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A B S T R A C T

Soft skills are essential for pre-service teachers to manage classrooms effectively, adapt to professional chal
lenges, and enhance student learning. This study investigates soft skills development among pre-service teachers 
enrolled in a Dual Higher Education programme at a university in the Basque Country (Spain), which integrates 
academic learning with workplace practice. An explanatory sequential mixed methods design was applied to 
examine changes in social competence, flexibility, efficacy beliefs, lifelong learning, and communication skills, as 
well as the structural and pedagogical factors supporting their development. Quantitative data were collected 
through pre- and post-programme questionnaires completed by 102 final-year pre-service teachers, followed by 
two focus groups with pre-service teachers and university tutors. Results indicate improvements in flexibility, 
efficacy beliefs, lifelong learning, and communication skills. Programme duration, systematic theory–practice 
integration, reflective activities, mentoring, and peer support were identified as key enabling factors.

1. Introduction

As the world adapts to major shifts such as digitalisation, climate 
change, and advancements in artificial intelligence (OECD, 2019), in
dividuals are increasingly required to build competencies that enable 
them to respond effectively to transformations in society and their 
professional and personal lives (Sala et al., 2020). Specifically, soft skills 
are considered essential skills for navigating these evolving challenges 
(OECD, 2019). The European Bologna Process highlighted the re
sponsibility of higher education institutions (HEIs) to foster such skills 
(Sin & Neave, 2016). The development of soft skills is acknowledged as a 
crucial component of higher education, representing higher-order 
thinking skills that form the foundation of a graduate's professional 
identity and are expected outcomes of university education (Clarke, 
2017). Nevertheless, despite initiatives by HEIs to address this need 
(Succi & Canovi, 2020), in Europe's public sector alone, approximately 
8.6 million individuals are reported to lack key skills (Chinn et al., 
2020).

A teacher's practice is shaped not only by cognitive skills but also by 
personal attributes such as interpersonal abilities, motivation, attitudes, 
beliefs, and dispositions, as well as by the wider contextual environ
ment, all of which influence student learning outcomes (Hakkinen et al., 
2020). For pre-service teachers, soft skills are particularly important, as 

they form a vital component of professional readiness and qualification 
(Yurt, 2023). For instance, strong social and emotional competence in 
teachers serves as a predictor of their capacity to foster these same skills 
among their students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Llorent & 
Núñez-Flores, 2023).

To respond more effectively to the changing needs of society, the 
workplace should be integrated within HEI programmes 
(Ferrández-Berrueco et al., 2016). Studies also suggest that collabora
tion between universities and industry is positively associated with 
enhanced skill development (Arranz et al., 2022). In recent years, 
work-integrated learning (WIL) initiatives have become relevant as 
useful programmes to connect HEIs and the workplace. An example of 
this approach is Dual Higher Education (DHE) programmes, which take 
a distinctive approach to internships by closely integrating the training 
period with the academic curriculum (Pogatsnik, 2018). They feature a 
structured sequence of training periods, strong coordination between 
the university and the workplace, enhanced tutoring at both institutions, 
and the integration of the bachelor's or master's thesis into the overall 
program (Climent-Ferrando et al., 2024).

WIL programmes as a research field is emerging (Josefsson et al., 
2024), and although some WIL programmes are recognised for 
fostering soft skill development (Jackson & Bridgstock, 2021), research 
within the educational field has received limited attention. In particular, 
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research examining DHE as a distinct form of WIL remains scarce. 
Moreover, few studies have explored the structural and pedagogical 
components of DHE or WIL programmes and their specific influence on 
soft skills development (Urkia-Basterra et al., 2025).

Therefore, this article presents an empirical study on the effects of 
DHE programmes on social competences, flexibility, efficacy beliefs, 
lifelong learning, and communication skills among pre-service teachers. 
It also aims to identify the pedagogical and structural elements sup
porting the development of the mentioned skills. The following research 
questions were formulated. 

RQ1: How does participation in a DHE programme relate to changes 
in pre-service teachers' levels of social competence, flexibility, effi
cacy beliefs, lifelong learning, and communication skills?
RQ2: Which pedagogical or structural elements of the DHE pro
gramme explain the changes observed in the pre-service teachers' 
soft skills?

This research aims to enhance our understanding of the ways in 
which DHE programmes might assist in developing skills that are 
increasingly essential in today's complex educational and work envi
ronments. The outcomes will aid in shaping higher education practices 
to better equip future teachers for the challenges they will face in 
contemporary classrooms. Although there is a growing focus on soft 
skills, research on the impact of these experiences on the competencies 
of pre-service teachers is scarce. Investigating this connection is vital for 
acknowledging how DHE programmes may promote the mentioned 
skills.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. DHE programmes and soft skills

DHE programmes represent a distinctive form of WIL or cooperative 
education, where structured academic instruction in an HEI is integrated 
with practical work-based learning experiences (Pogatsnik, 2018). In 
fact, such programmes support the practical application of 
subject-specific knowledge and skills within real work environments 
(Clarke, 2017). This integration of theory and practice is crucial in 
teacher education, where practical skills and understanding of work 
processes are essential (Coiduras Rodríguez et al., 2014).

The successful implementation of DHE and WIL programmes relies 
on several theoretical frameworks (Ferns et al., 2024). Soft skills can be 
understood as transferable interpersonal and career-related skills, such 
as social competence, flexibility, efficacy beliefs, lifelong learning, and 
communication, that enable effective professional functioning and 
adaptation within complex educational contexts (Robles, 2012; Scoupe 
et al., 2023). Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984) and Schön's 
(1983) concept of reflective practice explain how concrete workplace 
experiences, when systematically reflected upon, are transformed into 
learning and professional growth. These perspectives highlight reflec
tion as a key pedagogical mechanism linking theory and practice within 
DHE programmes. From an experiential standpoint, skills such as flex
ibility and lifelong learning are expected to develop through iterative 
cycles of practice, reflection, conceptualisation, and adaptation 
embedded within the DHE programme. Complementarily, sociocultural 
theories of learning (Vygotsky, 1978; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Bandura, 
1977) emphasise the role of social interaction, guided participation, and 
communities of practice in shaping learning and identity formation. 
From this perspective, soft skills develop through participation in 
authentic professional contexts, supported by scaffolding, feedback, and 
modelling provided by tutors and peers. Within this sociocultural 
framework, efficacy beliefs, social competence, and communication are 
conceptualised as emerging through mediated participation, progressive 
autonomy, and engagement within school-based communities of 
practice.

In the educational setting, Coiduras Rodríguez et al. (2017) mention 
three types of dual education: juxtapositional, associative and integra
tive. Of these, integrative dual training is regarded as the most authentic 
model, as it relies on pedagogical scaffolding to connect academic and 
workplace experiences through both deductive and inductive reasoning. 
Informed by experiential and sociocultural learning theories, this 
approach highlights progressive curriculum design, expert mediation, 
and close institutional collaboration as key elements for transforming 
practice into meaningful professional development.

Work-based learning and work-related projects are generally viewed 
as beneficial for developing soft skills (Tuononen et al., 2022). Soft skills 
such as communication, teamwork, and problem-solving have been 
studied in these and similar programmes, although the findings remain 
inconclusive regarding their development (Urkia-Basterra et al., 2025). 
In education degree programmes, research on the impact of these DHE 
or other similar programmes has been less studied. In this regard, 
Doolan et al. (2019) mention that key employability skills, particularly 
communication, professional networking, and relationship-building, 
were developed through their particular embedded WIL programme. 
However, the limited sample size and the specific study context 
restricted the extent to which their findings could be generalised.

Within these programmes, a variety of structural and pedagogical 
strategies may influence the development of soft skills. In a recent sys
tematic review, Urkia-Basterra et al. (2025) found reflective practice, 
personal connections and communication between peers and other in
dividuals involved in the programmes to be the most discussed strategies 
in literature. Nonetheless, factors such as limited interaction and inad
equate real-world work experiences within these programmes have been 
negatively associated with the development of soft skills (Tuononen 
et al., 2022). Moreover, only a few of the analysed studies in the sys
tematic review actually explored how these elements contribute to the 
development of soft skills, leaving their role insufficiently understood.

2.2. Importance of soft skills among teachers

Educators are expected to develop and demonstrate a wide variety of 
skills to foster effective teaching and promote student learning. Teach
ers’ academic skills, together with their soft skills and environmental 
factors, influence their professional practices and consequently their 
students' learning outcomes (Hakkinen et al., 2020). The combination of 
factors influencing these professional practices includes cognitive abil
ities, such as academic skills, subject knowledge, and reasoning, per
sonal characteristics like motivation, attitudes, interpersonal skills, 
beliefs, and dispositions, and environmental factors, including profes
sional support (Klassen et al., 2018).

As mentioned above, the integration between the contexts of the 
workplace and the HEI is key in DHE programmes (Pogatsnik, 2018). 
The conceptualisation proposed by Scoupe et al. (2023) draws from both 
literatures, higher education and workplace learning. In their frame
work, they identified a set of seven competences: social competences, 
e-literacy, efficacy beliefs, flexibility, healthy work-life balance, lifelong 
learning, and oral and written communication. In the case of DHE pro
grammes, however, e-literacy and healthy work-life balance are either 
embedded or not influenced due to the structure of the programme. For 
educators, modern classrooms are becoming increasingly complex, 
requiring today's teachers to constantly adjust their teaching methods to 
address diverse student needs and work collaboratively with various 
professionals. As a result, teachers now need broader and more adapt
able skills compared to teachers in the past (European Commission, 
2021).

Advanced communication skills are essential for promoting mutual 
understanding in society (Creo et al., 2020) and are a key element for 
effective teamwork and interpersonal cooperation in professional set
tings (Marlow et al., 2018). In today's teaching profession, social 
competence is essential for fostering classroom learning and relation
ships with students and parents, as well as navigating the growing 
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demands of collaboration with colleagues and other professionals 
(Tynjälä et al., 2016).

Flexibility is essential for navigating ever-changing work environ
ments and uncertain future conditions (Jackson et al., 2019). For 
pre-service teachers, flexibility is essential for assessing classroom dy
namics, adjusting lesson plans, and tailoring instruction to meet the 
diverse needs of students (Lindqvist et al., 2023). When pre-service 
teachers find it difficult to build professional relationships or modify 
their instructional approaches, these challenges may be seen as signs of 
limited readiness for the teaching profession (Lindqvist et al., 2023). 
Furthermore, greater adaptability and effectiveness in professional set
tings are related to higher levels of lifelong learning (Drewery et al., 
2017). For pre-service teachers, committing to lifelong learning is crit
ical to staying responsive to the evolving demands of modern classrooms 
(Wylie & Cummins, 2013).

Teacher self-efficacy is associated with students' academic adjust
ment, effective classroom practices, and teachers’ well-being, including 
job satisfaction, personal accomplishment, and professional commit
ment (Zee & Koomen, 2016). Additionally, teachers who possess a 
strong sense of teaching efficacy tend to demonstrate greater resilience 
in their practice and are more motivated to support all students in 
achieving their full potential (Pendergast et al., 2011).

3. The DHE programme involved in the study

The programme is designed as a dual higher education initiative 
within the field of educational sciences, involving pre-service teachers 
from two Bachelor's degree programmes. All participants are organised 
into learning communities, each consisting of approximately 14–15 pre- 
service teachers. The programme follows a 2 + 3 structure. For two days 
per week, pre-service teachers attend university-based activities, which 
include expert-led seminars and collaborative sessions within their 
learning communities. These sessions also address aspects of soft skills 
development, framed within what is referred to as self-development. 
During the remaining three days, pre-service teachers are placed in 
schools, where they engage in workplace-based learning, with a specific 
focus on hands-on experience, for a total of 300 h across the academic 
year. Moreover, it should be noted that the pre-service teachers' Bach
elor's thesis is also embedded in the programme.

A central element of the programme is the role of the university 
tutor. Tutors not only guide pre-service teachers in integrating theo
retical knowledge from seminars with practical experiences in schools 
but also supervise the Bachelor's thesis and act as a vital link between the 
university and partner schools. This structure ensures a continuous 
interplay between academic learning and professional practice.

4. Methodology

4.1. Study design

This study employed an explanatory sequential mixed methods 
design, integrating quantitative and qualitative phases at the design 
level. The primary aim was to examine how participation in a DHE 
programme influenced pre-service teachers’ development of five key 
soft skills: social competence, flexibility, efficacy beliefs, lifelong 
learning, and communication. In the first phase, a quantitative pre-post 
design with paired samples was used to assess changes in participant 
self-reported levels of these skills. In the second phase, qualitative data 
were collected through focus groups with pre-service teachers and uni
versity tutors to explain, elaborate on, and contextualise the quantitative 
findings, with particular attention to identifying the pedagogical and 
structural programme elements underlying observed changes or lack 
thereof. Integration occurred through the use of a joint results matrix 
and narrative synthesis, enabling convergence and divergence between 
quantitative and qualitative strands to be examined. The study protocol 
was approved by the Ethics Committee for Research Involving Human 

Subjects of the university.

4.2. Quantitative phase

4.2.1. Participants
The study sample consisted of 102 pre-service teachers (see Table 1) 

enrolled in the fourth year in two Bachelor's degree programmes, Pri
mary Education degree and Early Childhood Education degree, at a 
university in the Basque Country (northern Spain). The sample consisted 
of individuals aged 21 to 30 years, with 88% between 21 and 23 years 
old.

4.2.2. Data collection
This study employs the validated SECQ Questionnaire (Scoupe et al., 

2023). The validity of the SECQ questionnaire is supported by a sys
tematic literature review that ensured content validity and informed 
item development. Construct validity was established through explor
atory and confirmatory factor analyses, with cross-validation in an in
dependent international sample demonstrating the stability and 
generalisability of the seven-factor model. In this study five essential soft 
skills are assessed: social competences, efficacy beliefs, flexibility, life
long learning, and oral and written communication. Although the 
original SECQ framework also includes e-literacy and work–life balance, 
these dimensions were intentionally excluded from the present research. 
In the context of DHE programmes, digital competences are already 
embedded across academic and workplace activities, while programme 
structures exert less direct influence on work–life balance. Conse
quently, the study focuses on those soft skills most directly shaped by the 
pedagogical and structural features of DHE programmes. Each skill was 
evaluated using a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (“Completely 
disagree”) to 5 (“Completely agree").

According to Scoupe et al. (2023), social competencies encompass 
the ability to collaborate effectively within teams, manage various re
sponsibilities, and build professional networks. Oral and written 
communication reflect the capacity to express ideas clearly across 
diverse contexts. Lifelong learning involves proactive engagement in 
study and career planning, anticipating future demands, and pursuing 
continuous personal and professional development. Flexibility is char
acterised by the ability to respond creatively to unexpected challenges 
while maintaining emotional regulation. Efficacy beliefs are defined as 
the confidence in one's capability to successfully perform tasks and 
navigate learning processes within a specific field.

Internal consistency across all subscales was high at the PRE mea
surement (see Table 2). However, at POST, the Lifelong Learning sub
scale showed lower reliability, with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.58. To 
improve reliability, two reverse-coded items were removed from the 
subscale, raising the alpha to 0.70. As a result, although the original 
Lifelong Learning subscale of the SECQ Questionnaire (Scoupe et al., 
2023) included six items, only four were retained in the final analysis. 
For consistency, these two items were also removed from the PRE 
measurement, where internal consistency remained high (α = 0.88).

4.2.3. Procedure
Participants were recruited through convenience sampling from a 

Table 1 
Demographic characteristics of the participants.

Gender Female Male

N 71 31
% 69,61% 30,39%

Age range 21-23 24-30

N 90 12
% 88,24% 11,77%

Source: Author's own work
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single faculty. Data were collected at the beginning and the end of the 
academic year, seven months apart. They were initially informed about 
the nature of the study, emphasising that their involvement was 
completely voluntary and confidential. All pre-service teachers signed 
an electronic informed consent prior to data collection. Approximately 
10 min were required to complete the survey.

4.2.4. Data analysis
We examined the mean scores for each soft skill using descriptive 

statistics. The variables did not meet normality assumptions, as skew
ness values ranged from − 1.13 to 0.28 and kurtosis values from − 0.43 to 
4.03. Therefore, non-parametric repeated measures analyses, along with 
pairwise comparisons, were conducted for each soft skill to assess dif
ferences between the two measurement points. All analyses were con
ducted using JAMOVI version 2.6.26.0.

4.3. Qualitative phase

4.3.1. Participants
Two focus groups were organised, each comprising four pre-service 

teachers and four university tutors involved in the DHE programme. 
All four pre-service teachers were in their final year of their bachelor's 
degree; three were female, and one was male. Among the university 
tutors, three were female, and one was male. One of the female tutors 
also held the position of coordinator of the DHE programme and had 
three years of experience in that role. Two other tutors had two years of 
experience, while the remaining tutor was participating in the pro
gramme for the first time.

4.3.2. Data collection
The interview protocol was designed to encourage participants to 

explain how their involvement in the DHE programme may have sup
ported the development of their soft skills, as well as to identify the 
pedagogical and structural elements contributing to that development. 
The interviews followed a funnel approach, beginning with broad, open- 
ended questions to allow participants to respond freely and reflectively, 
before progressing to more specific questions aimed at eliciting detailed 
insights. Both focus group sessions were conducted during the final week 
of the DHE programme to minimise the potential for memory bias in 
participants' retrospective accounts. The first author facilitated both 
meetings, which were held face-to-face and audio-taped for subsequent 
analysis.

4.3.3. Procedure
All participants contacted the first author to schedule their ap

pointments and provided informed consent before participation. They 

were fully informed about the purpose and nature of the study and 
confirmed their understanding of the implications of participation, 
including their ability to make an independent, voluntary decision about 
taking part. Participants were also informed that they could withdraw 
from the study at any time without consequence. Both focus groups were 
analysed with MAXQDA version 24.1.0.

4.3.4. Data analysis
The first author transcribed both focus groups. A deductive thematic 

analysis (Proudfoot, 2023) was conducted, focusing on the five soft skills 
under examination, along with the structural and pedagogical elements 
pertinent to their development. The coding process was organised 
around these predefined categories to systematically examine partici
pants’ perceptions of how the DHE programme fostered their growth in 
soft skills. To enhance trustworthiness, coding decisions were system
atically documented and discussed among the research team, and ana
lytic consistency was ensured through iterative refinement of codes. 
Although the analysis was predominantly deductive, openness was 
preserved to identify any emergent themes beyond the initial framework 
(see Table 3).

5. Results

5.1. Changes in soft skills after DHE programme

A quantitative analysis of the pre- and post-data (see Table 4) in
dicates significant differences in all the soft skills examined, except for 
social competence. Regarding the statistically significant changes in soft 
skills, efficacy beliefs exhibited the greatest raw mean difference. The 
pre-test results showed a mean score of M = 3.75 (SD = 0.49), which 
increased to a mean score of M = 4.05 (SD = 0.55) in the post-test after 
completing the DHE programme. However, the Durbin-Conover post- 
hoc test shows a stronger statistical improvement in flexibility than ef
ficacy beliefs. The analysis of communication skills and lifelong learning 
also reveals, although more moderate, a significant improvement when 
comparing pre- and post-data. In contrast, the difference between the 
two was not statistically significant in the case of social competence, 
although it revealed the highest mean score across all five soft skills.

Although quantitative data indicate that flexibility shows the 
greatest statistical improvement, qualitative data reveal that it is the 
least discussed soft skill, together with communication skills. Never
theless, pre-service teachers report perceiving personal development in 
this area. As one pre-service teacher explained, “We have worked on this 
a lot here. When I was at the school, I made mistakes and found myself 
saying, ‘well, that's how you learn, right?’ If I hadn't developed that, in 
that moment it could have really discouraged me” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 

Table 2 
Structure of the questionnaire and reliability analysis.

Soft skill Cronbach's ⍺ 
at PRE

Item 
number

Example

Social competences 0.82 6 I can operate within and 
contribute to a respectful, 
supportive, and cooperative 
group climate.

Efficacy beliefs 0.83 8 I feel confident and ready to 
start working.

Flexibility 0.85 4 In my field of expertise, I 
consider myself competent to 
add value by embracing new 
ideas and demonstrating 
creativity in addressing 
challenges and problems.

Lifelong learning 0.75 4 I am focused on continuously 
developing myself.

Oral and written 
communication

0.81 5 I clearly express my thoughts 
and opinions in writing.

Source: Author's own work

Table 3 
Excerpt from the focus group guide with the rationale for the question.

Interview question Rationale for the 
question

Pre-service 
teachers

University tutors

DHE 
programme 
and soft 
skills 
development

How has the DHE 
programme helped 
you develop the 
mentioned soft 
skills?

How has the DHE 
programme helped 
the pre-service 
teachers with soft 
skills 
development?

Elicit reasoning 
behind soft skills 
development in the 
DHE programme

Strategies for 
soft skills 
development

Could you describe 
a situation or 
activity within the 
DHE programme 
that contributed to 
the development of 
these soft skills?

Which situation or 
activities within 
the DHE 
programme do you 
believe have 
contributed to the 
development of 
these soft skills?

Identify 
contributing 
factors for the 
development of 
soft skills within 
the DHE 
programme

Source: Authors own work
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31, Participant: I_E).
Regarding efficacy beliefs, qualitative data suggest that the DHE 

programme supported pre-service teachers by exposing them to the re
alities of the profession, with one of the most frequently discussed out
comes being increased confidence in their professional abilities. For 
instance, one of the university tutors mentions, “The DHE programme 
helps make the transition from being a pre-service teacher to an in- 
service teacher much smoother and allows them to really get to know 
reality. Especially in Early Childhood Education, you can notice it in 
how they intervene daily and also in their discourse, they keep saying 
they feel much more confident in themselves.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 140, 
Participant: T_M). Nevertheless, university tutors noted that some pre- 
service teachers lacked confidence in their professional abilities. They 
were critical of the contexts in which these pre-service teachers were 
placed, explaining that limited opportunities for hands-on experience 
could contribute to lower efficacy beliefs: “For me, the key point is what 
kind of contexts they've had during practicums over these four years. 
Generally, in Early Childhood Education, the pre-service teachers are 
given space to take on the role of a teacher. But in Primary, if the in- 
service teacher doesn't give the pre-service teacher that autonomy 
and, depending on the context, the pre-service teacher ends up in … 
“(F_Tutors, Pos. 130, Participant: T_O).

As previously mentioned, communication is another skill not 
frequently mentioned in the focus groups. Nonetheless, pre-service 
teachers acknowledged its importance and its transferability across 
other skills. As one pre-service teacher explained: “For me, communi
cation is very important … In the end, between two or more people, we 
need to have moments to communicate and to learn from each other. 
And that also helps to build social relationships. In that sense, commu
nication skills are directly linked to the ability for lifelong learning, 
because if you know how to communicate, you also learn more from 
others, and I believe these are connected.” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 146, 
Participant: I_E).

Learning from others emerged as a key component of lifelong 

learning, closely connected to each pre-service teacher's willingness to 
actively engage in their own learning pathways. Tutors noted that the 
final year of study provides “appropriate contexts to observe how each 
person interacts socially, in terms of participation, or, in this aspect of 
lifelong learning, how resistant each one is,” emphasising that pre- 
service teachers must reflect on “the attitude they adopt toward their 
own training” as they complete the programme (F_Tutors, Pos. 36, 
Participant: T_O). Related to this, tutors also mention the need to acti
vate this mindset prior to the DHE programme: “Training is needed for 
this; we need to get pre-service teachers used to it. If we want to achieve 
certain things in the fourth year, they (pre-service teachers) need to be 
accustomed to exploring, observing, and contrasting. And this would 
also help with lifelong learning.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 122, Participant: T_A).

Social competences, although not significant in the quantitative data, 
it is the second most discussed soft skill, followed by efficacy beliefs. 
Both pre-service teachers and university tutors mention that the DHE 
programme helps pre-service teachers develop these skills. However, it 
is also noted by the tutors that to effectively foster these social compe
tences, pre-service teachers need strategies: “We have them work in 
groups over four years, but we don't provide a foundation or guidance on 
how to work in a group in a healthy way.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 118, Partici
pant: T_O).

5.2. Elements influencing soft skills development in the DHE programme

Several pedagogical and structural elements were identified as 
relevant to soft skills development (see Figs. 2 and 3, and Appendix A for 
details). Figs. 1 and 2 present elements mentioned more than once, 
while Appendix A lists all reported elements.

When specific skills were not identified (Fig. 2), the focus groups 
most frequently emphasised the importance of the university tutor and 
the learning community. These were followed by the role of reflective 
practice, which was also recognised as a key factor in fostering soft skills 
growth.

Table 4 
Integrated results matrix.

Quantitative Qualitative Meta-inference

Pre-Mean 
(SD)

Post-Mean 
(SD)

Friedman test 
and post-hoc

Exemplar quote

Social 
competence

4.27 (0.49) 4.35 (0.51) χ2 = 3.66 p 
= 0.06 
r = 0.19 
Post-hoc =
1.94

“The way pre-service teachers interact with their school 
tutors is very significant. They feel that the tutor is in 
one place, and they are in another, and until they walk 
the path together and create contexts for peer dialogue, 
there is a need to develop these skills and 
competencies.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 114, Participant: T_M)

Although pre–post scores showed no statistically 
significant change, university tutors observed its 
emergence in pre-service teachers' interactions 
with school tutors.

Efficacy beliefs 3.75 (0.59) 4.05 (0.55) χ2 = 20.6 p 
< 0.001* 
r = 0.50 
Post-hoc =
5.07

“This year, I felt more attached to the profession, a sense 
of seriousness, and a different kind of relationship with 
the teachers. I felt like I was stepping into the role of the 
teacher.” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 62, Participant: I_I)

Pre-service teachers developed greater confidence 
in their professional capabilities and a stronger 
sense of professional identity.

Flexibility 3.64 (0.62) 3.92 (0.58) χ2 = 23.0 p 
< 0.001* 
r = 0.54 
Post-hoc =
5.47

“At first, when I made a mistake or faced a difficult 
situation, I froze, I got completely blocked and stuck in 
it. Now I feel I've developed that skill, and at this point, 
for example, if I get something wrong, I just say: calm 
down, think of another solution. If something comes to 
mind, great, and if not, it's okay.” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 
35, Participant: I_A)

Flexibility was manifested as pre-service teachers' 
capacity for emotional regulation.

Lifelong 
learning

3.84 (0.67) 4.06 (0.51) χ2 = 9.99 p 
= 0.002* 
r = 0.33 
Post-hoc =
3.32

“There are very appropriate contexts to see … regarding 
lifelong learning, how resistant each one is.” (F_Tutors, 
Pos. 36, Participant: T_O)

Participants enhanced their commitment to lifelong 
learning, but also recognised that openness to 
growth can vary among individuals.

Communication 3.82 (0.64) 4.06 (0.50) χ2 = 10.6 p 
= 0.001* 
r = 0.34 
Post-hoc =
3.43

“We've [with the school tutor] had small moments 
where we've talked about many different aspects, 
including communication skills.” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 
114, Participant: I_E)

Participants improved their communication skills 
and became more aware of these skills in real-world 
professional interactions.

Source: Authors own work
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Fig. 1. Explanatory sequential study design procedure.
Source: Author's own work
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The learning communities have been identified as useful for soft skill 
development, especially by the pre-service teachers. These learning 
communities are meant to be spaces for sharing, learning from others, 
and building knowledge together (F_Tutors, Pos. 118, Participant: T_O). 
In these learning spaces, pedagogical elements such as reflective prac
tice and the integration of theory and practice were also implemented 

and identified as beneficial. For instance, a pre-service teacher 
mentioned: “Constantly reflecting or talking about the practicum. For 
example, in class someone shares what happened to them that week, and 
it sparks big debates. I think in that sense it really helps.” (F_Pre-service, 
Pos. 55, Participant: I_M). Furthermore, an important element 
mentioned by the pre-service teachers is the need for trust and building 

Fig. 2. Elements most frequently mentioned in relation to soft skills in general.
Source: Authors own work

Fig. 3. Elements most frequently mentioned in relation to specific soft skills.
Source: Authors own work
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safe spaces within these learning communities: “From the beginning, we 
also talked about what we could offer to our learning community, and 
what maybe we couldn't. But then, someone else in the group could offer 
that, so it gradually became a network that shaped the group.” (F_Pre- 
service, Pos. 84, Participant: I_I).

Reflective practice and the integration of theory with practice were 
evident in various elements of the DHE programme, which are incor
porated within the learning communities and also extend beyond them: 
“For example, the tasks we planned here are largely aimed at that. Yes, 
the learning journal, for example, the critical situation, and the last 
reflection we did. At least this year, I think the tasks were largely 
directed toward reflection.” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 66, Participant: I_M). 
Particularly, the critical situation activity has been identified as useful 
for soft skills development: “Returning to soft skills, it was a very 
interesting activity to really know where they are; it could be called a 
critical situation activity. There, we can see what they call ‘critical,’ they 
feed from that identification. I have learned a lot about them from that 
… I think it is a very powerful activity, and it gives full meaning to the 
DHE programme.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 35, Participant: T_A).

Regarding the university tutor, focus groups emphasised the 
importance of their active involvement throughout the DHE pro
gramme, combined with granting pre-service teachers autonomy: 
“Within our role, there is also the possibility of giving them autonomy. 
Since they are in their fourth year, next year you won't be following 
them around.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 56, Participant: T_O). Participants also 
highlighted the tutor's capacity to adapt to different groups and pre- 
service teachers by providing contexts that make individual needs 
explicit. As one tutor mentions: 

“It is very much a facilitator’s role, because you really need to 
analyse carefully. It is important to work with small groups, a 
maximum of 15 pre-service teachers, so you need to examine each 
one, see where they are, how they are, what they need, and then 
provide contexts accordingly.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 66, Participant: T_O)

Moreover, while the role of the university tutor was regarded as 
valuable for soft skills development, the need for specific training to 
strengthen and better define this role within the DHE context was 
stressed. To help them face this with the mentioned care, some 
expressed that they would benefit from receiving specific training to feel 
more prepared for this role, given that such accompaniment is highly 
individualised and often delicate (F_Tutors, Pos. 90, Participant: T_N). 
As one university tutor explained, “Sometimes I think, maybe we should 
receive some training for this, because I ask myself, who am I to 
accompany them in this? … It feels very delicate, very personal from one 
person to another, and it's something that requires a lot of care.” 
(F_Tutors, Pos. 90, Participant: T_N). Moreover, university tutors also 
mentioned that they perceived individual meetings as valuable for 
fostering soft skills, yet they also described tensions around the fine line 
between pedagogical accompaniment and psychological support. The 
importance of establishing a clear professional profile that reflects the 
soft skills of university tutors, along with supporting tutors in further 
developing their own soft skills, was also highlighted: “For me, you need 
to have a great ability to manage uncertainty, and I would especially 
emphasise that. Yes, the plan for each day is more or less defined, but 
then what will happen in your learning community, I don't know … the 
contexts we offer allow what happens to happen, and from there, 
everyone can build and learn together.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 100, Participant: 
T_O). In this regard, their own development of soft skills is also stressed, 
as one tutor mentions, “I think that we also need to develop soft skills 
ourselves. We are in a process of continuous learning, and I see that what 
we share in common is the feeling that we are not fully capable in this 
regard. So, this also applies to our own soft skills.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 87, 
Participant: T_A). University tutors also highlighted differences among 
them when addressing personal and human aspects in academic contexts 
and expressed a need for clearer shared perspectives and training to 
better situate their role (F_Tutors, Pos. 88, Participant: T_N). University 

tutors also mentioned that school tutors would probably benefit from 
training to help them understand their role as pre-service teacher edu
cators. Moreover, they discussed how school tutors often do not recog
nise themselves as transmitters of knowledge, and many felt unprepared 
to explicitly guide pre-service teachers (F_Tutors, Pos. 71, Participant: 
T_M). According to another university tutor, this lack of understanding 
of the school tutors regarding their role as educators also has an impact 
on the development of soft skills: “I think they do not perceive them
selves as part of the training process, and if they do not see themselves as 
trainers, they are not fully aware of what they have contributed … As a 
result, they do not consistently put it into practice, nor do they clearly 
identify or place specific focus on soft skills.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 72, 
Participant: T_A).

Regarding the overall design of the programme, university tutors 
observed that while the fourth-year context is particularly well-suited 
for fostering soft skills, pre-service teachers often require time to 
adapt after three years of working under different models (F_Tutors, Pos. 
30, Participant: T_O). The time needed for adaptation limits opportu
nities to address other aspects, such as discussing soft skills in response 
to situations that arise during the programme. Related to this, it was also 
mentioned the need to further embed soft skills development throughout 
all years of the degrees, as one of the university tutors mentions, “We 
expect these skills to be developed in the fourth year, and indeed the 
DHE programme provides an opportunity to do so. However, it cannot 
be achieved in isolation, nor within a single academic year. It should 
instead be conceived as a long-term process and, as part of a four-year 
design within the university context, aimed at gradually fostering the 
development of these soft skills.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 120, Participant: T_M).

Although all the indicated elements are considered relevant in the 
development of soft skills, elements outside university curricula have 
also been mentioned. For instance, an element that has been mentioned 
to foster soft skills is becoming active agents in their communities. One 
pre-service teacher explained how a “spark” led them to join the local 
festival committee and a leisure group in their hometown. The same pre- 
service teacher emphasised that the involvement in these groups helped 
them acknowledge the importance of creativity and their strong 
attachment to the Basque language, as well as giving them context to 
learn how to deal with moments of uncertainty and frustration. Related 
to this, they highlighted the value of learning to manage these emotions 
constructively, which they considered to be a helpful outcome of their 
experience in these groups. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 45-48, Participant: I_E).

Nevertheless, the role of the university in providing opportunities for 
all pre-service teachers to develop their soft skills was also emphasised. 
As one tutor pointed out, not all pre-service teachers have equal access 
to contexts outside the university in which to cultivate these compe
tences, and therefore, the university has the responsibility for ensuring 
such opportunities are available to all. (F_Tutors, Pos. 16, Participant: 
T_O). Moreover, tutors also mention the key role of the university in 
providing contexts so that pre-service teachers are conscious of the 
importance of these soft skills, so that they are then able to keep on 
developing them once they graduate, as the development of these soft 
skills may never come to an end. In this regard, one of the tutors 
mentions: 

“It is important to focus on raising pre-service teachers' awareness of 
the value of developing these skills. By the fourth year, our pre- 
service teachers should have a well-developed awareness and 
should already be experimenting with, practising, and attempting to 
apply these skills … Since life itself also may give opportunities for 
development, the process continues, and professional contexts also 
provide valuable opportunities for growth. Therefore, raising 
awareness is essential.“ (F_Tutors, Pos. 21, Participant: T_M).
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5.3. Elements supporting the development of specific soft skills in the DHE 
programme

In relation to specific elements of the DHE programme that sup
ported the development of social competences, efficacy beliefs, flexi
bility, lifelong learning, and communication skills, it is important to note 
that participants did not refer to all five soft skills with equal frequency 
(see Fig. 3). The findings reported here refer to elements mentioned 
more than once, while Appendix A provides an overview of all five soft 
skills together with their associated elements, including those cited only 
once.

Hands-on experience where pre-service teachers had to design and 
implement a session emerged as particularly significant for the devel
opment of flexibility, as it allowed pre-service teachers to adapt to 
diverse and often unpredictable classroom situations. As a pre-service 
teacher mentions, creativity is essential for designing a dynamic class 
that motivates pre-service teachers while also analysing and adapting to 
the classroom situation (F_Pre-service, Pos. 42, Participant: I_A).

In terms of the structural elements influencing efficacy beliefs, the 
length of the programme was the most frequently cited factor. Specif
ically, being in contact with the profession for 7 months was identified as 
more beneficial compared to one-month practicums. As a pre-service 
teacher mentions, “Being at the school for seven months gives you the 
time to really become part of the school. Other years, it was just a month, 
and that was it. With more time, you get used to the school, you feel 
valued there, and in my case, I've felt comfortable, like I belong, like a 
teacher in that school.” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 61, Participant: I_M). For the 
pedagogical elements, the support provided by school tutors was viewed 
as crucial in building pre-service teachers' confidence in their profes
sional abilities: “The school tutor telling you [pre-service teacher] that 
you can make an adjustment or, if you want, go ahead and do it, I'll let 
you. Often, I was even allowed to teach the class, and I thought, maybe 
I'm doing something well” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 105, Participant: I_I).

In the case of social competences, although this dimension did not 
appear as significant in the quantitative data, participants highlighted 
the school experience as a valuable structural element: “In the prac
ticum, right? I think this skill becomes very evident. They have to do 
many things on their own: go there, get to know the place, interact with 
other colleagues, plan things, show what they learned in class …” 
(F_Tutors, Pos. 115, Participant: T_A). Moreover, the learning commu
nity is identified as a supportive pedagogical element which facilitates 
interaction, collaboration, and the development of interpersonal skills. 
As one of the university tutors mentions, “I think being directly organ
ised in learning communities means that we are with them weekly and 
directly talking about social interactions. Within that, they naturally 
have classes on Mondays, but then it's about bringing, participating, and 
that includes each person's communication skills. I would say that most 
of the tasks and dynamics carried out in the learning community help 
with these social relationships.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 113, Participant: T_O). 
Nevertheless, in the specific case of social competences and communi
cation skills, the need for training the pre-service teachers how to work 
collaboratively thought the degree was stressed, as one tutor mentions: 
“For four years we have pre-service teachers working in groups, but we 
do not provide them with a foundation for understanding how to work 
together in a healthy way.” (F_Tutors, Pos. 118, Participant: T_O).

As previously noted, the qualitative data also indicate that the 
development of soft skills may occur beyond the formal components of 
the DHE programme. This was highlighted in relation to social compe
tences, where experiences outside the academic context, such as work- 
related interactions, appeared to play a particularly significant role. 
One participant explained: “Well, I think you learn a lot from working 
together with colleagues … especially interacting with colleagues helps 
build social competences.” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 49-51, Participant: I_M).

6. Discussion

This study aimed to examine the potential effects of DHE pro
grammes on pre-service teachers' social competences, flexibility, effi
cacy beliefs, lifelong learning, and communication skills. Specifically, 
we aimed to examine how participation in a DHE programme relates to 
changes in the mentioned skills and identify the pedagogical or struc
tural elements of the DHE programme that explain the observed 
changes.

The quantitative strand contributed evidence of the magnitude and 
statistical significance of change, establishing which competencies 
improved and to what extent. The qualitative strand, in turn, provided 
explanatory insight into how these developments were experienced and 
enacted in practice. Thus, the mixed-methods integration enhanced 
interpretive depth and strengthened the validity of conclusions by 
combining generalisable measurement with contextualised 
understanding.

Our quantitative findings indicate that flexibility and efficacy beliefs 
showed the most substantial improvements, followed by communication 
and lifelong learning. Interestingly, however, social competences did 
not exhibit any significant change, which was unexpected given the 
collaborative nature of DHE programmes. Although flexibility was 
among the least discussed skills in the focus groups, quantitative data 
showed the greatest statistical improvement in this dimension. This 
development can be interpreted through experiential learning theory 
(Kolb, 1984). The DHE structure mirrors the experiential learning cycle. 
Pre-service teachers engage in classroom experiences, reflect upon them, 
connect them to theoretical perspectives, and then experiment with 
alternative approaches in subsequent practice. This cyclical movement 
between experience, reflection, conceptualisation and experimentation 
appears to function as a pedagogical mechanism transforming classroom 
uncertainty into adaptive competence. For the development of this 
specific skill, interpreting a situation in class and adapting previous 
plans to meet the needs of the pupils is common in classrooms and has 
been identified as useful (Lindqvist et al., 2023). We therefore suggest 
that DHE programmes in the educational field should integrate hands-on 
experiences for pre-service teachers, complemented by reflective prac
tices explicitly focused on the development of soft skills. As specific 
reflective practices have been identified as useful for the articulation of 
soft skills (Goodwin et al., 2019), embedding them within the DHE 
programme could help pre-service teachers become more conscious of 
their improvement and enhance the application of these skills in the 
future.

Qualitative data also show that the DHE programme enhances pre- 
service teachers’ efficacy beliefs by exposing them to real-world teach
ing experiences. From a sociocultural viewpoint (Vygotsky, 1978), the 
role of university and school tutors can be seen as offering scaffolding 
and progressively shifting responsibility and fostering greater indepen
dence. Nevertheless, university tutors mention that some pre-service 
teachers still lack confidence, partly due to limited hands-on opportu
nities. Previous research also suggests that immersive work-based ac
tivities provide contexts for the improvement of graduates' self-efficacy 
(Jackson & Cook, 2024). Programme length and the school experience 
have been identified as supporting structural elements for efficacy be
liefs. For pedagogical elements, the role of the school tutor and the 
learning communities have been perceived as essential for the devel
opment of efficacy beliefs. This also reflects processes of legitimate pe
ripheral participation within communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 
1991), where sustained engagement supports the transition from stu
dent to professional identity. This aligns with Reddan (2016), who found 
that WIL programmes effectively enhance work efficacy among exercise 
science undergraduates, with supervisor feedback, personal motivation 
and engagement, and consistent work experience identified as key 
contributing factors. Similarly, recent international research in teacher 
education highlights the importance of structured integration between 
university and school contexts for strengthening professional confidence 
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and identity (Forslund Frykedal & Zimmerman Nilsson, 2025). 
Accordingly, stronger communication and collaboration between HEIs 
and schools should be prioritised in DHE programmes to ensure 
consistent opportunities for pre-service teachers and reduce inequities in 
access to hands-on experiences.

In the context of lifelong learning, tutors emphasise the importance 
of fostering pre-service teachers' reflective and proactive attitudes to
ward their own learning. Work experience in one's field of study can 
enhance career engagement, as students who perceive their work as 
relevant tend to be more aware of their learning and actively participate 
in career planning and networking activities (Tuononen et al., 2024). 
This result further supports the idea that hands-on experiences stimulate 
pre-service teachers' reflective thinking and promote the development of 
skills essential for lifelong learning (Matsumoto-Royo et al., 2022). In 
this sense, lifelong learning emerges not only as a behavioural outcome 
but as a developing professional disposition shaped through reflective 
participation. However, the fact that some pre-service teachers lack a 
lifelong learning mindset highlights the necessity of explicitly embed
ding and fostering this mindset throughout DHE programmes. Compa
rable findings in higher education contexts emphasise the role of guided 
coaching and structured accompaniment in consolidating employability 
competences and reflective career engagement (van der Baan et al., 
2024), reinforcing the importance of intentional pedagogical design.

Communication is also acknowledged as important and transferable 
to other skills, supporting lifelong learning and social competences. 
Real-world professional interactions have been perceived as useful for 
the development of communication skills. In their research, Doolan et al. 
(2019) also found that their WIL experience supported the development 
of, especially, communication through professional relationships. 
Although it was not specifically stated, the differences in roles of school 
tutors may lead to a variety of interactions and differences in involve
ment of their pre-service teachers in their practice. We then hypothesise 
whether this may also lead to differences in communication skills in 
professional settings. When discussing areas of improvement, the need 
for training for university tutors regarding the accompaniment of the 
pre-service teachers in these programmes, together with the training of 
their own soft skills was also stressed. Moreover, the need for training of 
school tutors regarding their role as tutors was also mentioned. We 
therefore contend that specific training programmes for both university 
and school tutors are necessary across DHE programmes, not only to 
guide pre-service teachers effectively but also to model the soft skills 
they are expected to develop.

Social competences, while not significant in quantitative data, are 
the second most discussed soft skill and benefit from the DHE pro
gramme, though tutors note that structured guidance is needed for 
effective group work. In this regard, school experience has been iden
tified as a key structural element, together with the roles of the school 
tutor and the learning community in the case of pedagogical elements. 
This aligns with the theoretical viewpoints discussed by Ferns et al. (202 
4), who emphasise the significance of social learning and the learning 
environment of WIL programmes, as well as the importance of learning 
communities or communities of practice as discussed by Konstantinou 
and Miller (2020). The lack of significant differences in social compe
tences may be due to the relatively high mean scores reported by 
pre-service teachers at the beginning of the programme. Such baseline 
levels could indicate that these competences had already been devel
oped in other contexts, a possibility also suggested by pre-service 
teachers in the qualitative data. Research on pre-service teachers’ 
21st-century skills similarly reports elevated self-perceptions prior to 
targeted interventions (Gelmez Burakgazi et al., 2019), which may 
indicate a ceiling effect. Additionally, although collaboration was 
frequent, explicit instruction on how to collaborate effectively was 
limited. This indicates that exposure alone is unlikely to produce 
measurable development and that structural and pedagogical impeding 
factors need to be systematically accounted for (Tuononen et al., 2022). 
Pedagogically, this implies that social competence requires intentional 

scaffolding rather than being assumed to emerge organically from group 
work.

Time management has been a particular focus of discussion among 
university tutors. It was noted that the transition process for pre-service 
teachers from modules to the DHE programme has also contributed to 
the insufficient time available to address issues related to the improve
ment of soft skills. As suggested by Ferns et al. (2024), these types of 
DHE or WIL programmes benefit from a pre-programme phase in which 
students prepare for the learning occurring at the workplace, reflect 
before the programme, set learning goals or identify skills needed during 
the programme, among other activities. We argue that DHE programmes 
should extend their duration and implement a pre-DHE phase to facili
tate adaptation, maximise opportunities for soft skill development, and 
ensure a more equitable and effective learning experience for pre-service 
teachers.

7. Limitations and further research

This study is not without its limitations. First, the sample is limited to 
self-reported data from just one faculty and in the field of education, 
which restricts the generalisability of the findings to other professional 
or academic contexts. In addition, cultural and contextual characteris
tics of the DHE programme and its regional setting may have influenced 
participants' perceptions and development of soft skills, potentially 
limiting the transferability of the results to other national or educational 
contexts. Secondly, data were gathered in one academic year, meaning 
that whether the results are sustained over time is unknown. Thirdly, the 
study failed to consider participants' prior experiences and individual 
differences, such as their personal experiences with the DHE, which may 
have affected the results. Finally, qualitative data from school tutors was 
not gathered, which could have deepened the understanding of the 
participants’ experiences and provided additional insights into the 
contextual factors influencing the development of soft skills in the DHE 
programme.

Future research could address these limitations by including partic
ipants from multiple faculties and fields to enhance the generalisability 
of the findings and explore potential differences across disciplines. 
Longitudinal and observational research designs would be particularly 
valuable to examine the sustainability of soft skills development and to 
triangulate self-reported data with behavioural and practice-based evi
dence. Longitudinal research designs would also be valuable to deter
mine whether the observed effects are sustained over time. Additionally, 
future studies should account for participants’ prior experiences and 
individual differences to analyse whether and how these factors influ
ence outcomes. Finally, incorporating qualitative data from school tu
tors and other stakeholders could provide a richer understanding of the 
mechanisms and contextual factors that shape the development of soft 
skills within the DHE programme.

8. Conclusion

This study provides valuable insights into the development of pre- 
service teachers' soft skills within the DHE programme. Results indi
cate that the programme provided contexts for the development of 
flexibility, efficacy beliefs, lifelong learning, and communication skills. 
Flexibility and efficacy beliefs showed the most substantial improve
ment, followed by communication and lifelong learning. While quanti
tative results showed no significant change in social competences, 
qualitative findings emphasised their importance and development. 
Hands-on experiences, reflective practices, both university and school 
tutor guidance, and learning communities were identified as key peda
gogical and structural elements contributing to these outcomes. These 
findings emphasise that the development of soft skills relies not only on 
specific activities but also on the broader educational and professional 
context. These findings have practical implications, indicating that DHE 
programmes should purposefully incorporate structured experiential 
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learning, reflective activities, and supportive mentorship to optimise the 
development of soft skills. Additionally, educators and programme de
signers can enhance pre-service teachers’ skill acquisition by fostering 
collaborative learning communities and offering consistent guidance 
throughout the programme.
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APPENDIX A. Qualitative data codification for structural and pedagogical elements

Code Soft skills Frequency of code Example

Tutors Students

Pedagogical elements within DHE for soft skills development
Learning 

community
General 2 11 The idea of a learning community isn't just about working in a small group and that's it, it's about building 

together, enriching my own learning through what others know, or sharing what I have with someone else. 
(F_Tutors, Pos. 118, Participant: T_O)

Social competence 3 2 The learning community creates a space where relationships must be developed. In other modules, students 
can hide, but here that isn't possible. (F_Tutors, Pos. 114, Participant: T_M)

Efficacy beliefs 2 ​ I think these kinds of spaces, the learning communities where students share and see that they are 
progressing at the same pace … really situate them within the profession. (F_Tutors, Pos. 142, Participant: 
T_M)

Lifelong learning ​ 1 For me, it's clearly about lifelong learning. The way the classes were designed, with lots of debates and 
plenty of discussion … have helped me develop it. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 138, Participant: I_M)

Reflective 
practice

General 3 8 So, would you say that reflection itself can be a tool for developing these competences? (All: Yes). And 
how? — Well, for example, the tasks proposed here were very much directed that way. The learning 
journal, the critical incidents, the final reflection we did … at least this year, I think the tasks were clearly 
oriented toward that reflective process.” 
(F_Pre-service, Pos. 64–66, Participant: I_M)

Efficacy beliefs 1 ​ The tasks help them reflect directly on real situations, and that helps them think, ‘maybe I need to improve 
this.’ Little by little, that process helps build their confidence. (F_Tutors, Pos. 143, Participant: T_O)

School tutor General 4 ​ The teacher has given, in a very spontaneous manner, spaces for reflection with the students, not only 
pushing them to act in interventions, but also taking time afterwards to think about what happened and 
what didn't. Meetings were systematised to situate the tasks, and there was constant communication with 
the students and also with me. (F_Tutors, Pos. 73, Participant: T_N)

Social competence ​ 2 We also had the opportunity to get to know the tutor and build that relationship. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 105, 
Participant: I_I)

Efficacy beliefs 2 4 The tutor told me more than once, ‘if you see something to be improved, you can change it, say it, and we'll 
prepare something.’ Hearing things like that gives you a sense of confidence that you are not just a student 
who is sitting there. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 104, Participant: I_A)

University tutor General 7 6 As tutors, we make things explicit and provide different contexts so that they also take them into account. 
(F_Tutors, Pos. 30, Participant: T_O)

Efficacy beliefs 1 1 Having these interactions with tutors also gives them a lot of confidence, because the tutor isn't just an 
expert in the profession, they're also a person with doubts like me. Through that sharing, they gain 
confidence, realising it's okay to work with uncertainty in the profession. (F_Tutors, Pos. 142, Participant: 
T_M)

Feedback General 1 5 The university tutor came to the school and we had a meeting. We taught the class, the university tutor 
observed to give feedback, and afterwards we met, the three of us: the school tutor, the university tutor, and 
the student. Many aspects were discussed from different perspectives, and I think that was very valuable. 
(F_Pre-service, Pos. 114, Participant: I_E)

Class 
intervention

Flexibility ​ 1 You need creativity to design a dynamic intervention that motivates students, then identify any gaps in the 
class to address them, analysing the situation critically. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 42, Participant: I_A)

Social competence and 
communication

​ 1 With the tutor, you can't just leave them out and do whatever you want; you need a good relationship and 
proper communication to make it work. So I think, at least in my case, this year's interventions 
encompassed many competences. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 42, Participant: I_A)

Structural elements within DHE for soft skills development
School 

experience
General 3 ​ DHE involves various contexts, and one of them is the practicum, which consumes the most time. I believe 

that the practicum helps a lot in that sense. (F_Tutors, Pos. 30, Participant: T_O)
Social competence 2 1 The way they relate to their tutors is crucial. They feel the tutor is in one place and they're in another, and 

until they build that path and create dialogue contexts, there's a need to develop these abilities and 
competencies. (F_Tutors, Pos. 114, Participant: T_M)

(continued on next page)
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(continued )

Code Soft skills Frequency of code Example

Tutors Students

Efficacy beliefs 2 2 This year, we had a kind of attachment to the profession, a different kind of seriousness, a different 
relationship with teachers, and you start to take on that teacher role more. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 62, 
Participant: I_I)

Structure type General ​ 2 Instead of spending the whole week at school, on Mondays and Tuesdays you take time for reflection, and 
then Wednesday to Friday you go to the school and see what happens. It gives you that space to reflect and 
to look at things critically. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 62, Participant: I_I)

Length Social competence and 
communication

​ 1 Since the practicum lasted seven or eight months, we also had the opportunity to get to know the tutor, to 
build that relationship, and to develop communication based on trust.” (F_Pre-service, Pos. 105, 
Participant: I_I)

Efficacy beliefs 3 2 Being at the school for seven months gives you the time to really become part of the school. Other years, it 
was just a month, and that was it. With more time, you get used to the school, you feel valued there, and in 
my case, I've felt comfortable, like I belong, like a teacher in that school. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 61, 
Participant: I_M)

Learning 
community

Social competence 3 2 I would say that most of the tasks and dynamics carried out in the learning community help with these 
social relationships. (F_Tutors, Pos. 113, Participant: T_O)

Efficacy beliefs 2 ​ The learning communities allow them to share with each other and to see that they are progressing at the 
same pace … really situate them within the profession. (F_Tutors, Pos. 142, Participant: T_M)

Meetings General 1 1 Soft skills are at the centre of every meeting … I think these meetings are very useful and necessary for 
monitoring and understanding how students are doing. (F_Tutors, Pos. 84, Participant: T_M)

Communication ​ 1 Not formal meetings, but we have had small moments where we talked about many aspects, including 
communication skills. (F_Pre-service, Pos. 114, Participant: I_E)

Data availability

The data that has been used is confidential.
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