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Abstract 
Throughout the world there has been growing emphasis on studies regarding pre-school teachers. A systematic review of 

research on pre-school teachers in China, the largest developing nation, can provide valuable insight for other developing 

countries looking to enhance their pre-school education workforce. Bibliometric analysis provides a quantitative assessment 

of the significant external and internal features of research literature related to pre-school teachers. The visualisation analysis 

software, Co-occurrence (COOC)13.2, is capable of effectively visualising these findings, and the literature review method 

allows for an in-depth examination of the selected sources, informed by the analysis results from COOC13.2, thereby 

enhancing our understanding of the developing research themes pertaining to pre-school teachers. In the study reported on 

here we analysed 1,882 core journal articles on pre-school teacher research from China’s largest academic literature 

database, the China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI). The analysis was conducted using bibliometric principles 

and involved the COOC13.2 visualisation analysis software alongside literature analysis methods. Our research findings 

indicate 3 key dimensions. Firstly, the research landscape is characterised by individual scholars as core researchers, 

predominantly from teacher training universities, who have established robust collaborative networks among themselves and 

between institutions. Secondly, the research has evolved through 3 distinct phases: initial emergence, flourishing 

development, and in-depth exploration. Thirdly, the research encompasses 5 primary themes: the professional psychological 

profiles of pre-school teachers, the development of support systems for their professional growth, frameworks for pre-service 

training, continuing education programmes, and the establishment of rural pre-school teacher workforces. Future research on 

pre-school teachers can be enhanced through several key strategies: promoting collaborative partnerships among researchers, 

strengthening methodological rigour, and expanding the research scope. Emphasis should specifically be on examining the 

professional well-being of pre-school teachers, their practical classroom knowledge, and their observational skills. These 

targeted efforts will contribute to a deeper understanding of pre-school teachers and support the ongoing advancement of the 

field. 
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Research Background 

Pre-school teachers serve as the primary implementers of early childhood education. Their professional 

competency directly influences the quality of early childhood education and significantly affects pre-school 

children’s cognitive development (Etokabeka, Van Heerden & Du Preez, 2022) and social-emotional growth 

(Goldschmidt & Pedro, 2020). Therefore, recruiting and retaining exceptional pre-school teachers, including 

qualified male teachers (Okeke & Nyanhoto, 2021), has become a critical focus in early childhood education 

globally. The challenge lies not only in attracting talented professionals but also in ensuring their long-term 

commitment to the field while maintaining high standards of professional practice. Some researchers have 

conducted studies on strategies for retaining pre-school teachers. They contend that the retention of pre-school 

teachers may be strengthened through several key strategies: increasing compensation and professional prestige 

(Liang & Huang, 2023), enhancing professional well-being through improved self-efficacy, quality of life, 

financial stability, health outcomes, workplace independence (Hall-Kenyon, Bullough, MacKay & Marshall, 

2014), and cultivating an organisational environment that minimises workplace stress (Çetin, Özözen Danacı & 

Kuzu, 2020). Other researchers have explored methods to enhance the professional skills of pre-school teachers. 

They have identified several effective strategies to enhance the professional capabilities of early childhood 

teachers and improve their skills in managing challenging behaviour in children. These strategies encompass the 

implementation of personalised teacher development support systems (Johansson & Sandberg, 2012), the 

provision of coaching that includes modelling and performance feedback (Brock & Beaman-Diglia, 2018), and 

the encouragement of professional identity development (Androusou & Tsafos, 2018). However, these strategies 

do not fully address the challenges of retaining pre-school teachers and supporting their professional 

development (Baloyi, 2022). Many developing countries face difficulties in attracting and retaining high-quality 

early childhood teachers while also promoting their ongoing professional growth (Liang & Huang, 2023). 
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Systematic reviews of pre-school education 

research offer comprehensive insight into past 

experiences and limitations while highlighting 

future research directions. This insight may help to 

address practical developmental challenges faced 

by pre-school teachers and provide a vital 

intellectual foundation for fostering their 

professional growth. China, the largest developing 

country in the world, has shifted its early childhood 

teacher workforce development from quantitative 

expansion to qualitative enhancement (Huang, J 

2022), making it a representative case among 

developing nations. With this study we examined 

research on pre-school teachers in China through a 

“space-time-content” theoretical framework. Using 

bibliometric analysis, visualisation techniques, and 

comprehensive literature reviews, we 

systematically analysed publications from China’s 

largest academic database (China National 

Knowledge Infrastructure [CNKI]). We aimed to 

identify patterns in research intensity, trace the 

historical development of key themes, and map 

current research priorities in Chinese pre-school 

teacher studies. Through critical analysis of China’s 

experiences in the development of the pre-school 

teacher workforce, we offer valuable insight for 

advancing pre-school education research in China 

and in other developing nations. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

Bibliometric analysis serves as a quantitative 

research methodology to evaluate and assess the 

current state and historical development of research 

within a specific field of study. When conducting 

bibliometric analysis to examine the fundamental 

research landscape of a specific topic, researchers 

typically do not employ a formal theoretical 

framework. Existing bibliometric studies generally 

analyse data across three key dimensions: temporal 

patterns, geographical distribution, and content 

characteristics (Li, X & Kong, 2024). The temporal 

dimension analyses research topic trends, including 

publication volumes and thematic evolution. The 

spatial dimension examines researchers and their 

collaborative networks, highlighting key authors 

and their interconnections. The content dimension 

focuses on the structural characteristics of the data, 

such as prominent research areas within specific 

topics. These three dimensions offer a 

comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the 

research field. Therefore, we present the research 

findings through the lenses of space, time, and 

content. The spatial dimension mainly focuses on 

research forces, namely the authors and research 

institutions; the temporal dimension primarily 

explores the dynamic evolution of research themes 

on pre-school teachers from 1992 to 2022; the 

content dimension mainly investigates current 

research hotspots in pre-school teacher studies. 

 

Research Design 
Data Source 

The CNKI is the largest full-text periodical 

database in China, offering significant advantages 

in content coverage, standardisation, and search 

path (Zhang, C, Xiao, Ren, Wang & Liu, 2022). On 

10 October 2022, we conducted a search using the 

keyword “early childhood teachers” on the CNKI 

data retrieval platform, selecting “Core Journals” as 

the data source. The search yielded a total of 1,882 

papers published between 1992 and 2022. We used 

COOC13.2 to remove duplicates from the database, 

and manually excluded introductions, kindergarten 

descriptions, book reviews, meeting minutes, and 

other documents that were unrelated to the research 

on early childhood teachers. Finally, 1,372 papers 

were considered suitable for further analysis. 

 
Research Methodologies 

With this study we examine the development of 

early childhood teacher research in China over the 

past 30 years (1992–2022) through a blend of 

quantitative and qualitative methods. We used 

bibliometric methods and visual analysis within a 

quantitative research framework to mathematically 

assess key information from the sample literature, 

highlighting the statistical characteristics of 

research concerning Chinese pre-school teachers. 

The qualitative research serves as a secondary 

interpretation of existing literature grounded in 

quantitative studies, offering a comprehensive and 

detailed analysis of the research landscape 

pertaining to Chinese pre-school teachers. 

 
The bibliometric method 

With the bibliometric analysis we conducted a 

quantitative examination of both external 

characteristics (such as authors, institutions, and 

annual publication volume) and internal 

characteristics (including abstracts and keywords) 

of research literature concerning early childhood 

teachers. Using mathematical and statistical 

methods, we aimed to elucidate the profile of 

researchers in this field, identify publication trends, 

clarify the thematic structure, pinpoint research 

focuses, and forecast future development trends. 

 
The visual analysis method 

COOC13.2 is a software tool specifically 

developed for citation analysis and the mapping of 

scientific knowledge using bibliometric principles. 

It enables the analysis of various data sets, 

including authors, paper-publishing institutions, 

and keywords, across multiple databases in Chinese 

and English. The software analyses the quantity 

and variations of frequently occurring keywords to 

identify research hotspots, dynamic trends, and 

emerging frontiers in relevant fields. The findings 

of this analysis are clearly illustrated through 

scientific knowledge maps, featuring descriptive 

statistics charts, community clustering maps, and 
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thematic evolution pathway charts for keywords. 

This makes COOC13.2 an essential academic tool 

for conducting bibliometric analysis in research in 

the big data era (Li, Y & Ye, 2022). 

 
The literature analysis method 

The literature analysis method involves 

systematically and comprehensively reviewing 

relevant literature to gain a thorough understanding 

of current developments and trends in early 

childhood teacher research (He, X & Xu, 2023). 

This method enables researchers to identify the 

fundamental principles guiding the development of 

early childhood teacher research through a 

theoretical interpretation and comparison of the 

existing literature on the topic. 

 
Findings and Discussion 
Distribution of Research Efforts 
Core authors and their partners 

Core authors are individuals who have dedicated a 

significant amount of time to a specific field, 

published numerous high-quality papers, and can 

lead and promote related research. Price’s Law, 

proposed by American scientist Price, is used to 

determine the number of papers published by core 

authors. The formula is N = 0.749*√Nmax, where 

N represents the number of papers published by 

core authors, and Nmax represents the number of 

papers published by the author with the highest 

number of papers in a particular field. 

In the case of early childhood teachers, Lijuan 

Pang has published the most papers, with Nmax 

being 27. According to Price’s Law, N = 3.89 

papers (rounded up to 4) indicate that authors who 

have published at least four papers are considered 

core authors in the field. Studying the collaboration 

between core authors can provide insight into the 

collaborative research between authors across the 

entire field. 

COOC13.2 generated a diagram of the author 

collaboration co-occurrence network, where nodes 

represent authors (with four or more publications), 

and connecting lines represent collaboration 

between authors. In Figure 1, the number of 

network nodes is 53, the number of connecting 

lines is 16, and the network density is 0.0116 

(< 0.1). The low network density suggests that 

author collaboration is not close. However, the 

research team led by Lijuan Pang had the closest 

collaboration, followed by research teams led by 

Zhang Dajun, Qin Jinliang, Zhang Bin and Shuang 

Lizhen. 

Table 1 shows the main representative 

research fields of collaborative authors (based on 

CNKI nodes), where the Lijuan Pang team focused 

on policies and regulations, the Zhang Dajun team 

focused on early childhood teachers’ job 

satisfaction and occupational identity, the Qin 

Jinliang team focused on early childhood teachers’ 

job engagement, and the Shuang Lizhen team 

focused on teacher development. The centrality 

(ranging from 0 to 0.15) of the core authors 

involved in collaborative research is low. 
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Figure 1 Core authors’ collaboration network 
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Table 1 Research fields of collaborative authors interested in early childhood teachers 
Serial 

number Author Frequency Centrality Focus 

1 Lijuan Pang 27 0.015 Early childhood education legislation, early childhood education, 

government responsibilities, early childhood education fairness and 

effectiveness 

2 Xufang Qin 10 0 Education system and policy, competence type, teacher competence 

3 Xiumin Hong 9 0 Early childhood education resources, 3-year action plan for early 

childhood education, rural kindergarten teachers, work pressure 

4 Jing Xia 8 0.005 Government responsibilities, financial investment, government 

guidance, township central kindergartens 

5 Yunyan Liu 10 0.003 Teachers’ psychological traits, psychological traits, structural models, 

outlook on children’s mental health 

6 Gang Wang 9 0 Occupational stress, job satisfaction, psychological capital, 

occupational identity 

7 Xu Huang 9 0 Job satisfaction, occupational stress, organisational support, 

occupational commitments 

8 Dajun Zhang 7 0.003 Occupational stress, psychological capital, job satisfaction, 

occupational identity 

9 Lijun Yang 9 0 Outlook on teachers and children, poor mountainous areas, career 

development, rural early childhood teachers 

10 Jinliang Qin 8 0 Practice, work engagement, concept of comprehensive practice, 

practice integration curriculum 

11 Yanfeng Wang 4 0.0008 Work engagement, level of engagement, job burnout, teacher-children 

relations 

12 Yongping Yu 6 0 Training of early childhood teachers, rural kindergarten teachers, 

curriculum development, empirical research 

13 Bin Zhang 5 0 Applied undergraduate universities, Guideline on Kindergarten 

Education (Trial), role of early childhood teachers, early childhood 

education activities 

14 Tiecheng Guo 4 0 Occupational qualifications, standards of occupational qualifications, 

core indicators, standards of qualifications 

15 Lizhen Shuang 4 0 Occupational qualifications, standards of occupational qualifications, 

skill standards, teacher qualification certification 

 

Paper-publishing institutions and their partners 

After conducting multiple rounds of screening and 

verification of the institutional affiliations of the 

authors of the 1,372 papers on early childhood 

teachers, we used artificial intelligence technology 

to merge the various names of the same 

paper-publishing institutions into one. Tier two 

paper-publishing institutions and their subsidiaries 

were merged into the tier one paper-publishing 

institutions to which they belong. Moreover, the 

predecessors of research institutions that have 

undergone name changes were merged with their 

successors under the current name. For instance, 

the Beijing Normal University School of Education 

and the Beijing Normal University Institute of 

Developmental Psychology were merged under the 

name of Beijing Normal University, and Chengdu 

College was renamed Chengdu University. Overall, 

836 research institutions participated in research on 

early childhood teachers. 

To investigate research collaboration between 

paper-publishing institutions, COOC13.2 generated 

a diagram of the collaboration co-occurrence 

network of the institutions that the authors are 

affiliated with, as presented in Figure 2. The nodes 

in the figure represent paper-publishing institutions 

(with five or more publications), and the lines 

demonstrate the collaboration between 

paper-publishing institutions. The size of each node 

corresponds to the number of published papers, 

while the thickness of the lines indicates the degree 

of collaboration between research institutions. 

Figure 2 depicts 52 nodes, 27 connecting 

lines, and a network density of 0.0204(< 0.1). The 

low network density suggests no close 

collaboration between paper-publishing 

institutions. However, Beijing Normal University, 

East China Normal University, and Hunan Normal 

University are at the core of this research 

collaboration network. The paper-publishing 

institutions with five or more publications have 

published a total of 698 papers, accounting for 

50.87%. We may thus infer that research 

collaboration between other paper-publishing 

institutions is not as close as that between highly 

prolific paper-publishing institutions. 

Additionally, as shown in Table 2, the 

research institutions ranked among the top 10 in 

terms of publication output have relatively low 

centrality values, ranging from 0 to 0.225. This 

suggests that these institutions should strengthen 

research collaboration and innovation to expand 

their academic influence. To further investigate the 

characteristics of collaborative research on early 

childhood teachers, we conducted a follow-up 

qualitative literature analysis of the collaboration 

between research institutions. The analysis revealed 
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that collaboration within the same research 

institutions was close, whereas collaboration across 

research institutions was infrequent. Regarding 

interdisciplinary studies, pedagogy and psychology 

were the most used, followed by management 

science. Although collaboration between 

universities is active, research collaboration with 

kindergartens is limited.

 

 
 

Figure 2 Paper-publishing institutions’ collaboration network 

 

Table 2 Institutions ranking among the top 10 for number of papers published on early childhood teachers 

Serial 

number Research institution 

Number 

of papers 

published Centrality 
Serial 

number Research institution 

Number 

of papers 

published Centrality 
1 Beijing Normal University 100 0.225 6 Capital Normal 

University 
22 0 

2 Southwest University 54 0.039 7 Chengdu University 20 0.005 
3 Nanjing Normal University 33 0.045 8 Hunan Normal 

University 
19 0.102 

4 Northeast Normal University 32 0.080 9 Central China 

Normal University 
19 0 

5 East China Normal University 31 0.153 10 Changsha Teachers 

College 
18 0.058 

 
Dynamic Evolution of the Theme of Research on 
Early Childhood Teachers 

The annual number of papers published is a crucial 

indicator of research activity and development in a 

field. As stated by Lu and Zhou (2022), it is an 

important indicator for measuring the development 

status of research within a specific period. 

COOC13.2 created a graph of the numbers of 

papers published on early childhood teachers over 

the years (see Figure 3). 

Based on the change curve illustrated in 

Figure 3, research on early childhood teachers can 

be divided into three stages: the initial emergence 

stage (1992–1999), the flourishing development 

stage (2000–2013), and the in-depth exploration 

stage (2014–2022). During the initial emergence 

stage, there were no significant research 

achievements. Scholars primarily focused on the 

mastery of educational knowledge and skills by 

early childhood teachers. In this stage, only 76 

papers were published annually, with an average of 

9.5. 

The flourishing development stage marked a 

rapid growth in research on early childhood 

teachers, with a steady rise in research results. A 

total of 648 papers were published, with an average 

of 46.286 papers annually. The focus of research 

during this stage was on pre-service curriculum 

reform and the ability of in-service early childhood 

teachers to support and awaken children’s 

development. 

In the in-depth exploration stage, 648 papers 

were published, with an average of 72 papers 

annually. This stage showed a significant increase 

in research results on pre-service training models, 

occupational identity, and the job satisfaction 

among early childhood teachers. These results 

suggest that research on early childhood teachers 

has progressed significantly, and that there is a 

growing interest in the professional development of 

early childhood teachers. 
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Figure 3 Papers published on early childhood teachers over the years 

 

Keywords serve as a general summary of the 

content of a research paper. The evolution of 

keywords can reflect the changes in research 

hotspots over time. To gain insight into the 

evolution of research hotspots on early childhood 

teachers over time, we used keywords as variables 

and we used COOC13.2 to generate word rose 

charts depicting the yearly changes in keywords. In 

Figures 4, 5 and 6, keywords are displayed at a 

frequency of 50, and a larger font indicates a higher 

keyword frequency. The gradually changing word 

rose chart provides insight into the evolution of 

research themes on early childhood teachers. 

 
The initial emergence stage (1992–1999) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Word rose charts reflecting yearly changes in keywords 1992–1999 (five keywords) 
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From 1990 onward, China experienced a 

substantial increase in kindergartens across both 

public and private sectors, creating an 

unprecedented demand for early childhood 

teachers. This expansion made the development of 

qualified pre-school teaching professionals an 

urgent national priority. The intersection of national 

policies and early childhood education 

development highlighted the importance of 

ongoing education for pre-school teachers and their 

professional competencies, as well as their impact 

on child development. This research focuses on two 

main aspects. Firstly, it explores diverse multi-level 

and multi-faceted post-service training models 

designed to create a comprehensive educational 

network. This network encompasses continuing 

education, compensatory education, renewal 

education, and enhancement education. Secondly, it 

identifies the essential professional attributes, 

attitudes, knowledge, teaching methods, skills, and 

strategies that pre-school teachers should possess, 

drawing insight from specific challenges faced in 

their work practices (Wang, L 1996; Zhou, 1998). 

This phase of the research primarily involves 

surveys, along with summaries of and introductions 

to experiences, with a particular focus on 

investigating phenomena and challenges in the 

training and professional practices of pre-school 

teachers. The methods employed included surveys, 

summaries of experiences, interviews, and 

assessments. Additionally, we explored the 

concepts, behaviour, and skills of foreign 

pre-school teachers, such as the impact of 

American teachers’ educational practices on 

children’s socialisation and strategies for fostering 

children’s artistic creativity（Li, S 1993), aligning 

with the principles of adaptive research. The 

research topics are characterised by their diversity, 

abstraction, and generality, concentrating on the 

knowledge and skills of early childhood teachers. 

 
The flourishing development stage (2000–2013) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 Word rose charts reflecting yearly changes in keywords 2000–2013 (five keywords) 

 

These word rose charts depict the annual 

changes in the use of frequently occurring 

keywords from 2000 to 2013, highlighting research 

trends in the professional development of 

pre-school teachers and the progress of early 

childhood education programmes. The 

advancement of pre-school education is 

fundamentally linked to the quality of its teaching 

workforce. Essential to this progress are both 

pre-employment training and in-service 

professional development for pre-school teachers. 

 
Pre-employment training 

The quality of early childhood education 

programmes is essential in shaping the 

qualifications that pre-school teachers obtain. 
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Research on pre-employment education for pre-

school teachers has increasingly focused on 

curriculum design, internship programmes, and 

talent development models (Song & Wang, 2012). 

 
In-service professional development 

Research on the professional development of early 

childhood teachers has shifted in focus. This shift is 

reflected in the evolving image of early childhood 

teachers, whose responsibilities have expanded 

beyond simply transmitting knowledge to 

encompass roles as supporters, guides, and 

collaborators in children’s development. Emphasis 

is placed on their scaffolding role in educational 

activities and their capacity to inspire or facilitate 

children’s self-development (Meng, 2012). On the 

other hand, the professional development of early 

childhood teachers has become an area of 

increasing focus. Their foundational knowledge, 

including educational theories, teaching practices, 

experiences, and insight, serves as the starting point 

and cornerstone for their professional development 

(Yue, 2011). Early childhood teachers’ work 

context has become a focus of research, with 

kindergarten-based training, action research, and 

collaborative learning becoming important 

pathways for their professional growth (Wang, N & 

Zhao, 2011). 

 
Professional development of pre-school teachers in 
rural areas 

Rural kindergarten teachers represent a vital force 

in the education of rural children. Addressing the 

disparities in academic qualifications, gender 

representation, and regional composition between 

urban and rural kindergarten teachers is essential. 

There is a pressing need to direct quality teaching 

resources towards remote and underserved areas 

while enhancing the professional development of 

rural kindergarten teachers. This issue has garnered 

significant attention in the academic community 

(Li, S, Huang, Kang, Zhang & Yin, 2011). 

 
The in-depth exploration stage (2014–2022) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 Word rose charts reflecting yearly changes in keywords 2014–2022 (five keywords) 

 

The number of studies on pre-school teachers 

is steadily rising, research findings are becoming 

more nuanced, and new characteristics are 

emerging in the in-depth exploration phase. We 

summarised the frequently occurring keywords in 

the word cloud chart that illustrates the annual 

changes in keyword usage from 2014 to 2022. Our 

analysis revealed that the main areas of focus in 

pre-school teacher research during this period 

included social support, standardised professional 

development, and psychological resilience. 
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Social support 

Enhancing salaries, social status, and the 

organisational environment contributes to 

strengthening pre-school teachers’ professional 

identity, commitment, and job satisfaction. This, in 

turn, boosts the stability and dedication of the pre-

school teacher workforce (Liu, Y & Song, 2022). 

 
Standardised professional development 

The Professional Development Standards for Early 

Childhood Teachers (Ministry of Education of the 

People’s Republic of China, 2012) offers a 

comprehensive evaluation framework for assessing 

the quality of early childhood teacher development 

outcomes. It encourages researchers to investigate 

pathways and strategies aimed at enhancing the 

quality of early childhood teacher training and 

development, ultimately improving early childhood 

teachers’ overall effectiveness (Yang, 2016; Yu, N 

& Liu, 2017). 

 
Psychological resilience 

The role of pre-school teachers is intricate, 

involving considerable uncertainty and stressful 

challenges. Psychological resilience may reduce the 

mental strain experienced by these teachers, 

enhancing their job adaptation and work 

engagement while also helping to delay or alleviate 

occupational burnout (Chen, L, Xing, Zhang & 

Huang, 2022). 

 

Research Hotspots in Early Childhood Education 

Keywords are succinct summaries that encapsulate 

the essential content and themes of a study. The 

co-occurrence of keywords indicates the 

simultaneous appearance of two keywords within 

the same article. Analysing the co-occurrence 

network of these keywords allows for the 

identification of research trends and focal areas 

within that field. We employed COOC13.2 to 

create a co-word community clustering map of 

keywords, with the goal of identifying research 

hotspots in early childhood teacher research. In 

Figure 7, the nodes symbolise keywords that each 

have appeared at least six times. The size of a node 

corresponds to the frequency of the keyword, with 

larger nodes indicating higher frequency. The lines 

between nodes illustrate the co-occurrence of 

keywords within the same document; thicker lines 

denote a greater frequency of simultaneous 

appearance in a document. The analysis reveals a 

total of 94 nodes and 409 connections, resulting in 

a network density of 0.0936, which signifies a 

loosely connected network structure. In the 

community clustering diagram, keywords of the 

same colour are grouped into a single category. 

Figure 7 presents a total of five distinct clusters. 

The intrinsic logical connections among the 

keywords within each label category allow us to 

condense these five categories into five key focus 

areas.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 Keyword co-occurrence community clustering 
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Hotspot 1: Social support for the professional 
growth of early childhood teachers 

The primary factors supporting the professional 

development of kindergarten teachers can be 

categorised as macro-level government support and 

micro-level support provided by individual 

kindergartens. 

Research on macro-level government support 

encompasses two key aspects, with the first being 

the examination of policies and regulations. 

Education policies and regulations delineate the 

rights and responsibilities of early childhood 

teachers, set entry qualifications, and establish 

professional competency standards. These efforts 

support the professionalisation and standardisation 

of early childhood education by providing clear 

guidelines for the training objectives and models of 

institutions that prepare early childhood teachers. 

The second aspect focuses on the establishment of 

an assurance system. Implementing salary 

standards and a social security system for 

kindergarten teachers (Wang, M, Hong & Pang, 

2015) involves several key steps. These include 

local governments accurately allocating 

institutional positions, transitioning from 

institutional to budgeted positions, improving 

compensation for institutional positions that move 

between kindergartens, and reinforcing the 

organisational reliance of non-institutional teachers 

(Yu, J & Sun, 2020). These measures may elevate 

the social and economic status of pre-school 

teachers, boost the attractiveness of the teaching 

profession, and enhance the stability of the 

pre-school teaching workforce. 

Research on the micro-level kindergarten 

support emphasises two key areas. The first 

pertains to the development of an organisational 

culture. Establishing an organisational system, 

fostering a strong culture, and developing a 

cohesive and competitive kindergarten environment 

can significantly enhance teachers’ professional 

well-being and work engagement (Zhao, Y & Zhou, 

2015). This, in turn, greatly influences early 

childhood teachers’ professional beliefs, attitudes, 

skills, ethics, and identity (Xu, J & Zhou, 2015). 

The second area pertains to kindergarten-based 

training. In the realm of kindergarten-based 

teaching research, it is essential to identify the 

challenges faced in this area and to connect 

findings to practical teaching applications (Huang, 

H 2019). To support this process, various types of 

learning communities can be established to 

strengthen the role of kindergarten-based teaching 

research in fostering the professional development 

of pre-school teachers. Efforts should focus on 

using the kindergarten platform to investigate 

diverse, multi-layered, and multi-dimensional 

training methods tailored for kindergarten-based 

training. A range of methods can be employed to 

train new teachers. These methods include the 

apprenticeship model, Neuro-Linguistic 

Programming (NLP)-based experiential training 

tailored for pre-school teachers (Zou, 2015), and 

the storytelling educational model (Wu, Yu & Ye, 

2015). For seasoned teachers, effective strategies 

involve in-service training, expert lectures, peer 

support, and participation in learning communities. 

 
Hotspot 2: Building a rural kindergarten teacher 
workforce 

Eleven keywords are linked to the professional 

development of rural kindergarten teachers and the 

establishment of teaching staff. These include 

“rural kindergarten teachers”, “professional 

development of kindergarten teachers”, 

“kindergarten teacher training”, 

“professionalization”, and “kindergarten teaching 

staff.” A review of the keywords and a second 

examination of the relevant sample literature 

suggests that research on the development of the 

rural pre-school teacher workforce predominantly 

focuses on two key areas: 
1) Continuous exploration and innovation in training 

and recruitment practices, as well as mechanisms for 

replenishing the pool of rural pre-school teachers. 

The teaching staff in rural kindergartens often face 

significant challenges, including low levels of 

professional development, high teacher turnover, and 

an inadequate system for post-service education 

support (Cheng, 2013). Improving the personnel 

management system (Deng, Li & Liu, 2015) to 

ensure a more balanced allocation of pre-school 

teachers between urban and rural areas, as well as 

enhancing the mechanisms that secure their benefits, 

can elevate the social and economic status of rural 

pre-school teachers. This, in turn, will improve their 

working environment and enable the recruitment, 

retention, and continuous professional development 

of high-quality pre-school teachers. 

2) Continuing education for rural pre-school teachers. 

Some scholars advocate for the creation of a 

diversified education and training model for early 

childhood teachers, designed to meet real-world 

demands and practical applications, and tailored to 

their developmental levels. The training programme 

can combine various approaches, including focused 

training sessions, practical on-the-job experience, 

online workshops (Yang, 2016), a tiered course 

structure (Zhang, Y 2015), case study analysis, and 

an ecological training framework. 
 
Hotspot 3: Pre-service training for early childhood 
teachers 

The main keywords related to pre-school teacher 

training were “pre-school education program”, 

“kindergarten education”, “early childhood teacher 

education”, “professional standards”, “professional 

competence”, “practical teaching”, and “teaching 

internship”, amounting to a total of 15. Current 

research on the pre-service training of early 

childhood teachers centres on three key aspects: 

firstly, the development of the curriculum system. 

This aspect emphasises a practice-oriented 
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approach, striving to develop a scientific and 

effective curriculum system that integrates 

theoretical and practical education. Teacher training 

universities can establish a talent training 

programme by developing courses and arranging 

educational internships in accordance with the 

Teacher Education Curriculum Standards (Trial) 

(Quan & Lu, 2022). The second aspect involves 

reforming the teaching model. Some scholars 

advocate for the innovation of educational and 

teaching models designed to enhance the 

development of critical professional competencies, 

particularly focusing on enhancing the expertise of 

early childhood education majors（Liu, X 2016). 

The training modalities include the 1+x Certificate 

System (Pu, 2022), the Chinese-style Lesson Model 

(Zheng, 2020), the Segmented-Integrated 

Education Internship Model (Xu, H 2016), and the 

three-stage cross-progressive practical teaching 

system consisting of “on-campus training, 

specialized education internship, and job placement 

internship” (Wang, D, Li & Zhao, 2015:60). The 

third aspect involves evaluation criteria. Some 

scholars advocate for the ongoing optimisation of 

the evaluation methods and standards in teacher 

education. They analyse curriculum reform and 

evaluation standards for pre-service pre-school 

teacher education in China, guided by the 

“Professional Standards for Pre-school Teachers” 

and the “Standards for Teacher Education Program 

Accreditation.” Additionally, they incorporate 

insight from international models of pre-school 

teacher education reform (Xu, Q, Shi & Jiang, 

2015). 

 
Hotspot 4: In-service training 

Research on in-service training for pre-school 

teachers concentrates on three key aspects, starting 

with innovating training methods. Some scholars 

propose to continuously innovate the training 

model for pre-school teachers to facilitate their 

professional growth, such as the “Three-

Dimensional Resonance, Three-Stage 

Development” training model (Li, D & Wu, 

2022:144), and the problem-oriented layered 

training strategies for early childhood teachers 

(Zhang, X 2017). The third aspect involves the 

in-service training system. Some scholars suggest 

creating a multi-tiered, systematic in-service 

training programme that takes the varying 

development levels of kindergarten teachers into 

account. Different categories of pre-school 

teachers, including those in rural areas and those in 

inclusive education, exhibit distinct variations in 

their training objectives, methodologies, models, 

and content (Wang, B 2016). Additionally, 

pre-school teachers at varying professional 

development levels require different levels of 

training complexity, as is shown by the divergent 

training content designed for outstanding teachers 

compared to their peers (Liu, X 2015). 

 
Hotspot 5: The professional psychological profile of 
pre-school teachers 

The professional psychological profile of 

pre-school teachers is represented by 45 keywords, 

including “pre-school teacher”, “early childhood 

education”, “professional development”, 

“professional growth”, “occupational burnout”, and 

“occupational identity.” This profile is arranged in 

three main categories: mental health, professional 

identity, and professional competence, reflecting 

the inherent logical and semantic relationships 

among these keywords. 

 
Mental health 

Persistent pressure in the workplace can 

significantly impact pre-school teachers’ physical 

and mental health, thereby affecting their 

engagement and efficiency. Strategies that 

emphasise positive emotional awareness (Zhang, C 

et al., 2022), mindfulness (He, Y, Zhai, Cao, Sun, 

Wu & Fang, 2018), and social support (Li, Y 2016) 

are crucial for alleviating the psychological stress 

faced by early childhood teachers and enhancing 

their overall professional well-being. 

 
Professional identity 

Professional identity can predict pre-school 

teachers’ work engagement and stability, enhancing 

pre-school teachers’ job performance (Chen, S & 

Ying, 2016; Zhao, X & Wang, 2016). Research on 

factors influencing pre-school teachers’ 

professional identity – including economic income, 

professional commitment, development 

opportunities, and professional titles – may 

significantly enhance the understanding of the 

levels of professional identity among pre-school 

teachers (Chen, S & He, 2015). 

 
Professional competence 

Some scholars suggest kindergarten practices to 

enhance the educational insight of early childhood 

teachers. Their goal is to investigate the teaching 

abilities and strategies of these teachers within 

specific educational contexts. Early childhood 

teachers can effectively implement social-

emotional learning curricula (Shen & Wang, 2022), 

provide supportive guidance during children’s 

music performances (Chen, Y 2021), and address 

the challenges in overcoming ineffective teacher 

intervention during children’s play (Zhang, Y & 

Zhou, 2021). These topics are key areas of focus. 

 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
Conclusion 

In this study we used bibliometric principles and 

incorporated quantitative and qualitative research 

methods to deliver a thorough review of research 



 South African Journal of Education, Volume 46, Number 2, May 2026 13 

on pre-school teachers in China over the last 30 

years. The following conclusions were drawn. 

 
Spatial distribution of research activities 

A comprehensive review of the existing literature 

indicates that the research framework on Chinese 

early childhood teachers is primarily supported by 

a core group of influential authors, including 

distinguished scholars such as Lijuan Pang and 

Zhang Bin, as well as a network of collaborative 

authors. Key research institutions such as Beijing 

Normal University and East China Normal 

University have developed inter-institutional 

collaboration networks. Research collaboration 

fosters in-depth communication among scholars 

with diverse knowledge structures and 

perspectives. This interaction encourages the 

exchange of varying concepts and ideas, ultimately 

resulting in a comprehensive understanding of 

research questions that better addresses the core 

issues at hand. The current collaboration among 

research teams in China primarily involves 

partnerships between universities and within the 

same institutions. There is limited collaborative 

research between universities and kindergartens, as 

well as among different universities. As a result, 

research findings tend to focus on theoretical 

discussions and adopt a top-down approach to 

constructing the early childhood teaching 

workforce. This approach neglects early childhood 

teachers’ insight regarding the systemic support 

necessary from a bottom-up perspective. The 

limited research on the engagement of early 

childhood teachers, along with their inadequate 

participation, fails to create a meaningful link 

between their needs and previous experiences. This 

shortfall results in research outcomes that do not 

successfully enhance their professional 

competencies (Geldenhuys & Oosthuizen, 2015). 

 
Temporal distribution of research activities 

The timeline reveals that research on the Chinese 

pre-school teacher workforce has progressed 

through stages of initial emergence, flourishing 

development, and in-depth exploration. In the 

initial emergence stage, the focus was on enhancing 

pre-school teachers’ instrumental skills, including 

their educational background and teaching 

techniques. In this phase the significance of 

external training in developing teachers’ 

competencies was emphasised. As research 

progressed into the flourishing development stage, 

attention shifted to the individual perspectives of 

pre-school teachers and the socio-cultural context 

in which they operate. Here, reflection on practices, 

action research, and kindergarten-based training 

become crucial for professional growth, 

highlighting the interplay between training content 

and teachers’ existing knowledge and experiences. 

In the in-depth exploration stage, the growing focus 

was on pre-school teachers’ professional 

well-being, particularly their psychological 

recovery abilities and resilience. In this stage 

strategies to improve job satisfaction through better 

working conditions and increased compensation 

were explored. Research methods have evolved 

from an initial reliance on experience-based 

approaches to more empirical methods. This 

transition emphasises the importance of research 

evidence in supporting viewpoints. However, the 

predominant format remains cross-sectional 

studies, which is supplemented by an inadequate 

number of longitudinal studies. 

 
Structure of the research themes 

Research on Chinese pre-school teachers 

encompasses five primary themes. The first focuses 

on social support structures for pre-school teachers, 

examining qualification standards, compensation 

packages, and organisational support systems. The 

second addresses the development of rural 

pre-school teaching staff, including recruitment 

mechanisms, specialised training approaches, and 

support frameworks for rural teachers. In the third 

theme pre-service preparation, covering curriculum 

development, pedagogical reforms, and innovations 

in teacher training programmes is investigated. 

In-service professional development, analysing 

training methodologies, content delivery, and 

systematic approaches to continuing education are 

explored in the fourth theme. In the fifth theme the 

focus is on the psychological framework of early 

childhood teachers, encompassing professional 

identity, psychological resilience, overall 

well-being, and avenues for continuing professional 

development. Recent research on pre-school 

teachers in China has not addressed the problems of 

inadequate professional commitment among 

teachers and the gap between theory and practice. 

 
Recommendations 

Current research findings offer valuable insight and 

recommendations for early childhood education 

research in China, South Africa, and other 

developing countries. 

 
Promoting in-depth collaboration among 
researchers 

Fostering extensive research collaboration between 

universities and kindergartens, as well as among 

universities across various regions should be 

emphasised. Innovating research collaboration 

methods, promoting task- and theme-oriented 

partnerships, establishing stable research teams, 

and enhancing the breadth, depth, and practicality 

of research topics relevant to early childhood 

teachers can address existing deficiencies in the 

field. 
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Enhancing the vertical research framework 

Over the past 30 years, researchers in China have 

primarily relied on cross-sectional studies to 

investigate the training, professional development, 

and cognitive frameworks of early childhood 

teachers. This approach has led to research findings 

that fall short in adequately describing, explaining, 

analysing, or predicting the dynamic development 

patterns of these teachers. Longitudinal studies 

involve extended periods of repeated observations, 

interviews, and tests on research subjects. This 

approach allows for accurate interpretation of the 

subjects’ developmental trends and the dynamic 

factors influencing them, effectively addressing the 

limitations of cross-sectional studies. Introducing a 

longitudinal research paradigm into early childhood 

teacher research can significantly enhance the 

scientific rigour and explanatory power of the 

findings. 

 
Refining the structure of research themes. 
Enhancing research on the professional well-being 
of pre-school teachers 

Emotions play a pivotal role in shaping individual 

behaviour, and job satisfaction serves as a source of 

positive emotional energy. This energy helps 

individuals experience the joy of their work and 

ignites their enthusiasm, enabling them to firmly 

establish themselves as early childhood teachers 

and continuously improve their professional skills 

(Baloyi, 2022). Enhancing research on the 

professional well-being of pre-school teachers is 

essential for fostering their retention and 

performance. 

 
Enhancing research on the practical expertise of 
pre-school teachers 

The practical knowledge of pre-school teachers acts 

as a bridge between theory and practice, guiding 

their educational actions. A well-structured body of 

practical knowledge enhances the overall quality of 

education. Investigating the practical knowledge of 

pre-school teachers corresponds with their 

empirical thinking tendencies (Draganoudi, 

Kaliampos, Lavidas & Ravanis, 2023). This 

process allows teachers to convert their individual 

experiences into a comprehensive framework of 

practical knowledge, facilitating effective 

high-level transfer across various contexts. 

 
Increasing research on the observational skills of 
pre-school teachers 

Observation is essential for pre-school teachers to 

understand, support, and guide children effectively. 

It allows them to move beyond their personal 

concerns and prioritise the needs of children as the 

primary influence on their educational practices 

(Phajane, 2020). 
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