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CHAPTER 5: REFLECTIVE CASE STUDY THREE, 
DEVELOPING CPD HUBS FOR THE KEY PROJECT: 
PRESCHOOL TEACHER TRAINING COLLEGE MIHAILO 
PALOV, VRSAC, SERBIA

Authors: Ivana Đorđev, Jelena Prtljaga, Tanja Nedimović

1. Introduction

We hope you are eager to learn how the KEY project team at Vrsac have planned, 
engaged with and successfully implemented the development of a Preschool teach-
er training CPD hub in these uncertain times. Today, because of the fast pace of 
societal change and labour force needs, we are faced with difficulty in foreseeing 
what kind of knowledge, skills and competencies will be required from profession-
als (in any field) in a couple of years. However, we must focus attention on this, and 
do it because it is imperative for the provision of quality lifelong learning for our 
graduates and for the Preschool Teacher Training profession, as well as for wider 
stakeholders, professional bodies, parents and children as beneficiaries. 

Mihailo Palov Preschool Teacher Training College has been involved in continual 
professional development for a long time. First, we have participated in a range of 
change and development projects whose implementation helped us learn and de-
velop our staff teams at both personal and organizational levels. On the other hand, 
we are the organisers and facilitators of professional development seminars for oth-
ers for more than twenty years. In particular, the College team has decades of ex-
perience and expertise, learned through intensive cooperation with our colleagues 
working at higher education institutions transnationally. In the beginning this work 
was mainly focused upon transnational working with Romania, for instance, proj-
ects within the CARDS and IPA CBC programs (five such projects in the last twen-
ty years and one of them dealing with unique, innovative teaching methods, which 
is now ongoing). Then the network spread to HEIs from other countries through our 
successfully winning and implementing the TEMPUS, EU funded project, TEACH, 
which was aiming at harmonizing curricula for preschool teacher education. In 
TEACH we led and worked with other colleges from Serbia, cooperated with Hun-
gary, Slovenia and UK. The next adventure was to build upon these efforts through 
KEY. This is the project discussed here and it focused upon setting up early years 
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CPD hub, together with sixteen other partners, most of them from Serbia and Mon-
tenegro, but also from Romania, Hungary, Slovenia and UK. To establish a success-
ful working dynamic with so many partners and HE professionals, along with other 
stakeholders, is challenging; a challenge that we outline and discuss here. However, 
it is important to say that any difficulties have been successfully met. Indeed, one 
might argue that we have turned challenges into opportunities, opening our minds 
to working with broad stakeholders and, in doing so, building further opportunities 
for the future. But first we begin by outlining something of our College history and 
heritage, before moving onto to reflexively discuss the project process. 

Who are we? 

We are a small college with about thirty teachers from a range of fields and disci-
plines. We have been aware for some time that those we educate at our HEI require 
highly diverse skills and competencies, having in mind that they are supposed to 
have mastered knowledge from so many areas, develop a landscape of skills and 
competencies, along with appropriate attitudes in line with whatever national philos-
ophy of education is dominant/in favour at different points of their professional lives. 
The studies the College offers are truly interdisciplinary: pedagogy, psychology, so-
ciology, history, information and communication technologies (ICT), informatics 
and computing, teaching methodology in the fields of early mother tongue devel-
opment, early mathematics, history, biology, visual arts, music, PE, mother tongue 
(Serbian, Romani and Romanian) and foreign language (English and German). We 
prepare our students for a future, changing profession, learning together with us. The 
students themselves have different interests and we organize study visits, seminars 
and workshops to encompass student interest and vocation (ranging from learning 
how to learn, the theatre of the oppressed, to first aid trainings). Our students are 
also members of the College drama club, preparing and performing drama plays 
for children and adults, orchestra, choir and they work with children with special 
needs, they participate in conferences, ICT courses, trainings and workshops, pub-
lish papers. Development of the student as a holistic entity is core to our endeavor to 
provide a quality experience to students as they move towards graduation.

At the College our staff group represents a diverse team of Faculty staff, bringing 
a host of skills to the KEY project. Some of our college faculty have excellent 
managerial, interpersonal and intercultural skills (leading and mentoring curricular 
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and extracurricular activities, organizing students practice, coordinating national 
and international projects, organizing conferences and seminars, being active in 
publishing journals, books and handbooks etc). Some of us are great team workers, 
active in any action requiring mutual cooperation, while others feel better working 
on their own, doing research, writing papers and books, participating in confer-
ences, blogging and tweeting about current issues in the field even. There are also 
few who are enthusiastic enough to work both in teams and individually. Finally, 
there are those among us not too eager to involve in anything else which is not pure 
teaching of their own subject. We suppose we do not actually differ too much from 
any other organization, but we are a bit more active and willing to engage ourselves 
in additional collaborative work with our colleagues from the country and abroad. 
With the KEY project we opened the opportunity for all across the staff groups to 
be involved with development of the new CPD hubs and many took the opportunity. 
We have had numerous gatherings, meetings, trainings, study trips together – all of 
us sure that we knew what we were doing, i.e., conceiving seminars for profession-
al development in the field of ECEC, and how to do it. However, we found that in 
working together within the College and with our partner colleagues more widely, 
those ideas often changed in a positive and developmental way; group working and 
consensus development being core to the success we describe below.
Transnational meetings were very important for trust and consensus building.

2. Experiences of Involvement in the KEY Project

At the very beginning of the project implementation, the KEY project teams agreed 
to gain an insight into national policies regarding CPD in our countries (Serbia, 
Montenegro, Hungary, Romania, Slovenia and UK) and analyse the current state in 
the field of Preschool Teacher Training in all these countries. We identified numer-
ous similarities between our countries (Except from UK, which is different from 
the rest of the world in many regards due to the nature of its professional devel-
opment and regulation of teaching). We discovered that we were concerned about 
similar issues, for instance, the lack of social and policy acknowledgement for the 
profession of kindergarten teachers, stressful and demanding everyday work, its 
complexity and underpayment as a profession and increasingly more complicated 
cooperation and communication with parents. We intuitively realized kindergarten 
teachers should be empowered to tackle with all these issues which actually could 
not be changed through our (or any) project.
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Believing that the ability of the individual teacher to apply self-assessment is essen-
tial when it comes to CPD, we directed the following activities towards obtaining 
the most precise answer to the question: What does the target group for the profes-
sional development programs want and or need? In order to get an answer to this 
complex and very interesting question, we created a survey questionnaire at the 
project meetings and conducted research, with the aim of discovering the real needs 
of the preschool teachers and professional associates in the current context. In or-
der to achieve this we held many online and, whenever possible also face-to-face 
meetings, where we got to know each other and learn from each other. Please see 
the photos above of meetings held in Timisoara (Romania), Podgorica (Montene-
gro) and, below – from the meeting held in Birmingham (United Kingdom) and the 
online meeting with project partner from Slovenia. Today, we see these meetings as 
having been pivotal to the success of the project, bringing disparate views and ideas 
together to enhance the whole - a special value of the project! 

Through use of an extensive transnational survey, more than 1000 preschool teachers 
from several countries involved in the KEY project had the opportunity to identify 
specific areas and topics in which they feel they need support when it comes to work-
ing directly with children, developing a community for collaboration and learning, 
as well as developing professional practice. This research, which was conducted in 
2019, under the coordination of the assistant professor T. Bratina and associates (the 
Faculty of Education of the University of Maribor, Slovenia), will be described in 
more detail in another chapter in this publication. In addition, in order to get as com-
plete a picture as possible of the current situation, we also conducted a qualitative 
analysis of already existing programs for continuous professional development of 
preschool teachers in the countries involved in the project. The results we achieved 
with joint efforts are certainly a reflection of the current situation when it comes to 
the increasingly positive and collaborative attitudes of teachers and professional as-
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sociates in preschool institutions to co-working and learning. Also, they served as 
a clear guide for the creation of professional development programs, but also other 
forms of training in the field of developing the professional practice of teachers and 
professional associates in preschool institutions. The results can also be a starting 
point for preschool teachers to think about individual professional development. Most 
importantly, during our meetings and chats with preschool teachers here in Vršac and 
other places, we have realized that the topics they are interested in are diverse, but 
what matters most is the way seminars are delivered. They expect them to be interac-
tive, to construct knowledge and develop practice in a collaborative atmosphere. In 
the process of examining the real needs of our target group, through this international 
cooperation, we also improved our own knowledge and skills and created innovative 
and effective teaching methods to be employed in our CPD courses.

Having before us a map of the real needs of preschool teachers and professional 
associates, we reviewed our possibilities. According to their hard as well as soft 
skills, our teachers chose among the topics that practitioners marked as important 
for improvement those in which they can offer good support. The design of specific 
CPD programs was preceded by: intensive learning and communication, exchange 
of experiences, independent and additional team research and writing of papers and 
publications. In doing so, we constantly listened to the voice of stakeholders, such 
as professional bodies, alumni, professionals already in practice. Many of them are 
our current master’s students, and the free and open exchange of ideas and experi-
ences with them during regular classes made our preparation easier. We are often 
contacted by former students, now experienced professionals. Again, through open 
communication and mutual respect, we translate their observations into program 
design. The importance of the cooperation we achieve with preschool institutions, 
with preschool teachers and all other employees, as well as with the local communi-
ty, is immeasurable. They give us important ideas and guidance. Finally, sometimes 
it happens that we come to important signposts quite by accident (or so it seems), in 
some private informal conversation.

Finally, we formed internal teams. In fact, it is true that these teams have been work-
ing and developing for years. You will recognize them in any learning organization, 
hopefully including your own. They are made up of members who are great inter-
national managers, then members who are great in verbal presentation, members 
who are good in preparing materials, members who are great in the digital sphere or 
evaluating everything done. They are made up of experienced members and always 
new members, all learning from each other, recognising that time-served in a pro-
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fession does not mean that you have all the answers and that a newcomer can bring 
fresh eyes and skills. Whilst mentoring was used, which might suggest that some 
have knowledge and others not, listening and learning from even the newest person 
was core to our way of developing success for the KEY project. That learning is an 
unprecedented pleasure, both for the mentor members and the newly arrived mem-
bers. In joint work and daily communication without barriers, they learn from each 
other and about each other. We learned that one of the keys (in the context of the 
project we can also write as: KEYs) to creating a good CPD program is to design 
the program according to the real needs of practice and the second key is: create 
the program by open learning teams, regardless of whether it is a higher education 
institution or any other institution. 

3. Learning

When you have a lot of ideas and you are aware that you have the resource to car-
ry them out, and if there is a need for them, a problem can arise that those ideas 
disappear because they are not systematized, organized, because their realization 
is not planned. Thanks to learning through the KEY project and other projects and 
activities, today we know that third factor to successful CPD is its precise plan-
ning, creating a development plan. The preparation, promotion, implementation 
and evaluation of all previous professional development courses that we have im-
plemented, despite their excellent results, have always been left to the engagement 
of individual teams or even just individual enthusiasts. It is very demanding and 
exhausting, and today it is less and less advisable when you consider the need for 
robust and regular engagement of professionals through CPD. It is not enough to 
hope that CPD is good enough or that individuals choose to take up these opportu-
nities, or you risk having a profession in which some have contemporary skills and 
competencies and others not.

Thanks to the KEY project we learned from how to overcome this problem. At one 
of the meetings, the development of new educational programs at the Faculty of Ed-
ucation of the University of Maribor was presented. After that, the participants were 
informed of the basic activities of the Centre for Pedagogical Education, planning, 
development and validation of new study programs, as well as the preparation and 
implementation of career development programs. There were many more such ex-
amples through the KEY project. Listening to those already experienced in this field, 
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and according to the projected tasks of the KEY project, each college formed lifelong 
learning centres. Today The Lifelong Learning Centre in our College is a permanent 
body, an organizational unit of the Preschool Teacher Training College Mihailo Palov 
in Vršac, Republic of Serbia. The mission of the Centre is to promote learning, pro-
vide knowledge and a set of transferable skills that will assist users in their personal 
and professional development throughout their lives. The Lifelong Learning Centre is 
an organization that contributes to personal and professional development through the 
analysis of development needs, setting development goals, creating an action plan, 
implementing learning and development programs and evaluating the entire process.

This Centre ensured that our ideas did not escape and that our teams worked even 
better and more focused. Building the Centre in a formal sense required time and 
knowledge, which we gained by looking at more experienced project partners, 
as well as project funds. The Centre is also equipped with modern equipment, as 
planned by the KEY project. The main problem was how to make the Centre come 
to life, not just on paper but in praxis. We got around this problem thanks to another 
work assignment of the KEY project. According to the project plan, we were sup-
posed to implement the program. Instead of the logistical preparation and promotion 
of the program being done by a single enthusiastic team or an individual using all 
of their strength, as was the custom before, the Centre was activated. Thanks to the 
KEY project task, the first programs of the Centre were held. The achievements were 
great (as shown by the evaluations of each individual program), and the directed use 
of human resources was effective. As we have learned, one more golden key (fourth 
in order) of CPD is: to organize ideas for professional development and put them 
under one movable roof, which is porous to new ideas, domestic and foreign pro-
grams, creators and implementers, and according to the needs of the target groups. 
Our understanding of CPD has been enriched with new knowledge – what we felt 
intuitively is now embodied through the formation and activation of the Centre.

4. Quality and Evaluation

The outline of project and process above is, we hope very compelling, but how have 
we ensured our CPD works/offers what is needed for the profession? By constantly 
examining current practice needs and program achievements. This is achieved both 
through research of a larger or smaller scope that precedes the creation of new pro-
grams, as well as through a careful analysis of the evaluation after the implemented 
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programs. In the service of monitoring and improving the quality of study programs, 
the College in Vršac has a long-standing Quality Assurance Policy. Quality assurance 
measures and entities are clearly operationalized and incorporated into the Action 
Plan for implementing the strategy. The action plan is reviewed for each school year 
and supplemented at the proposal of the Quality Committee in order to continuously 
improve the quality assurance process. The Commission’s annual and three-year re-
ports are discussed and adopted at the meetings of the Expert Council, the Teaching 
and Expert Council and the School Council. All these reports, as well as proposals for 
preventive and corrective measures, are publicly published on the school’s website. 
To enable detailed surveys of program achievements, in the future, monitoring and 
quality control of our CPD works/offers may become a separate part of the activities 
of the Quality Committee of the College of Vršac. This would entail supplementing 
the Quality Assurance Policy document, as well as creating an Action Plan for its 
implementation. Certainly, one of the evaluation markers would be whether the de-
sign of the program was preceded by an assessment of the practice’s needs, what the 
competence of the teams are and the willingness to work together within the Centre.

Currently, the following are used as evaluation mechanisms: questionnaires filled in 
by program participants before and after the implementation of the program; notes 
of the creator and implementer of the program; exchange of experiences with other 
institutions and centres, as well as the general impression that, in smaller commu-
nities, is obtained through rumours about a certain activity. Smaller number of par-
ticipants, complete lack of interest in certain programs, bad grades on evaluations, 
empty premises of the Centre, unused equipment, etc. – can be signals that the offer 
is not good, that CPD is not working. For instance, some participants might com-
ment that they did not apply what they learned at the seminar in practice. Honest 
communication during implementation can free participants to clearly express their 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the CPD offer, delivery mechanism or learning 
environment. In that unfortunate case, it is necessary to start from the beginning: 
review the needs of the practice, form open learning teams and connect them to re-
dress the problem and face it in order to find solutions. It is certainly imperative that 
enhancement and development must always be on the agenda, complaints or not. 
This might include the constant testing of new models, domestic and foreign to see 
if CPD can be further improved. CPD is a living process that, like language, follows 
and reflects changes in the world. The essence is in constant self-examination and 
lifelong learning, including of those who create and deliver the CPD itself. This 
constant change is exhausting but fulfilling, enabling a positive attitude to ongoing, 
sustainable development.
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5. The Future 

In order to develop professionally in this modern society (and to meet the needs of a 
changing labour market), it is no longer enough to possess only professional knowl-
edge and skills in a specific field (so-called hard skills). Employees are increasingly 
expected to have additional – transferable (transversal, transferable, soft skills). If 
one examines current Preschool Teacher job advertisements, among other things, 
in addition to the necessary diplomas in a specific field, the need for developed 
and strengthened areas like: interpersonal skills (such as teamwork, communica-
tion skills, problem solving skills and so forth); analytical skills (here we can count 
research skills, collection, analysis and interpretation skills data); technical skills 
(which involve working with certain machines, programs and digital skills); organi-
zational skills (which certainly includes prioritization, time management, tasks and 
resources, coordination); leadership and strengthened intrapersonal skills (among 
which dominate critical thinking, creativity, reflexivity, reliability, accuracy, integ-
rity). In the literature and digital sources, these latter skills are often conceptualized 
as: Life Skills, Skills generically necessary for employment, skills for the 21st cen-
tury and part of the Manifesto of Adult Learning, etc. These skills can be transferred 
and applied in different contexts (private, business, family, etc.,), hence the name 
transferable. Transferable skills can be acquired, developed and reinforced; they are 
acquired through formal and other forms of education and not only through edu-
cational processes – they are adopted and developed in everyday life as a result of 
interests, hobbies, social, professional and personal activities of the individual. They 
also represent a kind of inventory of resources that help individuals move into new 
roles. They ensure the professional longevity of a career, and they help professionals 
to explore the lateral dimensions of a career more easily and readily. Their empow-
erment is in accordance with the specifics of adult learning, and they are the basis of 
lifelong learning and professional development. All the above point to the need to 
invest additional efforts in strengthening transferable skills, which are often referred 
to as skills for the future; this can also be seen as skills that help to make up the so-
called ‘future proofing’ so often discussed as important for modern professionals. 

In the future, at least when it comes to CPD in Serbia, we believe that an indispens-
able part of CPD will be programs aimed at improving transferable skills, which are 
assumed to be the hard skills of the future. However, when we focus on the task of 
the educational system to prepare young people, it should be emphasized that that 
future is already here, in front of us! And the mix and list of these skills, let’s not for-
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get, is constantly changing and increasing, in accordance with the needs of a mod-
ern, dynamic society. With that in mind, the Centre in Vršac accredited programs at 
Institute for the Improvement of Education that involve strengthening these skills 
of the preschool teachers. At the same time, project team members have devised 
development research project in parallel with the KEY project, entitled: The impor-
tance of transferable (communication, personal, digital) skills for the professional 
development of preschool teachers in AP Vojvodina, which is approved this year 
by the Provincial Secretariat for Higher Education and Scientific Research. The 
research is underway, aiming to determine the current state of knowledge, skills 
and value attitudes of educators in AP Vojvodina about transferable skills and their 
importance for professional development.

In five years, we would like to see the Lifelong Learning Centre of the College in 
Vršac as an independent, formal and organizationally unique institution that daily 
gathers domestic and foreign professionals and practitioners to discuss, live and 
virtually, the complex phenomenon of CPD, which can be encapsulated in a single 
question: What are the current needs of Preschool Teacher practice and how can we 
fulfil these as efficiently, authentically and professionally as possible? We believe 
that in the end the “scenario of renewal” – the ongoing development of a continu-
ously renewing CPD – will prevail. CPD is a global trend, with myriad professions 
recognising that CPD enables skills sets to continually expand and meet societal 
needs. CPD is a growing trend that ensures professionalism comes first and it is 
certainly the case that a turning away from professionalism is very unlikely. The 
only wildcard for the future is what kind of professionals CPD will need to enable 
and support in development?  It is the job of HE to ensure that this is mapped and 
responded to appropriately.

Concluding Comments:

Today, the general objectives of the CPD offer and our Centre for Lifelong Learning are:

1. Continuous personal and professional development of target groups (preschool 
teachers, teachers, nurses, professional associates, occupational therapists, par-
ents, family members, media, local self-governments, interested members of 
the wider social community, citizens’ associations) who are directly and/or in-
directly involved in work for the welfare and development of the community;
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2. Continuous learning and development of vulnerable groups (children, youth, 
older people, unemployed, marginalized groups).

Specific objectives:
1. Identification of areas in which members of certain target groups are competent;
2. Identification of areas in which members of certain target groups need to ac-

quire or improve competencies;
3. Identification of specific needs of potential development;
4. Identification of learning styles, activities and resources that are necessary/de-

sirable for the realization of development activities;
5. Guiding through the process of advancement and redefinition of personal and 

professional development plans;
6. Designing and implementing lifelong learning and development programs ac-

cording to needs – children and young people (quality free time), elderly people 
(active aging), people with disabilities, unemployed and other marginalized and 
vulnerable groups (social inclusion);

7. Realization of formal and informal forms of learning (accredited programs, 
courses, trainings, workshops, lectures, e-learning, conferences, acquisition of 
qualifications and the like);

8. Analysis and identification of the needs of the labour market, companies and 
employers, in order to increase the efficiency of the labour market.

9. Mobility in learning and work (local, national and international)
10. Strengthening and improvement of the system of vocational education through 

connection with institutions and companies.

All the above-mentioned objectives of the work of the CCU are realized: designing 
and implementing accredited professional training programs; designing and im-
plementing other types of lifelong learning: seminars, training workshops, online 
training, forums, round tables, discussions, panel discussions, scientific and profes-
sional conferences and so forth; through individual personal, written or electronic 
consultations with lecturers or the team, and in connection with a specific issue; 
publishing publications; creating and setting up databases; creating project pro-
posals – national and international; by implementing various projects aimed at the 
development of lifelong learning; realization of mobility; realization of short study 
cycles. All the above can be a starting point, motivation and inspiration for creating 
the same or similar activities at the institutional level, when the focus is on the pro-
fessional development of preschool teachers and professional associates. 
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Quality CPD is both an obligation, a personal and professional example that is 
core to the progress of any learning society. Excellent CPD requires continuous 
creation, which you contribute with your words and actions to the creative legacy. 
That would be a fifth golden key (KEY) to ensuring successful CPD. The Preschool 
Teacher Training College Mihailo Palov, Vršac, together with its Lifelong Learning 
Centre, will continue on this complex, but exciting, adventurous path in our pursuit 
of future-proof skills and competencies. 

At the end of this reflection, we would like to highlight again the special value     that 
our work on projects and work on developing the CPD hubs has had for our team. 
In addition to everything that we have already mentioned, it should be emphasized 
that this type of engagement has enabled us to achieve close cooperation with other 
institutions, teams and individuals, facilitating rich and continuous exchange of 
experiences and knowledge. And that undoubtedly brought us closer to each other, 
as can be seen in the photographs included in this chapter.

We worked through very tough conditions during the KEY project. Covid-19 broke 
out midway through, forcing lock downs and pushing many consortium partners 
into rapid online learning delivery. Suddenly we had no face-to-face meetings or 
study visits, we had to organize ourselves through emails and online meetings, first, 
second and third drafts of documents had to be written, edited and rewritten, re-
shaped, uploaded to different platforms to be checked and approved and online 
meetings held to work out our plans of action. During one such meeting with our 
colleagues from Slovenia we even witnessed the effect of an earthquake which hap-
pened in Croatia, close to Maribor, Slovenia. It was not a formal meeting, we just 
wanted to see each other faces even on the screen after such a long period of time. 

You can see us all laughing about something we cannot remember now (perhaps 
humour for dealing with stress), but in the middle of our online coffee drinking, our 
colleagues became upset since they sensed the shaking, then the event was abruptly 
over but we lost the internet connection. After some minutes, we found out through 
online media about the serious earthquake near Slovenia, fortunately, though no one 
was hurt, and we have an anecdote to retell.

However, maybe these experiences of hardship have helped us to reflect upon the 
importance of being ready for the unexpected, working together collaboratively to 
address unexpected challenges and keeping going, recognising that continuous pro-
fessional development is a bumpy road and one that changes constantly. KEY has 
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shown what can be achieved in planning and implementing change through wide 
engagement, communication, trust and working together and these are areas that 
are vital for future development and opportunities. 

This last picture captures the consortium team on our study visit to Birmingham, 
UK. Learning together we generate further possibilities for future collaborative 
work to enhance Preschool teacher training.
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