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Abstract The study addresses the issue of pedagogica diagnostics
of the family environment. The aim of the qualitative research was
to identify the key factors that determine the level of self-assessment
among school special educators in the field of pedagogical
diagnostics of the family environment. The research sample
consisted of 15 school specia educators working in different types
of schools, with whom two online focus groups were conducted.
The findings identified the main determinants of school special
educators’  self-assessment (self-confidence) in this area. The
analysis of the focus group data reveded four main categories
influencing school specia educators self-efficacy in assessing
pupils family environments: (1) communication skills and pre-
service training; (2) practice and experience in family assessment;
(3) socid factors; and (4) persond vision and professional
ambitions. The results showed that practical experience with
parents, communication competencies and support from the school
environment play an important role in the perception of professiona
competence. The findings confirm the need for further professional
development and the expansion of practical experience in this area
of educational activity, particularly for beginning school specia
educators.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In contemporary education and pre-service teacher training,
increasing emphasis is placed on the integration of teacher's
professional expertise, persona characteristics and self-regulatory
mechanisms. Among the key concepts in this regard is teacher's
perceived self-efficacy. Drawing on Albert Bandura's socid
cognitive theory, self-efficacy refers to teachers' professional belief
in their own ability to successfully organise and carry out
professional activities in order to achieve desired educationa
outcomes for pupils (Van Staden-Payne & Nel, 2023).

These beliefs fundamentally influence cognitive processes, behavior
as well as the goals individuals choose, and the amount of effort
they invest in achieving them. In the school environment, teacher

sdf-efficacy is a key factor in the successful implementation of
educational processes (Kazanopoulos et al., 2022).

Teacher’'s work is conceptualized through professiona
competencies, which represent an integrated set of knowledge,
skills, attitudes and values. In the context of this study, particular
attention is paid to diagnostic competence. Pedagogical diagnostics
is no longer perceived merely as a summative process aimed at
grading (classification) but rather as a continuous and formative
process of identifying the conditions, course and outcomes of
education (Dorozhovets & Hladush, 2021).

Diagnostics occupies a crucial position in educational work, both in
the domain of knowledge construction and in educational practice. It
initiates al other pedagogica activities, guides them, and is
continuoudly refined throughout these processes. An educator's
professionalism is demonstrated, among other things, through their
knowledge of pedagogical diagnostics, their ability to apply it
effectively, and their competent and ethical conduct in relation to
diagnostic activities (Opozda, 2019).

One of the most important and demanding sub-competencies within
pedagogical diagnostics is the diagnostics of the pupil's family
environment. From the perspective of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory, the school and the family represent two key
microsystems whose interaction (the mesosystem) fundamentally
influences child development. According to Wray et al. (2022),
three key sets of competencies are essential for functioning
effectively in contemporary education focused on inclusion: content
and pedagogica knowledge; classroom management; and the ability
to cooperate with parents and teacher assistants.

While diagnostic activities are important for teachers in genera,
they congtitute a cornerstone of the work of school special
educators. The development of diagnostic competence, with
particular attention to in-depth diagnostics of the family
environment, therefore emerges as a key professional priority. When
pedagogical and professional staff possess a high level of self-
efficacy in this area, the school environment ceases to be a place of
selection and becomes a space for genuine inclusion (Dorozhovets
& Hladush, 2021). Current educational discourse explicitly
addresses the discrepancy between the demands placed on teachers
diagnostic competence and the practical limitations of educational
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settings, including large class sizes and limited time allocated to in-
depth pedagogical diagnostics.

Empirical findings (Kazanopoulos et al., 2022) demonstrate a
significantly higher level of perceived self-efficacy in key areas of
inclusive education. This difference is explained by the more
targeted focus of their pre-service and academic preparation, which
aims to equip future professionals with the competencies necessary
to work effectively in heterogeneous and inclusive educationa
environments.

The literature contains a number of studies addressing teacher self-
efficacy with a particular focus on inclusive education and the
pupil’s family environment. Savolainen et a. (2012) identified
professional preparation, continuing education, and support as
important determinants of the level of teacher self-efficacy in
inclusive education. A higher level of perceived teacher self-
efficacy has been associated with more active participation of family
members in the educational process (Krizman, 2013), as well as
with more developed forms of cooperation between schools and
families. Hansuvadha (2009) points to the limited amount of
research linking teacher self-efficacy with the quality of family—
school relationships, although such connections can reasonably be
assumed.

The present study focuses on the self-efficacy of school special
educators, specifically in relation to the diagnostics of pupil's family
environment. The self-efficacy of school special educators develops
gradudly, and its level is conditioned by multiple factors.
Concerning professiona growth, both the level of competencies and
the degree of sdlf-reflection of the school specia educators increase.
Based on these theoretical foundations, the present study further
explores this issue through empirical research.

2. METHODS

The aim of the present qualitative study was to identify the factors
determining the level of school specia educators' self-assessment of
their professional competence in the field of pedagogical assessment
of the family environment.

Participants:

The sample consisted of 15 school special educators working in
different types of schools. The sampling procedure was non-random.
Two online focus group interviews involving 15 school specia
educators were conducted until the criterion of theoretical data
saturation was reached (Strauss & Corbin, 1997). The authors of this
study served as moderators of the focus groups.

Methods of data collection:

Given the nature of the research problem and the aim to explore the
unique experience of school specia educators, the method of
qualitative focus group was employed. Qualitative data are
authentic, complex and rich, providing valuable insight into the
phenomenon under investigation. A set of open-ended questions was
developed based on previous research in this area. Group
interactions that emerged during the moderated interviews added an
important dynamic to the exploration of the phenomenon — anything
that had been said could be confirmed, supported or challenged
within the group discussion. The data of the online focus groups
were digitally recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim.

Methods of data analysis:

The data was analyzed using the grounded theory approach
proposed by Strauss & Corbin (1997). Two independent coders
andyzed the data to identify as many aspects of studied
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phenomenon as possible, and to enhance the credibility of the
findings. Their preliminary results were subsequently compared and
discussed in order to reach a shared interpretation of the
phenomenon. They used multi-level coding of participants
statements. In the next phase, central categories and subcategories
were developed, relationships among them were explored and the
findings were incorporated into a conceptua model (Miovsky,
2006).

3. RESULTS

The analysis of the focus group data revealed three main categories
that explain how Slovak school special educators perceive their self-
efficacy and their role as professionals responsible for assessing
pupils  family environments. These categories include
communication skills — pre-service training versus practical
experience, socia factors as determinants of school specia
educators self-efficacy, and the persona vision and professional
ambitions of school special educators. An overview of the main
categories and subcategories is presented in the following model
(Fig. 1). The relationships between the categories and their
definitions are briefly described below.

3.1 Communication Skills— Pre-Service Training versus
Practical Experience
- pre-servicetraining in communication with families,
personal professional experience,
the ability to handle sensitive information,
the ability to manage conflict situations and
communicate effectively.

3.2 Social Factors as Deter minants of the Self-Efficacy of
School Special Educators
- diversetypes of parents,
family — parents’ unwillingness,
school — the approach of the school leadership,
the type of school.

3.3 Personal Vision and School Special Educators
Professional Ambitions
- atitudeand activity,
improvement of diagnostic competencies related to
the pupil’ s family environment.

Figure 1: Main Categories and Subcategories of
Factors Determining School Special Educators’ Self-Efficacy

3.1 Communication Skills — Pre-Service Training versus
Practical Experience

The self-perception of school specia educators as “professionals
responsible for assessing pupil’s family environment” is primarily
shaped by the quality of their pre-service training and their practical
experience.

An important factor influencing the self-efficacy of school specia
educators is the limitations resulting from their professional
preparation, particularly in the area of communication with families.
Respondents participating in the focus groups pointed out that
working with parents and assessing pupil’s family environment
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require specific competencies that are not sufficiently developed
during university studies. School special educators often perceive a
gap between theoretica preparation and the actua demands of
professional practice. At the same time, a lack of practica
experience in communicating with parents reduces their confidence
when dealing with challenging situations.

In this context, respondents emphasized that their pre-service
training in this area was predominantly theoretica and did not
provide sufficient opportunities to practice specific rea-life
situations. In particular, they highlighted a lack of model interviews,
conflict management training and opportunities to reflect on
communication with parents. As a result, practica experience
played a more significant role in the development of self-efficacy
than university preparation itself. Respondents stated that it was
often only through direct practical experience that they learnt how to
communicate effectively with different types of parents.

Respondents further empasized the importance of practical
experience as a key source of professional learning. They stated
that many skills were acquired only through practice and highlighted
the importance of gradually gaining confidence through real-life
situations. At the same time, this process was perceived as
demanding and, in some cases, also as a source of uncertainty,
particularly at the beginning of their professional careers. “ At
university, we learned a lot about diagnostics, but very little about
how to talk to a parent who isangry or unwilling to cooperate.”

“It was only practice that taught me how to respond in real-life
situations.” °

An important subcategory was the ability to work with sensitive
infor mation. Respondents described feelings of uncertainty when
communicating serious findings related to the pupil or the family
environment. They expressed concerns about using inappropriate
wording or being misunderstood by parents. In this regard, they
highlighted high demands put on them as well as the importance of
empathetic communication with parents.

“ Sometimes it is very difficult to tell a parent that the child's
problem may also be related to the situation at home.”

“You have to choose your words very carefully so that the parent
does not feel accused.”

Another significant determinant of self-efficacy was the ability to
manage conflict situations. Educators reported that the most
challenging situations arise when parents disagree with diagnostic
conclusions, reject the school's recommendations, or have had
negative experience with another school. Increased pressure in such
situations may lead to feelings of uncertainty and fear of
professional failure.

“When a parent raises their voice or starts blaming the school,
suddenly you are no longer sure how to react appropriately.” *?
“The most difficult thing is to remain calm when a parent refuses
any form of cooperation.” *

“[..] | do not always know how to conduct a conversation with a
parent properly, especially when sensitive topics are involved.” 7

The findings highlight the need for targeted preparation of school
specia educators in the area of working with families, extending
beyond the framework of traditional pedagogical competencies. An
important part of professional preparation should therefore include
practice-oriented communication training, model situations, the
development of mediation skills, and supervisory guidance
reflecting real-life professional experience.
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3.2 Social Factors as Determinants of the Self-Efficacy of
School Special Educators

An important category of factors influencing the self-efficacy of
school specia educators consisted of social factors related to both
the family and the school environment. Respondents participating in
the focus groups stated that their ability to assess effectively the
pupil’s family environment and cooperate with the family is
determined not only by their individual competencies but also by
broader school conditions, parental attitudes and the family’s socia
environment. Educators pointed out that the quality of cooperation
with families significantly influences their professional confidence,
the effectiveness of interventions and their overall perception of
their own effectiveness.

One of the most prominent subcategories concerned different types
of parents and the chalanges associated with adopting an
individual approach to each family. Respondents pointed to the need
to communicate effectively with different types of parents. They
emphasized that every family has a unique social and cultural
background, which always requires an individual approach. School
specia educators perceived establishing cooperation as particularly
challenging when working with parents from socially disadvantaged
backgrounds, parents with low level of trust in schools as well as
with parents with limited proficiency in Slovak and parents whose
previous life experiences had negatively affected their attitudes
towards educational ingtitutions.

“You need to communicate differently with every parent. Some want
precise facts, while others mainly need support and understanding.
We also have parents from Ukraine who are very reserved, and
working with them is much more demanding.” **

“The hardest thing is to gain the trust of parents who have already
had a negative experience with school.” *

A significant barrier on the family side was parental unwillingness
to cooperate. Respondents stated that some parents refused to
follow the recommendations of school special educators regarding
how to work with their child at home. In some cases, parents aso
questioned the professiona recommendations of specialists or
denied the existence of their child's specia educational needs. Such
situations reduced school specia educators sense of professional
efficacy and complicated the implementation of interventions aimed
at supporting the pupil.

“The most difficult thing is when a parent completely denies the
problem and refuses any kind of help.” ©

“We have parents who do not attend a single meeting, yet at the
same time expect the school to solve everything on its own.” 2
“When parents do not cooperate, you feel that your work has no
real impact.” 2

Another significant determinant of self-efficacy involved barriers
within the school environment and broader systemic conditions.
Respondents pointed out that the effective work of school specid
educators depends not only on their own competencies but also on
the organizational conditions of the school, the support provided
by school leadership and the overall structure of the educational
system. They identified a high administrative workload, insufficient
time for individual work with families, and ambiguosly defined
professional responsibilities as particularly problematic.

“We spend a lot of time on administration, and then there is not
enough space left for actual work with families.” °

“ Sometimes we feel that the system expects too much from us, but
does not provide clear rules.” 1°
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The approach of school leadership also emerged as an important
factor. Respondents emphasized that support from school leadership
significantly influences their professional confidence. They
perceived leadership positively when it respected the professional
opinions of school special educators and created opportunities for
communication with families. Conversaly, insufficient support from
school leadership was associated with feelings of isolation and a
lack of professional recognition.

“When the school leadership trusts our work, you feel more
confident also in working with families.” *

“If the leadership does not realize the importance of our work, it is
difficult to implement the necessary measures.” *

The findings also suggested that the type of school in which a
school specia educator works may influence their self-efficacy.
Respondents working in specia schools stated that these institutions
place greater emphasis on systematic assessment and more intensive
cooperation with families. This suggests that the subjective
perception of the school special educator’srolein relation to parents
varies according to the school environment and the specia
educational needs of the pupils.

“In a special school, cooperation with the family is a natural part of
the work, and parents are more prepared to communicate.” 3

“In a mainstream school, we have much less space to devote in-
depth attention to one family.” 4

The findings suggest that the self-efficacy of school special
educators is significantly shaped by the social context of both the
school and the family. Effective assessment of the family
environment therefore requires not only the educator’s individual
professional competencies but also supportive systemic conditions
and adequate support from school |leadership.

3.3 Personal Vision and Professional Ambitions of School
Special Educators

An important category influencing the self-efficacy of school special
educators was their persona vision of the profession and their
professional ambitions. The respondents’ statements suggest that
they do not perceive pedagogica assessment of the family
environment merely as a technical or administrative part of their
work, but rather as an important tool for supporting the overall
development of the pupil.

Respondents also pointed out that high-quality assessment of the
family environment requires not only professional knowledge but
also an appropriate persond attitude of the educator (attitude and
activity), a high level of empathy, the ability to communicate with
parents and a willingness to continuously develop their professional
competencies. They perceived this area of pracise as demanding, yet
at the same time as an important part of their professional identity.
“[..] wearelike a bridge between the school and the family.” *

“If we truly want to help the family and the child, | myself must
believe that | can do it. | also need to be active in order to
encourage the parents.” *°

An important subcategory concerned the need to improve
diagnostic competencies related to the pupil’s family
environment. Respondents repeatedly highlighted the need for
further professiona development, methodological support and
practice-oriented training in the area of working with families. They
were aware of the limitations of their own preparation and
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emphasized the need for the systematic development of their
competencies.

“More practical training would help, for example, within lifelong
learning programs focused on conversations with parents and
managing difficult situations.”

The findings suggest that school specia educators are interested in
further professional development and recognize the need for
continuous improvement of their competencies. This aspect reflects
their commitment to the quality of their work and their responsible
approach to their profession.

4. DISCUSSION

The aim of the present study was to identify the key factors that
determine the level of sdf-assessment among school specia
educators in the field of pedagogica diagnostics of the family
environment. Through qualitative research employing focus group
interviews with 15 school specia educators, severa factors were
identified and subsequently classified into three main categories.

The findings revealed that the level of professional self-confidence
(self-efficacy) among school specia educators is influenced by
limitations in their professiona preparation, particularly in the area
of communication with family members. Similarly, Hansuvadha
(2009) identified self-efficacy among beginning school special
educators, who primarily reported insufficient preparation for
cooperation with parents. A lack of self-confidence and less
developed communication skills complicate effective cooperation
with families. Given the nature of a school specia educator’s work,
professionals are expected to communicate sensitively about
complex situations and often emotionally demanding issues,
including various diagnostic findings.

Corresponding factors were also identified in the next area, where
school specia educators emphasized experiencing uncertainty,
anxiety, and fears of failure when confronting parents. Limited
parental involvement negatively affects educators perceptions of
their own professional confidence. At the same time, active parental
involvement in a child's educational process represents a key
prerequisite for effective development and successful learning

(Sapungan & Sapungan, 2014).

The analysis also identified another important domain, namely
social factors influencing the self-efficacy of school specia
educators in their work with families. Effective cooperation between
schools and families is significantly influenced by the fact that there
is no universal approach to family backgrounds in educational
practice. Instead, educators encounter diverse types of parents
(Kong & Lu, 2024). This diversity reflects differences in their
pedagogical engagement, communication competencies and
attitudes toward educationa institutions, requiring school specia
educators to apply communication and intervention strategies
flexibly according to the characteristics of individua families.

This diversity of family backgrounds may also be understood in the
context of broader social changes affecting contemporary families.
Liskova (2014) points out that modern families are exposed to
various social, economic, and cultural pressures, which contribute to
increasing diversity in family functioning, communication patterns,
and parental involvement in children's education. These changes
may create additional challenges for school special educators and
further emphasize the importance of understanding the wider family
context when conducting pedagogical diagnostics.
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The focus group findings also highlighted the role of the school
itself, particularly those factors within the school environment that
influence the self-efficacy of school specia educators. Similarly,
Hansuvadha (2009) states that school administration and
interpersonal relationships in the workplace are among the key
factors influencing teachers' professional confidence. In the context
of school leadership, respondents emhasized an urgent need for
recognition, respect and trust from school management. The absence
of such support may significantly hinder the effective
implementation of inclusive educational practices.

Another empirically identified group of factors concerns the
personal vision and professiona ambitions of school special
educators. High-quality diagnostic assessment of the family
environment requires not only professional competencies but also
specific persona characteristics, including engagement, a high level
of empathy, well-developed communication skills for interacting
with parents, and a commitment to continuous professiona
devel opment.

Similarly, Herber and Hund (2026) emphasize the importance of
personal characteristics and interpersonal skills in establishing
positive relationships with parents. These skills primarily include
positivity, mutual respect, openness in communication, the ability to
another person’s perspective, honesty, transparency, and the active
development of collaborative relationships.

A similar emphasis can be found in Sender (2020), who described
communication with parents, cooperation with families, and the
provision of individualized support as core dimensions of the school
special educator’s professional role. Such responsibilities require
advanced interpersona and communication skills and may
contribute to the development of professional self-efficacy when
working with pupils and their families.

The findings of the present study highlight the factors that determine
school specia educators perceived self-efficacy in their work with
families. Understanding these factors is important for improving
professional preparation, educational practice and continuing
professional development. Within the school environment, school
specia educators represent professionals for whom the assessment
of a pupil’s family environment constitutes an important source of
information. Therefore, it is essential to strengthen the development
of diagnostic competencies and enhance self-efficacy in this area
This requires adeguate professional preparation, appropriate
personal characteristics, communication skills based on respect and
empathy, and systematic support from schools.

5. CONCLUSION

The present study highlights that the perceived self-efficacy of
school special educators in the field of pedagogical assessment of
the family environment is determined by a complex set of factors
operating at the levels of their pre-service and academic preparation,
social aspects and personal professional vision. The findings clearly
point to existing limitations in communication competencies and to
the uncertainty experienced by school special educators when
working with diverse types of parents. At the same time, the results
indicate that persona characteristics such as empathy, engagement
and continuous professiona self-development, together with an
open and respectful approach on the part of both schools and
families, represent key foundations for effective cooperation. For
educational practice, these findings suggest the need for more
targeted development of the diagnostic and interpersonal
competencies of future school special educators, as well as the
strengthening of their professiona confidence through recognition
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and support within the workplace. Such measures may enable the
diagnostics of family environments to become a more effective tool
for supporting the cognitive, socia and emotional development of

pupils.
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