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Abstract. Developing the soft competencies of pre-service vocational teachers 
is a crucial aspect of their professional preparation, especially in the context of 
individualisation, inclusion, and digitalisation. The study aimed to assess the 
development levels of four competencies: creativity, adaptability, stress management, 
and lifelong learning. The sample comprised pre-service vocational teachers. A chi-
square test of independence indicated statistically significant differences between 
the development levels of the competencies. Creativity and adaptability were rated 
above average, whereas stress management was below average, potentially hindering 
professional adaptation and increasing the risk of burnout. The study highlights the 
need to systematically cultivate these competencies in teacher education curricula, 
especially stress management ability and the deliberate development of pupils’ 
creativity. The results inform the professionalisation debate in teaching and suggest 
avenues for the methodology of researching pedagogical competencies.
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Introduction
Pre-service teacher education faces technological challenges such as 

digitalisation, hybrid learning, and AI (Wang, 2025) alongside imperatives for in-
clusion, personalised learning, and safeguarding the wellbeing of both teachers and 
students. In the inclusion domain, Stárek and Klugerová (2025) underscore the 
importance of not only employing specialized didactic approaches but also cul-
tivating soft competencies (particularly empathy and adaptability) when working 
with students with intellectual disabilities.
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In the context of these challenges, including inclusion, it is evident that teachers 
need not only subject-matter expertise but also soft competencies. For example, the 
quality of professional preparation in vocational education should also encompass 
communication and presentation skills (Hrmo et al., 2016). The solution should be 
the integration of soft competencies into the education system to ensure that pro-
spective teachers are prepared for life in a globalized and rapidly changing world 
(Chaiya & Ahmad, 2021, p. 24; Sipii et al., 2024, p. 118).

Although the need to develop soft competencies is widely acknowledged, there 
are risks associated with their implementation in educational programmes. Beraki 
et al. (2022, p. 9) point to a lack of the knowledge and skills required to integrate 
these competencies into traditional education systems. Brownlie, Burke, and Van 
Der Laan (2024, p. 39) further highlight the possibility of unequal access to oppor-
tunities for the development of soft competencies.

For the successful implementation of soft competencies in curricula, it is advis-
able to provide a clear definition and to focus on a specific domain of soft compe-
tencies at a time. Although numerous definitions and lists of soft competencies exist 
(Chanda, 2022, p. 404; Pachauri & Yadav, 2014, p. 22; Robles, 2012, p. 455; Sipii 
et al., 2024, p. 121), in relation to the teaching profession soft competencies can be 
defined as intra- and interpersonal skills that are essential for teachers’ interactions 
with others and for their own personal development within the profession (Susilawati 
et al., 2020, p. 164). Bhatt (2020, pp. 6 – 7) even argues that soft competencies are 
personality traits that enhance teachers’ skills, job performance, and career prospects.

Within the broad domain of soft competencies, the study focuses specifically on 
the following four personal competencies: creativity, adaptability, stress management, 
and lifelong learning. The competence for lifelong learning encompasses the ability for 
self-directed study and the critical appraisal of the relevance of information (Phillips et 
al., 2020, p. 11), as well as openness to new ideas and approaches (Pachauri & Yadav, 
2014, p. 23; Bhatt, 2020, p. 4). The competence of adaptability relates to the ability to 
handle complex and changing situations (Phillips et al., 2020, p. 9), to generate innova-
tions (Tang et al., 2015, p. 840), and to adapt to the dynamic environment of teaching, 
where teachers make as many as 1,200 – 1,500 decisions per day (States et al., 2018, 
pp. 8 – 9). Teachers’ creativity encompasses the capacity to generate new ideas, devel-
op innovative instructional methods, and tailor teaching processes to diverse student 
needs (Khodjaqulova, 2024, p. 10). According to Susilo et al. (2021, p. 2), creativity 
competence is among the most important skills teachers need, as it enables them to 
respond creatively to instructional situations. Setiono et al. (2024, p. 216) further note 
that creativity is regarded as one of the core competencies in teacher preparation. The 
competence of stress management is characterized as the ability to recognise sources of 
stress and act in ways that help maintain it at an appropriate level (Prabu, 2016, p. 3). 
Sasi (2020, pp. 23 – 24) elaborates this as a set of skills, tools, and techniques that assist 
in reducing, managing, and mitigating the negative effects of stress.
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These personal competencies were selected based on professional expectations 
derived from the requirements for performing the teaching profession. In the Czech 
Republic, job-performance requirements can be monitored via the National System 
of Occupations (NSP)¹, which has operated for nearly twenty years (since 2007). 
The NSP serves as a register of occupations on the Czech labour market, identifies 
the competencies required for specific occupations, and thereby supports education-
al institutions in aligning study programmes with current labour-market demands¹. 
This study examines the attainment levels of the teacher’s personal competencies 
as defined in the NSP¹, which provides a detailed description of these competencies 
and their levels (see Materials and Methods).

Professional expectations for initial teacher education are also formulated by 
the Ministry of Education, which aims at the national level to contribute to the 
professionalisation of the teaching profession. For this purpose, it produced the 
document “Competency Framework for Graduates of Teacher Education”² (2023; 
hereafter the “competency framework”), which reflects the graduate profile of 
teacher-education programmes. The document was developed following the ex-
ample of OECD countries – for instance, the Reference Framework for Profession-
al Competencies for Teachers ³, Australian Professional Standards for Teachers⁴, 
The Tuning-CALOHEE Assessment Frameworks for Teacher Education⁵, and the 
Teachers’ Standards⁶.

The competency framework is binding as a general goal for teacher education, 
but it is not mandatory for all of its individual competencies to be fulfilled within 
programmes. The framework comprises 18 competencies divided into six domains: 
(1) subject-matter knowledge and its mediation to students; (2) planning, leading, 
and reflecting on instruction; (3) the learning environment; (4) feedback and assess-
ment; (5) professional collaboration; (6) professional self-concept, development, 
ethics, and mental health².

However, the results of our content analysis of the competency framework indi-
cate that two of the competencies under study (lifelong learning and stress manage-
ment) are explicitly stated, whereas creativity and adaptability are rather cross-cut-
ting in nature.

The competency framework is valuable both as a guide for structuring teach-
er-education curricula and as a springboard for research on professional teacher 
competencies, for instance, Bačová (2024) examines how teachers cultivate safe 
learning environments.

Although numerous studies focus on teachers’ soft competencies, the Czech ed-
ucational context lacks research that would systematically examine their attainment 
in relation to the requirements defined in the National System of Occupations¹.

The aim of the study is to analyse the attainment levels of four soft (personal) 
competencies among prospective vocational upper-secondary school teachers in 
relation to the requirements of the teaching profession. We examine whether these 
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attainment levels differ across the four competencies. The results can inform the 
design of teacher-education curricula (e.g., a practice-based course on stress man-
agement) and clarify which soft (personal) competencies warrant targeted devel-
opment.

Materials and Methods
The study presents a quantitative research design, specifically a cross-sectional 

study, aimed at evaluating four soft (personal) competencies of prospective 
vocational upper-secondary school teachers, namely: (1) creativity, (2) adaptability, 
(3) stress management, and (4) lifelong learning.

The empirical study sought to ascertain: (1) the attainment level of each 
competency among prospective teachers, and (2) which competencies are perceived 
as the most and least developed. Hence, the guiding research question was: Are 
there statistically significant differences in the assessed attainment levels across 
competencies?

Hypotheses:
– H0: There are no differences between the competencies in the assessed 

attainment level.
– H1: There are differences between the competencies in the assessed attainment 

level (some are perceived as more developed, others as less developed).
As part of the operationalization of variables, each competency was defined by 

a descriptive characterization. The development of competencies was likewise ex-
pressed using a verbal descriptor across five levels (from the lowest to the highest 
level of development), detailed below. Data were collected via an online question-
naire, and the data were analysed using the chi-square test of independence at the 
5% significance level.

The target group comprised prospective teachers of vocational subjects and 
prospective teachers of practical training enrolled in a professionally oriented 
bachelor’s degree programme⁷. The sampling was purposive and encompassed 
all students across all cohorts (Years 1 – 3). Approximately 50 students were 
enrolled in each year, yielding a total of 154 invitees. The final sample consisted 
of 46 respondents (a 30% response rate). All data were complete (no missing 
values).

Participation was voluntary with assurances of data anonymization. By com-
pleting the questionnaire, respondents provided informed consent to take part in 
the study. Invitations were distributed via email containing a hyperlink to the online 
questionnaire. Data collection took place in February 2024.

The individual competencies and their levels were taken from the national sys-
tem known as the National System of Occupations, hereafter NSP, which specifies 
soft competencies for individual professions. What follows is a list (paraphrase) of 
the competencies and levels with their descriptions.
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(1) Lifelong learning competence: the ability and willingness to accept new 
information and to participate in short- and long-term education programmes.

1. Proficiency level 1: Willing to learn only when absolutely necessary; learn-
ing needs are driven by external pressures.

2. Proficiency level 2: Learns mainly on the basis of short-term goals; pre-
fers topics of personal interest; applies what is learned in practice; knows personal 
strengths and weaknesses but does not develop them in a targeted way.

3. Proficiency level 3: Curious, goal-oriented, and actively plans personal de-
velopment. Applies new knowledge in practice, reflects on own mistakes, and con-
sistently develops strengths.

4. Proficiency level 4: Plans learning purposefully, actively seeks out and ap-
plies new knowledge across disciplines. Capable of self-reflection and serves as an 
information resource for others.

5. Proficiency level 5: Systematically develops expertise, identifies the learning needs 
of others, and actively supports knowledge sharing and others’ professional growth.

(2) Adaptability competence: the ability to think, act, and approach tasks and 
situations flexibly and on the fly as they arise in day-to-day practice. It is the capacity 
to change or adjust one’s work habits and behaviour and to operate effectively in 
new or changing situations.

1. Proficiency level 1: Struggles to cope with change; needs examples and role 
models; depends on a stable work environment and established procedures.

2. Proficiency level 2: Prefers stable settings; accepts change gradually and 
integrates new inputs with a time lag.

3. Proficiency level 3: Adapts to change without difficulty; accepts new ideas 
and methods. Learns as needed, overcomes routines, and responds flexibly to new 
working conditions.

4. Proficiency level 4: Welcomes change and new stimuli, actively develops 
self, and can improvise in unexpected situations.

5. Proficiency level 5: Proactively initiates change, applies an innovative ap-
proach, and purposefully develops knowledge with regard to context and the needs 
of others.

(3) Creative thinking competence: the ability to create, think, perceive, and 
do things differently from convention, with the aim of generating new value while 
remaining aware of the risks associated with implementation in practice. Creativity 
is linked to an intrinsic motivation to respond creatively to inspiring stimuli from 
one’s environment and to a desire to discover. It is also fostered by domain mastery 
and a positive mindset.

1. Proficiency level 1: Creativity is limited; prefers to think and act within usual 
conventions.

2. Proficiency level 2: Open to stimuli and to own ideas, but implementation is 
often incomplete due to difficulties with follow-through.
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3. Proficiency level 3: Develops own ideas creatively on the basis of established 
knowledge and keeps up with trends.

4. Proficiency level 4: Integrates diverse bodies of knowledge into innovative 
solutions, remains open to new ideas, and actively minimises the risks associated 
with their implementation.

5. Proficiency level 5: Applies original thinking, successfully implements inno-
vative ideas, and creates an inspiring, creative environment that connects knowl-
edge across disciplines.

(4) Stress management competence: the ability to handle stressful situations, 
pressure, obstacles, setbacks, and frustration.

1. Proficiency level 1: Perceives change negatively; is demotivated by obstacles 
and needs strong support from others.

2. Proficiency level 2: Manages common stressors, especially when using pos-
itive coping strategies. Accepts change when it is understood. Setbacks weaken 
confidence; tends toward scepticism and needs support to overcome difficulties.

3. Proficiency level 3: Handles demanding situations with emotional stability; 
can ask for help and view pressure as a motivating factor. When facing obstacles, 
analyses the situation, seeks solutions, and adapts to change without losing focus 
or self-confidence.

4. Proficiency level 4: Delivers stable performance even under stress; persis-
tently overcomes obstacles and responds effectively to both routine and challenging 
tasks.

5. Proficiency level 5: Exceptionally resilient; excels in crisis situations.

Proficiency levels were analysed in terms of absolute and relative frequencies. 
Competency rankings were derived using a weighted average, with levels scored 
from 1 (Proficiency level 1) to 5 (Proficiency level 5).

Results 
The chi-square test confirmed statistical significance at the 5% level (χ² = 21.96; 

df = 12; p = 0.038). Since p < 0.05, the null hypothesis (H0) can be rejected, indi-
cating that the distribution of development ratings differs significantly across the 
competencies. The results of the empirical inquiry are summarized in the tables and 
figures.
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Table 1. Proficiency Level Distribution by Competence (n = 46)
Competence 
/ Proficiency 

level

Proficiency 
level 1

Proficiency 
level 2

Proficiency 
level 3

Proficiency 
level 4

Proficien-
cy level 5

(n) (%) (n) (%) (n) (%) (n) (%) (n) (%)
Lifelong Learn-
ing Compe-
tence 3 6.52 5 10.87 21 45.65 9 19.57 8 17.39
Adaptability 
Competence

0 0 9 19.57 14 30.43 18 39.13 5 10.87
Creative 
Thinking 
Competence

0 0 5 10.87 14 30.43 19 41.30 8 17.40
Stress 
Management 
Competence

2 4.35 13 28.26 17 36.96 12 26.08 2 4.35

Table 01 shows that the competence for lifelong learning and the competence 
for stress management reached their highest relative frequency of development 
at Proficiency level 3 (i.e., a medium rating). By contrast, adaptability and 
creativity reached their highest relative frequencies at Proficiency level 4 (i.e., 
above-average development). Notably, these two competencies have no cases at 
the lowest development level (Proficiency level 1) and share the same proportion 
(approximately 30%) at Proficiency level 3. It is also noteworthy that creativity 
shows the highest development (Proficiency level 5) in more than one sixth of 
prospective teachers. The competence for stress management has the second-
highest representation at Proficiency level 2. The results are clearly visualized in 
Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Radar Chart of Proficiency by Competence (%)

Table 2. Weighted Mean Proficiency by Competence (Points)
Competence/ 
Proficiency 

level
Proficiency 

level 1
Proficiency 

level 2
Proficiency 

level 3
Proficiency 

level 4
Proficiency 

level 5 S Mw

Lifelong 
Learning 
Competence 3 10 63 36 40 152 3.30
Adaptability 
Competence

0 18 42 72 25 157 3.41
Creative 
Thinking 
Competence 0 10 42 76 40 168 3.65
Stress 
Management 
Competence

2 26 51 48 10 137 2.98
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The distribution of development levels across competencies is statistically 
significant. We further report, using a weighted mean, the ranking of the development 
of individual competencies. The average rating (the theoretical midpoint of the 
scale) is 3.0. Stress management has the lowest mean score of the four competencies 
and is rated as the least developed. By contrast, creativity is rated the highest and 
ranks first; adaptability follows in second place, and lifelong learning ranks third.

Specific visualizations are provided by the charts for the individual competencies.

Figure 2. Relative Frequencies of Proficiency Levels in Lifelong Learning 
Competence (%)

More than 45 % of prospective teachers are curious, actively seek new knowl-
edge, and apply it in practice (see Level 3). Nearly one fifth engage in lifelong 
learning, are self-motivated, and serve as information resources (see Level 4). More 
than one sixth are able to anticipate developments and support others’ learning (see 
Level 5). Some prospective teachers pursue learning only within short-term goals 
(see Level 2), while others learn only out of necessity (Level 1).
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Figure 3. Relative Frequencies of Proficiency Levels in Adaptability Competence (%)

Nearly 40 % of prospective teachers are proactive, seek out change, take initia-
tive, and engage in continuous self-development (see Level 4). More than 30 % are 
flexible, willing to learn new things, and adapt to change (see Level 3). The highest 
development level is reached by 10 % of prospective teachers, who are innovative, 
enact changes, and display creative thinking (see Level 5). By contrast, nearly one 
fifth reach only Level 2, that is, they adapt gradually and require time to accommo-
date new ideas.

Figure 4. Relative Frequencies of Proficiency Levels in Creative Thinking 
Competence (%)
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The majority of prospective teachers (41%) are innovative, integrate diverse 
ideas, and actively seek solutions (see Level 4). Nearly another third are creative 
within familiar contexts and generate their own ideas (see Level 3). More than one 
sixth reach the highest development level (Level 5), that is, they are visionaries 
who set new trends and inspire others. However, 10 % are open to new stimuli but 
require support with implementation (Level 2).

Figure 5. Relative Frequencies of Proficiency Levels in Stress Management 
Competence (%)

The largest share of prospective teachers (36 %) reach Level 3, that is, they 
show good stress resilience, take an active approach to problems, and remain com-
posed. There is also a group (26 %) with high stress resilience who are persis-
tent, proactive, and welcome change (see Level 4). Conversely, a larger share (28 
%) manage only routine stress, seek solutions, and adapt to change gradually (see 
Level 2). Approximately 4 % are extremely resilient and excel in crisis situations 
(Level 5), while another 4 % have low stress resilience, fear change, and require 
strong support (Level 1).

Discussion
The examined competencies exhibited varying degrees of development across 

levels. Differences in teachers’ ability to effectively leverage soft (personal) com-
petencies may constitute an important factor influencing students’ academic out-
comes (Bhatt, 2020, p. 5; States et al., 2018).
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In the study, the competence for lifelong learning reached a medium develop-
ment level (Mw = 3.30), which can be interpreted as a possible consequence of the 
long-term effects of the previous curricular reform that has shaped the educational 
environment over the past two decades. As a result, this competence has become a 
routine part of pedagogical practice and a culturally embedded element of profes-
sional development. The finding aligns with the literature, which underscores its 
importance for maintaining professional qualifications and adapting to changing 
demands in education. For example, Balcar and Šimek (2011, p. 27) note that a 
teacher with a well-developed competence for lifelong learning is able to identify 
personal learning needs, learn actively, and apply acquired knowledge in practice.

The best-developed competency was creativity. The most frequent development 
level was Level 4 (41.30%), and the combined share at Levels 3 – 5 indicates that 
approximately 89 % of respondents have this competency sufficiently developed. 
This finding corresponds with Setiono et al. (2024, p. 216), who identify creativity 
as one of the core competencies of teachers.

Adaptability was likewise assessed as sufficiently developed (Mw = 3.41), al-
beit with more pronounced individual differences (Level 2 = 19.57%; Level 3 = 
30.43%; Level 4 = 39.13%; Level 5 = 10.87%). While some respondents exhibited 
a high degree of adaptability, others had difficulty adjusting to new situations. This 
confirms that the ability to respond flexibly is not evenly developed. States et al. 
(2018, pp. 8 – 9) note that, given the dynamic nature of the teaching profession, 
adaptability is an essential competency for managing frequent changes in working 
conditions.

The relatively strong development of creativity and adaptability competencies 
may be related to the respondents’ personal maturation and prior work experience, 
as they are enrolled in the combined (part-time) mode of study and are typically 
older than full-time students.

In line with current trends in education, teachers should not only possess cre-
ativity but also enact behaviours that foster the development of creativity in their 
students (Soh, 2000). With the growth of digital technologies, the expansion of dis-
tance and hybrid instruction, the use of activating methods (e.g., the flipped class-
room), and personalised learning, it is likewise desirable to systematically support 
the competence of adaptability.

By contrast, stress management has the lowest mean score of the four 
competencies (Mw = 2.98). This finding points to the need for more intensive sup-
port for prospective teachers in the area of emotional resilience. Prabu (2016, p. 3) 
underscores the importance of recognizing stressors and regulating their impact. 
Although this competence forms part of professional expectations, its implementa-
tion in practice requires a comprehensive approach (e.g., stress management cours-
es, supervised practicums, wellbeing support). Systematic support in this area is 
crucial for professional adaptation and the prevention of burnout.
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The content analysis of the competency framework indicates that the competen-
cies for lifelong learning and for stress management are explicitly codified within 
the domain “professional self-concept, development, ethics, and mental health.” By 
contrast, creativity and adaptability are not listed as stand-alone competencies but 
have a cross-cutting character. They manifest, for example, in a teacher’s ability 
to apply diverse instructional methods, to conduct instruction effectively, and to 
respond flexibly to students’ needs.

Based on the research findings, it is recommended that the competencies of ad-
aptability, creativity, and stress management be duly emphasised in education pol-
icy, professional standards, curricular reforms, and in study programmes preparing 
teachers for vocational education.

Conclusion
The study demonstrated statistically significant differences in development lev-

els across competencies among prospective teachers. Based on the weighted-mean 
calculation, the ranking of development was: (1) creativity, (2) adaptability, (3) life-
long learning, and (4) stress management (i.e., creativity 3.65 > adaptability 3.41 > 
lifelong learning 3.30 > stress management 2.98; Table 02).

Prospective vocational upper-secondary school teachers exhibit a relatively high-
er development level in the competencies of creativity and adaptability, which aligns 
with the requirements of modern instruction. The unexpectedly high development 
may suggest that these competencies are related to personal maturation or prior work 
experience. Within professional preparation for teaching, it is desirable to continu-
ously cultivate both competencies and to implement the teacher’s competence aimed 
at fostering students’ creativity, which – amid ongoing changes in the educational 
environment, is increasingly moving to the centre of scholarly discourse.

Stress management emerged as the least developed of the competencies ex-
amined, with its overall development level below average. Systematic support is 
essential, as this competency can substantially affect prospective teachers’ profes-
sional adaptation and their risk of burnout. In teacher education, it is therefore nec-
essary to increase the number of wellbeing workshops, ideally including practical 
techniques led by field experts.

It was further found that the individual competencies meet the professional ex-
pectations of the labour market. However, there are partial discrepancies in these 
requirements within initial preparation for the profession, particularly for creativity 
and adaptability, which tend to have a cross-cutting character.

The above conclusions are limited to the investigated sample, a single study 
programme, and the part-time (combined) mode of study. The empirical research 
constitutes a pilot inquiry that serves as an indicator for further methodological 
elaboration of the topic. Subsequent research will draw on more robust data and on 
subject-area differentiation within vocational teacher education.
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Based on the findings, it is recommended that education policy explicitly em-
phasise the aforementioned competencies in codified documents and, at the same 
time, set out concrete methods for their systematic development within teacher 
education, i.e., in alignment with the National System of Occupations and the Com-
petency Framework for Graduates of Teacher Education.

NOTES
1. National System of Occupations (NSP, 2025).
2. Competency Framework for Graduates of Teacher Education (2023).
3. Reference Framework for Professional Competencies for Teachers (Gouverne-

ment du Québec, 2021).
4. Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (Australian Institute for Teaching 

and School Leadership, 2017).
5. The Tuning-CALOHEE Assessment Frameworks for Teacher Education (CA-

LOHEE, 2018).
6. Teachers’ Standards (Department for Education, United Kingdom, 2021).
7. ISCED 6.
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