prepared based on the expert responses to the NEMO questionnaire.

The majority of CPD is managed at the national level (i.e., Ministries 
for Education), while regional levels of governance take over parts of CPD. 
For example, Spain delivers CPD courses through Training Centres that 
are funded on a local and national level (i.e., the Regional Government, the 
Spanish Ministry of Education, and the University). In Italy, CPD for the 
0-3 years and 0-6 integrated system is managed at the regional level, while 
the Ministry of Education sets guidelines for the 3-6 years system CPD at 
the national level. The Board of Teachers (Collegio dei Docenti) creates spe-
cific training proposals within the Three-Year Plan of the Educational Of-
fer. Similarly, in Slovenia, the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport 
(MESS) determines the priority themes and fields of CPD each year and is-
sues a public call for proposals and co-financing of CPD. Following the call, 
various private and public institutions propose and develop CPD programs 
that are then approved by the MESS. Moreover, in Sweden, CPD courses 
can be tailored to meet specific municipal needs and facilitated through the 
use of qualified educational staff and available resources.
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3.2.2. Specific CPD training related to ASD
In various countries, educators in ECEC are supported by official docu-
ments and guidelines for working with SEN children, or more specifical-
ly, ASD. In Slovenia, educators in ECEC are guided by the Kindergarten 
Curriculum (1999) and additional guidelines in the Instructions regard-
ing the Kindergarten Curriculum with adapted implementation and addi-
tional professional support for SEN children (2003) and associated Supple-
ment for working with ASD children (2016). In Sweden, inclusive education 
teaching materials and courses for kindergarten are provided by the School 
Authority for Special Education. In Spain, the selected ASD interventions 
are supported by official documents such as the Child Education Teach-
ing Specialties, Child Education staff in private schools (both national doc-
uments), and Child Education staff in the first cycle (regional document). 
In Italy, the national management for ASD is guided by the Guidelines for 
autism proposed in Law 134/2015 (Ddl Autismo; GU Serie Generale n.199, 
2015, which focuses on inclusion, early diagnosis, and individualized treat-
ment based on scientific evidence.

Examples of training programmes/courses and ASD-specific CPD pro-
viders in the selected countries are presented in Table 8. In Slovenia, vari-
ous training programs are available for working with children with special 
educational needs, including some that specifically focus on ASD (see Table 
8). In Sweden, there is no course specifically focused on teaching and car-
ing for children with ASD in preschool, however, the SPSM (the National 
Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools) offers support and con-
sultations for the development of knowledge and practice in special needs 
issues, while new stricter requirements for competencies related to neu-
ropsychiatric difficulties/conditions in schools and preschools are expect-
ed to be in place from July 2021 (Regeringskansliet, 2020). In Spain, CPD 
training focused on ASD is carried out with interventions based on the 
Denver Model and other early intervention approaches. In Cyprus, CPD 
related to ASD comprises master's and postgraduate courses at universi-
ties, seminars, and workshops that may focus on ASD-specific approaches 
like ABA or more general topics related to special and inclusive education 
with ASD references. Finally, in Italy, they have a training course for teach-
ers specializing in support, special approaches (e.g., TEACCH) and cours-
es which are limited to specific regions. Same as the general CPD providers 
(see Table 7), ASD-specific providers also consist of both public institutions 
(e.g. Universities, Teacher training centres) as well as private entities (e.g., 
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NGOs, representatives of particular approaches). Furthermore, the signif-
icance of EU-funded projects in providing training on ASD is also high-
lighted by NEMO experts.

Table 8: Training programs and ASD-specific CPD providers in the selected countries

Country Examples of Training programs/courses Examples of ASD-specific CPD providers

Slovenia

Catalogue of CPD in education for the 
school year 2019/2020:
•	 Educational Strategies and Challen-

ging Learning Environment for Chil-
dren and Adolescents with ASD;

•	 Child and Adolescent with ASD, Stru-
ctured Learning as a Method of Su-
ccess in Teaching Children with ASD;

•	 Working with Pre-schoolers with 
ASD.

Universities, National Education Insti-
tute Slovenia; Kindergartens, NGOs (e.g., 
Zveza za avtizem Slovenije, Eng. Autism 
Association of Slovenia), Institute for the 
deaf and hearing-impaired in Ljublja-
na; EU and other funded project activities 
(e.g. ETTECEC)

Sweden
No course specifically focused on tea-
ching and caring for children with ASD 
in preschool.

Special Education School Authority, Uni-
versities, National Agency for Special Ne-
eds Education and Schools, NGOs, in-
terest organizations, training centres 
(Attention Utbildning AB), organizati-
ons belonging to the health system (Ha-
bilitering och hälsa, Eng. Habilitation & 
Health), The Autism and Asperger Asso-
ciation 

Spain

•	 Interventions based on Early Interven-
tion in ASD (Denver Model, the Im-
PACT project);

•	 Structured Teaching in ASD;
•	 Bullying Prevention in ASD;
•	 Digital Supports for Students with 

ASD;
•	 Alternative and Augmentative Com-

munication Systems in ASD.

Teacher training centres from the De-
partment of Education of the regional go-
vernment, private organisations (private 
training centres, family societies and pri-
vate foundations)

Cyprus

•	 Master and postgraduate university 
programs (elective courses);

•	 Seminars and workshops (short, one-
-day or longer, up to 5 days) specific to 
ASD (e.g., special approaches such as 
ABA, TEACCH, PECS) and more ge-
nerally on special and inclusive edu-
cation that may include references to 
ASD.

Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports 
and Youth, the Cyprus Pedagogical In-
stitute, Private companies (e.g., Autism 
Famagusta Support), representatives of 
particular approaches (e.g., Pyramid Edu-
cational Consultants representing PECS), 
NGOs (e.g., parent associations), EU and 
other funded project activities (ESIPP 
Project)
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Country Examples of Training programs/courses Examples of ASD-specific CPD providers

Italy

A course for teachers specializing in 
support (e.g., Child Neuropsychiatry, In-
tegrated Models of Psychoeducational In-
terventions for Intellectual Disabilities 
and Generalized Developmental Disor-
ders, Pedagogy and Special Education of 
Intellectual Disabilities and Generalized 
Developmental Disorders);
Special methods: TEACCH, ABA, LEAP, 
UCLA, Denver Model;
Courses limited to a specific region (0-6 
years old) (e.g., PEP-3, Profilo Psicoeduca-
tivo-Terza Edizione, Eng. Psychoeducati-
onal Profile-Third Edition).

Associations and Organizations (e.g., An-
ffas Associazione Nazionale, Training and 
Courses | Dalla Luna Association - Profe-
ssionals for Autism)

Notes: The table was prepared based on the expert responses to the NEMO questionnaire.

4. Discussion
Quality ECEC plays a vital role in a child's development and success. How-
ever, it takes more than just an excellent initial education of teachers to 
provide quality ECEC. Concise management, set educational guidelines, 
and type of settings also matter, as these differences result in different early 
learning experiences for children across the EU. Even more, teachers need 
to have opportunities for professional development throughout their ca-
reers, as they cannot rely solely on the knowledge gained in their initial 
studies due to new challenges, needs and findings constantly emerging in 
their field. In the current study, we examined the continuing profession-
al development (CPD) of preschool teachers in five EU countries (Slove-
nia, Cyprus, Sweden, Spain, and Italy). We specifically focused on how pre-
school teachers gain appropriate knowledge to work with disadvantaged 
children, such as those on the autism spectrum, as these children benefit 
the most from quality early childhood education and care.

Our study covers five EU countries with varying degrees of the sys-
tem and policy integration continuum (see Table 5) (Different settings: uni-
tary/separate; Required qualifications for core practitioners: ranging from 
ISCED 5 to 7/no legal requirements in Sweden; Established educational 
guidelines: for the entire preschool phase/for children above three years 
old; Management responsibility: single/dual). Research has demonstrated 
that unitary ECEC systems that cover the entire preschool age group (0-6) 
are more effective than split systems; in terms of the service organization 
and quality assurance, as split systems are hindered by complex governance 
processes caused by fragmented administrative responsibilities (European 
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Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019). We stress this because of the impact 
of different systems both on children and on educators themselves. In sepa-
rate systems, children have to transition from one setting to another, main-
ly receive only care in the early years, with educational goals only involved 
in the latter years (a division of responsible authority), often have less qual-
ified educators when entering ECEEC, who also do not have educational 
guidelines for this phase. The presence of an inadequately skilled workforce 
can lead to discrepancies in the quality of early learning experiences. Fur-
thermore, since ASD can be diagnosed with accuracy before the age of two, 
it is important to investigate how educators (especially in the early phase) 
are trained to deal with it.

Although the core staff in selected countries require different initial 
training (see specifics in Table 6), the curricula for pre-primary teacher 
training programs are quite similar. There are however differences in how 
they approach the topic of Special and inclusive education (the number of 
subjects, how the subjects are classified, and the option of elective courses). 
The overarching themes covered in the subjects are Special Education and 
Pedagogy, Differentiation and Inclusive Education, Disabilities and Devel-
opmental Disorders, and Intercultural Education. In educational settings, 
children with ASD are usually addressed under the wider concept of spe-
cial needs, which is also the case in our study. As reported by the Euro-
pean Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat (2014) the initial education 
in most European countries incorporates specific training to equip ECEC 
staff to work with children with additional needs, which is also true in our 
case. Furthermore, they claim the necessity of this specific training seems 
to be more prevalent for staff working with older children, which is not the 
case in our study, with all core staff participating in at least one course on 
the topic during their studies. Yet, despite all initial programmes address-
ing special and inclusive education, none of the selected countries explicit-
ly mention ASD in their initial education for core staff curricula.

A comparison of the main characteristics of the CPD (see Table 7) 
shows that some countries have national requirements both for the pro-
fession and for the initial professional preparation. In contrast, others have 
formal competence requirements for professional preparation, but not for 
the profession. In Cyprus, Slovenia, and partially in Italy (3-6 system), CPD 
is a mandatory requirement, while in Sweden, although not formally re-
quired (as is the case for the initial qualifications), it is often expected as 
part of professional duties. In Spain, CPD is not compulsory, but neces-
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sary to earn an additional salary. Similarly, in the EU, fewer than half of the 
countries mandate CPD and even fewer require it for staff working with 
younger children (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019). CPD 
has the potential to yield supplementary qualifications in certain countries 
(ibid.), such as Italy. The required minimum hours of CPD per year for pre-
school teachers vary widely across countries, from no legal requirement in 
Sweden to 10 in Cyprus and 50 hours in Italy, which roughly covers the av-
erage range in the EU (min: 5 hours, max: 90 hours; European Commis-
sion/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019). Likewise, it is very rare (only three countries) 
for assistants to be subjected to the same rules, as is the case in Slovenia, 
where assistants working in ECEC have the same hourly obligation as pre-
school teachers due to the Collective agreement for education in the Repub-
lic of Slovenia.

Similar to the duality seen in authorities responsible for ECEC (see Ta-
ble 5), this is also the case for CPD with some being approved at the nation-
al level (i.e., Ministry of Education) and others by regional governments 
(see Table 7), which is also reported elsewhere (e.g., OECD, 2001; Vonta & 
Jager, 2017; Bove & Cescato, 2017; Oberhuemer & Schreyer, 2017). The deci-
sion to choose a CPD program is generally left to the individual preschool 
teacher, with various private and public institutions proposing, develop-
ing and implementing CPD programs. The types of training offered vary 
by country, but they include professional training programs, online cours-
es, webinars, collegial learning through study circles, conferences, training 
projects in institutions and many others (same or similar as stated by Euro-
pean Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019). Although the majority of the 
CPD still seems to be using frontal teaching format (e.g., seminars) some 
seem to follow more innovative approaches (Baumeister & Grieser, 2011; 
Urban et al., 2011; Vonta & Jager, 2017; Zaslow et al., 2010), such as e-learn-
ing, co-learning, research-based initiatives. CPD courses can be tailored to 
meet specific municipal needs and can range from short-term courses to 
comprehensive preschool teachers' training programs. The CPD in select-
ed countries appears to be aligned with the research on effective CPD (e.g., 
Mitchell & Cubey, 2003; Molinuevo & Ahrendt, 2015); by tailoring CPD to 
local needs, offering educators the opportunity to select relevant courses, 
providing mentoring or coaching, etc. The content of CPD is diverse (and 
may include training on working with children with special educational 
needs, including those with autism spectrum disorders).
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In various countries, there are official documents and guidelines to 
support educators in ECEC who work with children with SEN, including 
ASD. Both public and private entities are involved in providing training, 
with EU-funded projects also being recognized as significant. As can be 
seen in Table 8, countries take different approaches to addressing ASD. Var-
ious training programs are available for working with children with special 
educational needs (e.g., courses at Universities) and also some that specifi-
cally focus on ASD (e.g., ASD-specific approaches such as ABA). In Italy for 
example, some courses are limited to specific regions. Interestingly, Swe-
den is an exception, as they did not report any official CPD course address-
ing this topic for ECEC teachers; however, new stricter requirements for 
competencies related to neuropsychiatric difficulties/conditions in schools 
and preschools are expected to be in place from July 2021 (Regeringskans-
liet, 2020). Nevertheless, the majority of content related specifically to ASD 
seems to be delivered via CPD.

The study shows differences in how selected countries approach spe-
cial and inclusive education. One of the main conclusions of our study is 
that despite the importance of quality early childhood education and care 
for children with additional needs, including ASD, none of the selected 
countries explicitly mention ASD in their initial education for core staff 
curricula. This suggests that there may be a gap in the training of ECEC 
teachers to effectively work with children on the autism spectrum, particu-
larly in the early stages of development when early intervention is crucial. 
The study, therefore, highlights the importance of continuing professional 
development (CPD) for preschool teachers to gain appropriate knowledge 
and skills to work with disadvantaged children. As can be seen, ECEC in 
our study places a greater emphasis on CPD for core practitioners working 
with older children, compared to assistants and staff working with younger 
children. Additionally, the extent to which CPD is mandated and regulat-
ed varies widely across the five EU countries examined in the study. CPD is 
not compulsory in all countries, and the required minimum hours of CPD 
per year for preschool teachers vary widely across countries. The decision of 
choosing a CPD program is generally left to the individual preschool teach-
er, with various private and public institutions proposing, developing, and 
implementing CPD programs. Overall, the study emphasizes the need for 
consistent and high-quality training and continuing professional develop-
ment opportunities for ECEC teachers to effectively support the develop-
ment and learning of all children, including those with ASD.
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Our study has some limitations: it only included five EU countries, and 
exploring »best practices« in more countries could provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of the topic. While policy changes are under-
way to improve staff qualifications and early years' provision, these changes 
have not yet been fully implemented in practice (as seen in Italy and Swe-
den). However, better-trained educators can improve the early detection of 
ASD and pave the way for new educational methods and tools that could 
enhance the abilities of children with ASD. Combining early observation 
with educational interventions from 0-6 years can also highlight the need 
for a unified system and policies for children in this age range.
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