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1.  ECEC governance 

Since 1997, early childhood education and care in the Republic of Croatia has been regulated 
as a sub-system of the education system (Preschool Education Act, Official Gazette, No. 10/97, 
107/07 and 94/13). ECEC institutions are managed through local self-governments, while the 
Croatian Ministry of Science and Education (Ministarstvo znanosti i obrazovanja) verifies and 
approves all ECEC programmes. ECEC includes nurseries, kindergartens and pre-primary clas-
ses. Nursery education units in kindergartens cater for children between 6 months and 3 years 
of age, while kindergartens and pre-primary classes cater for children between 3 and 6 or 7 
years of age. Since 2014, pre-primary transition groups are obligatory for all children for one 
year before starting primary education (Official Gazette, No. 107/2014). 
ECEC in Croatia is thus both unified and decentralised. The dominant providers of ECEC are 
public institutions established by local governments and supervised by the Ministry of Science 
and Education. Home-based childcare services (‘nannies’) are also available. They are mostly 
financed through private sources and come under the supervision of the Ministry for Demog-
raphy, Families, Youth and Social Welfare. 
The responsibility for financing and developing ECEC capacities is set at the local level. This has 
resulted in pronounced and persistent regional differences in childcare availability as their 
development has been heavily dependent on the economic performance of a particular local 
area in Croatia (Dobrotić et al. 2010). There are also pronounced regional differences in the 
quality and affordability of provision, meaning that children are entering the ECEC system un-
der different rules, according to their residential status. 

 
 

2. Who belongs to the early years workforce? 

 

2.1  Regular contact staff in ECEC provision 
In Croatia, staffing in ECEC provision is regulated by National Pedagogical Standards for ECEC 
(Official Gazette, No. 63/08; 90/10).  
Table 1 distinguishes between different types of contact staff and also categorises the core 
practitioners (i.e. staff with group or centre responsibility) according to one of five ECEC pro-
fessional profiles adapted from the original SEEPRO study (see Box 1 at the end of this section).  
 
Table 1 
Croatia: ECEC staff in centre-based settings in Croatia 

Job title 
Main ECEC work-
place settings and 
age-range 

Main position/s 
Main age-
range focus of 
IPS 

Minimum qualification 
requirement and ECTS 
points/EQF lev-
el/ISCED1 level 

Odgojitelj 
predškolske djece 
ECEC Teacher  
(sometimes called 
Kindergarten 
Teacher) 
 
Profile:  
Early Childhood 

Predškolske 
ustanove 
ECEC institutions 
6 months - 7 years  

Core practitioner with 
group responsibility 
 

6 months - 7 
years 

Bachelor’s degree, 
3 years university 
 
ECTS points: 180 
EQF level: 6 
ISCED 2013-F: 0112 
ISCED 2011: 6 
 

1 UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2012; 2014. 
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Job title 
Main ECEC work-
place settings and 
age-range 

Main position/s 
Main age-
range focus of 
IPS 

Minimum qualification 
requirement and ECTS 
points/EQF lev-
el/ISCED1 level 

Pedagogy Profes-
sional 
Stručni suradnik – 
pedagog 
Pedagogue 
(specialist support 
staff) 

Predškolske 
ustanove 
ECEC institutions 
6 months - 7 years 
 

Specialist support staff Broad focus 
(children and 
adults) 

Master’s degree 
(3 +2 years university) 
 
ECTS points: 300 
EQF Level: 7 
ISCED 2013-F: 0111 
ISCED 2011: 7 

Stručni suradnik – 
psiholog 
Psychologist  
 

Predškolske 
ustanove 
ECEC institutions 
6 months - 7 years 
 

Specialist support staff Broad focus 
(children and 
adults) 

Master’s degree 
(3+2 years university) 
 
ECTS points: 300 
EQF level: 7 
ISCED 2013-F: 0313 
ISCED 2011: 7 

Stručni suradnik – 
edukacijski 
rehabilitator ili 
logoped 
Special Needs 
Teacher 
(Rehabilitator, 
Speech Therapist)  

Predškolske 
ustanove 
ECEC institutions 
6 months - 7 years 
 

Specialist support staff Broad focus 
(children and 
adults) 

Master’s degree 
(3+2 years university) 
 
ECTS points: 300 
EQF level: 7 
ISCED 2013-F: 0112 
ISCED 2011: 7 

Viša medicinska 
sestra 
Nurse 
 
Profile:  
Social/Health 
Care Professional 

Predškolske 
ustanove 
ECEC institutions 
6 months - 7 years 
 

Qualified co-worker  
particularly in health 
issues 

Broad focus 
(children and 
adults) 

Bachelor’s degree 
3 years university 
 
ECTS points: 180 
EQF: Level 6 
ISCED 2013-F: 0913 
ISCED 2011: 6 

Osobni pomoćnik 
Assistant 

Predškolske 
ustanove 
ECEC institutions 
6 months - 7 years 
 

Non-qualified co-
worker 
They help in supporting 
children with develop-
mental difficulties. 

No formal IPS Completed secondary 
school education  
plus  
completion of a further 
education programme 
for working with chil-
dren with special edu-
cational needs 
ECTS points: n/a 
EQF level: 4 
ISCED 2013: n/a 
ISCED 2011: 4 

 
Table 1 illustrates how many different professionals work in Croatian ECEC institutions, but the 
only professional staff specifically qualified for working with children up to 7 years of age and 
who work with them full-time are the ECEC Teachers (Odgojitelj predškolske djece). After com-
pletion of a three-year undergraduate university study programme (six semesters), the special-
ist Bachelor’s degree in Early and Pre-primary Education prepares them for duties and tasks 
related to nurturing young children up to compulsory school age (from 6 months to 7 years of 
age), caring for them and educating them in different ECEC settings. They can then continue to 
follow a post-graduate two-year university study programme (four semesters) for a Master’s 
degree in Early and Pre-primary Education, qualifying them to perform highly professional, 
research and developmental work in the field of early and pre-primary education.  
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Other professionals who work in ECEC settings have followed different university study pro-
grammes (pedagogy, psychology, educational rehabilitation, speech therapy) and work in ECEC 
settings is just one aspect of their professional interest. It means that they are qualified to 
work in different settings, with different populations (young children, school pupils, teenagers, 
and adults). If they work in ECEC institutions, their main role is to support the teachers, chil-
dren and parents in the educational process. According to the Preschool Education Act and the 
National Pedagogical Standards for ECEC, each ECEC institution decides which kind of experts 
will be employed in each institution (depending on needs and the number of children and edu-
cational groups of children). They follow the children’s psycho-physical development, identify 
individual needs and decide on potential interventions. They also participate in CPD pro-
grammes for ECEC Teachers.  
One nurse works in each ECEC. The nurse works as independent specialist health staff member 
and provides care for children’s health in ECEC by: helping to oversee, maintain and organise a 
clean, tidy, child-friendly environment; working with children, parents and professionals in the 
field of protection of children’s health and a healthy environment; other professional activities.  
The task of assistants is to support ECEC teachers to help children with a wide range of devel-
opmental difficulties. They are allocated to the kindergarten and work under the direction of 
the ECEC teachers. The assistant can be a person who has only completed secondary educa-
tion, under the condition that they have attended a special educational programme for work-
ing with children with developmental difficulties. Educational programmes for assistants are 
not regulated at a national level. 
Persons with an illegal or crime record are banned from working with young children.  
 
Box 1  
SEEPRO professional profile categories for core practitioners (adapted from Oberhuemer, P., I. Schreyer, and M.J. 
Neuman 2010) 

• Early Childhood Pedagogy Professional (specialist focus, 0– 6/7 years)  
• Pre-primary Education Professional (exclusive pre-primary focus 3/4–6 years) 
• Pre-primary and Primary Education School Professional (focus on pre-primary and primary education 3/4–

10/11 years) 
• Social and Childhood Pedagogy Professional (broad focus, including ECEC, usually 0–12 years, but some-

times including adults) 

• Social/ Health Care Professional (sometimes early childhood focus, sometimes broad focus, including adults) 
 
 

2.2  Structural composition of ECEC workforce: qualifications, gender,  
ethnicity 

According to national data (Croatian Bureau of Statistics 2015a), at the beginning of the year 
2015/2016 there were 1,602 units in Croatia implementing ECEC programmes. These included 
1,432 kindergartens and 170 other legal entities (basic schools, playrooms in libraries or other 
institutions or organisations). Out of the total number, 288 were self-contained kindergartens, 
whereas 266 were kindergartens with affiliated units/departments (878)2. Compared to the 
previous year, the total number of units increased by 0.75 % and the total number of children 
in reporting units by 0.6 %. The data about kindergartens and other legal entities implement-
ing ECEC programmes are shown in Table 2.  
 
 
 
 
 

2 288 kindergartens work in only one unit/department, while 266 kindergartens have several departments/units in 
various locations.  
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Table 2  
Croatia: Kindergartens and other legal entities implementing ECEC programmes, 2015/2016*  

 Kindergartens (6 months – 6 years) Other legal entities 

Provider Total Self-
contained 

With  
affiliated 

units  

Affiliated 
units   

Primary 
schools 

Play-
rooms 

in 
librar-

ies 

Other 
institu-

tions 

State maintained 3 
1 - - 

- - 2 
1 

Local government 
and self-
government units 

1,232 
142 198 738 

136 3 15 
1,078 

Other legal entities3 313 
134 54 113 

6 1 5 
301 

Religious communi-
ties 54 

11 14 27 
- - 2 

52 

Total number of 
kindergarten units 1,602 

288 266 878 
142 4 24 

1,432 
*Croatian Bureau of Statistics 2015a. 
 
In these ECEC settings, 18,791 persons are employed. Among them, 17,381 (92.49 %) are full-
time employees. Part-time employees work in pre-primary classes (for children who do not 
attend regular kindergarten programmes but are obliged to attend the pre-primary class one 
year before entering primary school (see also Section 8.2). 95.7 % (17,984) of all employees in 
Croatian ECEC institutions are women. The structural composition of ECEC employees in Croa-
tia is presented in Table 3.  
 
Table 3  
Croatia: Persons employed in ECEC institutions, by staff qualifications and gender, at the beginning of 2015/2016* 
(in kindergartens, preschool institutions and other ECEC settings) 

Staff categories Total Women % Men % 

ECEC Teachers (61.4 %) 11,538 99.1 0.9 

Nurses (3 %) 564 98.6 1.4 

Pedagogues (2 %) 385 98.4 1.6 
Psychologists, Rehabilitators, Speech Therapists (2.6 
%) 493 97.2 2.8 

Administrative staff (4.8 %) 895 89.0 10.9 

Other staff (26.2 %) 4,916 88.2 11.8 

Total 18,791 95.7 4.3 

Staff with specialist higher education degree (Master) 1,458 95.5 4.5 
Staff with specialist higher education degree (Bache-
lor) 10,755 98.9 1.1 

Technical staff with specialist vocational qualification 
(secondary education)  4,452 86.8 13.2 

Staff with no formal IPS 1,578 98.9 1.1 

* Croatian Bureau of Statistics 2015a, own calculations 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3 Private organisations, social and health institutions 
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Table 4  
Croatia: Structural composition of ECEC workforce: qualifications, gender and ethnicity in kindergartens (total 
14,896, full-time employees), 2015/16*  

Staff categories ECEC 
Teachers Nurses 

Specialist 
support 

staff 

Administrative 
staff Total 

Proportion 
of work-

force 
Staff with specialist 
higher education 
degree (BA) 

10,051 262 75 279 10,667 71.6 

Staff with specialist 
higher education 
degree (MA) 

310 7 872 186 1,375 9.2 

Staff with specialist 
vocational qualifi-
cation (post-
secondary) 

580 286 2 408 1,276 8.6 

Staff with non-
specialist qualifica-
tion 

0 0 0 0 1,578 10.6 

Men 
27.1 %  

(including male administrative staff;  
no systematically complied data by qualifications and work place) 

Staff with a back-
ground of migra-
tion 

No systematically compiled national data; (estimated: 9.6% in 2011) 

* Croatian Bureau of Statistics 2015a, own calculations 

While the data shown in Table 3 represent persons employed in all ECEC institutions, including 
kindergartens, preschool institutions and other ECEC settings (such as libraries, for example), 
the data in Table 4 is directed just to the persons employed in kindergarten settings, due to 
the fact that Croatian Bureau of Statistic does not follow all the data related to all kinds of 
ECEC programmes.  
However, it is possible to conclude that the greater majority of staff in ECEC institutions are 
women. In terms of qualifications, over two thirds of the personnel have a specialist higher 
education degree. Some unqualified persons still work in Croatian kindergartens, for example 
as teachers or special support staff, because they took up their post based on qualifications 
required by the old legislation, and retained their workplace (Labour Act, Official Gazette No.  
93/2014). At the same time, around 3% of all ECEC teachers have a Master degree, which has a 
positive impact on the qualification of persons who are directly involved in working with chil-
dren. Persons with a vocational education work predominantly as administrative and technical 
staff. Support staff such as cooks, cleaners or janitors are predominantly non-qualified persons 
who have completed 8 years of compulsory schooling.  
National data about the ethnicity and migrant status of employees are not available because 
they are not systematically compiled. However, according to the last census held in 2011 (Cro-
atian Bureau of Statistics 2015b4), the majority of the population are Croats (90.42 %), mean-
ing that predominantly Croats work in Croatian ECEC institutions. 
 
  

4 The population of Croatia is 4,284,889, of which 48.2 % are men and 51.8 % are women. 
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3. Initial professional studies (IPS) 

 

3.1  Initial qualifying routes – higher education and vocational 

ECEC/Kindergarten Teachers (Odgojitelj predškolske djece) 

Since 2005, professional studies for prospective ECEC Teachers in Croatia have been trans-
formed significantly through the implementation of the Bologna process. The major change 
was raising all initial ECEC Teacher education programmes to the tertiary level. Since then, 
Croatia has a binary higher education system, meaning that prospective students can choose 
between two types of higher education studies: (a) university studies consisting of academic 
programmes that are conducted solely at universities; and (b) professional studies consisting 
of programmes leading to professional qualifications offered by universities of applied sciences 
(polytechnics) or colleges of applied sciences. In some exceptional cases, ‘Professional Bache-
lor’ degrees can also be implemented in universities, as was the case with the IPS programmes 
for ECEC Teachers. However, most universities have recently changed their IPS programmes 
for ECEC Teachers and have begun to offer university studies for prospective ECEC Teachers. 
Table 5 shows which six universities offer these programmes. Five of them offer the university 
study programme, while just one faculty still offers the ‘Professional Bachelor’ programme. It is 
possible to study early childhood and pre-primary education at Master’s level at three faculties 
(in Zagreb, Rijeka and Osijek).  
 
Table 5:  
Croatia: Universities providing IPS for prospective ECEC Teachers by types of study programme 

University Type and duration of 
study programme 

ECTS 
points Academic title 

Juraj Dobrila University of Pula, Fac-
ulty of Educational Sciences 

Professional studies, 
3 years (6 semesters) 180 

‘Professional Bachelor’ - Pre-
school Education  
EQF 6; ISCED 2013-F 0102 

University of Split, Faculty of Human-
ities and Social Sciences 

University, 3 years  
(6 semesters) 180 

University Bachelor – Early 
Childhood/Preschool Education  
EQF 6; ISCED 2013-F 0102 

Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of 
Osijek, Faculty of Educational Scienc-
es 

University, 3 years  
(6 semesters) 180 

University Bachelor – Early 
Childhood/Preschool Education  
EQF 6; ISCED 2013-F 0102 

University of Rijeka, Faculty of 
Teacher Education 

University, 3 years  
(6 semesters) 180 

University Bachelor – Early 
Childhood/Preschool Education  
EQF 6; ISCED 2013-F 0102 

University of Zadar, Department of 
Teacher and Preschool Teacher Edu-
cation 

University, 3 years  
(6 semesters) 180 

University Bachelor – Early 
Childhood/Preschool Education  
EQF 6; ISCED 2013-F 0102 

University of Zagreb, Faculty of 
Teacher Education 

University, 3 years  
(6 semesters) 180 

University Bachelor – Early 
Childhood/Preschool Education  
EQF 6; ISCED 2013-F 0102 

Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of 
Osijek, Faculty of Educational Scienc-
es 

University, 2 years  
(4 semesters) 120 

Master’s degree – Early Child-
hood/Preschool Education  
EQF 7; ISCED 2013-F 0102 

University of Rijeka, Faculty of 
Teacher Education 

University, 2 years  
(4 semesters) 120 

Master’s degree – Early Child-
hood/Preschool Education  
EQF 7; ISCED 2013-F 0102 

University of Zagreb, Faculty of 
Teacher Education 

University, 2 years  
(4 semesters) 120 

Master’s degree – Early Child-
hood/Preschool Education  
EQF 7; ISCED 2013-F 0102 

 
It is important to stress that some faculties (in Zagreb, Pula, Osijek and Zadar) offer part-time 
and full-time studies and that faculties in Zagreb and Osijek have affiliated departments in 
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other locations (in Petrinja, Čakovec and Slavonski Brod). It means that it is possible to study 
early and preschool education in nine different Croatian towns. For all above-mentioned un-
dergraduate studies, entry requirements are the completion of a four-year gymnasium or vo-
cational secondary school plus the national graduation exam, particularly in the Croatian lan-
guage, a foreign language and basic mathematics. For graduate studies, access requirements 
are: a completed university level undergraduate study programme in Early and Preschool Edu-
cation, or a university level undergraduate study programme in the Social Sciences in the fields 
of Pedagogy, Psychology, Education and Rehabilitation, (educational) Kinesiology, Sociology 
and interdisciplinary social sciences, or a specialist professional study in Early Child-
hood/Preschool Education, providing that the applicant has completed a specialised pro-
gramme based on competencies needed for enrolment in the graduate study programme. 

Graduates with a Bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood/Preschool Education are qualified for: 

• efficiently planning, programming and evaluating educational contexts as developmentally 
stimulating, while respecting children’s abilities, needs and interests; that is, implementing 
an integrated education; 

• independently constructing, implementing and evaluating an integrated curriculum in all 
developmental areas through activities and materials in accordance with contemporary 
child development theories; 

• acting as a reflexive practitioner and assessing his/her implicit pedagogy by questioning its 
effectiveness in constantly improving quality; 

• creating educational contexts appropriate for all children regardless of their sociocultural 
and economic status; 

• building close, reciprocal and trusting relationships with parents by encouraging a partner-
ship approach and actively engaging in improving cooperation between local communities 
and kindergartens; 

• constantly pursuing professional development in the context of lifelong learning. 
The qualification attained enables the holder to access the profession of ECEC Teacher in ECEC 
institutions as a trainee. Independent work is only allowed for individuals who have additional-
ly completed a trainee programme, passed the professional exam and have been assessed as 
being capable of working as an ECEC Teacher. Upon completing the undergraduate university 
study of Early and Preschool Education, the holder of the qualification has the right to enrol in 
a graduate university study course, or follow a specialist professional Master’s study of the 
same kind without any additional requirements. The requirements for continuing education in 
other fields of study are determined by a higher education institution offering study pro-
grammes in those fields. 
A Master’s degree in Early Childhood/Preschool Education qualifies for performing highly pro-
fessional work as well as research and development in the field of Early Childhood/Preschool 
Education, in particular: 

• participating in complex, multi-level processes of early childhood and preschool education 
and contributing towards shifting the boundaries of the standard definition of a Kindergar-
ten Teacher’s career; 

• coping effectively with the increasing challenges in the field of Early Childhood/Preschool 
Education; 

• encouraging the creative and active research component in education; 
• thinking in an integrated way in the context of one's own profession and relating it to oth-

er professions; 
• pursuing professional development regularly in the context of lifelong learning. 
The qualification attained provides access to jobs in the ECEC field, performing work tasks and 
duties at a qualitatively higher level. Moreover, the holder is qualified for highly professional 
work in science and higher education, in the public sector, in state institutions and local and 
regional self-governing institutions whose work involves childcare and early child-
hood/preschool education and care. Following completion of Master’s studies, the holder has 
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the right to enrol in a corresponding postgraduate university study, or a postgraduate special-
ist professional study, under the conditions given by the university. For the moment, the Pre-
school Education Act does not recognise the difference between a Bachelor and Master in ear-
ly childhood/preschool education. Consequently, professionals with a Master’s degree work 
under the same conditions in ECEC institutions as those with a Bachelor’s degree. Moreover, 
the Preschool Education Act allows all those who have completed initial professional studies 
for ECEC Teachers to apply for the same positions, regardless of whether they have a ‘Universi-
ty Bachelor’ or a ‘Professional Bachelor’ degree. However, since 2017, some providers of ECEC 
(for example, the capital of Croatia – Zagreb) award differences in the salary level of ECEC 
teachers according to whether they have a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree. 
 
Table 6 
Croatia: ECEC Teacher 

Job title in Croatian: Odgojitelj predškolske djece  
Profile: Early Childhood Pedagogy Professional 

Entry requirements: completion of 4 years gymnasium or vocational secondary school and final exam 
Professional studies: 3 years study at a university 
Award: Bachelor – Early Childhood/Preschool Education 
ECTS points: 180 
EQF level: 6 
ISCED 2013-F: 0102  
ISCED 2011: 6  
Main ECEC workplace: ECEC settings, 6 months - 7 years 

 
Table 7 
Croatia: Specialist support staff 

Job title in Croatian: Stručni suradnik 

Entry requirements: completion of 4 years gymnasium or vocational secondary school and final exam 
Professional studies: 5 years study at a university (undergraduate and graduate study programme in Pedagogy, 
Psychology or Education and Rehabilitation Sciences) 
Award: Master’s degree  
Total ECTS points: 300 (180+120) 
EQF level: 7 
ISCED 2013-F: 0111 (pedagogue), 0313 (psychologist) or 0112 (special needs teacher or speech therapist) 
ISCED 2011: 7 
Main ECEC workplaces: As pedagogues, psychologists, experts in inclusive education and rehabilitation or speech 
therapists in ECEC institutions, 6 months - 7 years old. Graduates also may work in schools, public sector services, 
state institutions and local and regional self-governing institutions (with children, youth and adults). 

 
Table 8 
Croatia: Nurse 

Job title in Croatian: Viša medicinska sestra, Zdravstveni voditelj 
Profile: Health Care Professional 

Entry requirements: completion of 4 years gymnasium or vocational secondary school and final exam (= university 
entrance exam) 
Professional studies: 3 years study at a university of applied sciences 
Award: Bachelor 
Total ECTS points: 180 
EQF level: 6 
ISCED 2013-F: 0913 
ISCED 2011: 6 
Main ECEC workplaces: Working with children, parents and professionals in the field of protection of children’s 
health and a healthy environment. 
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3.2  Competencies and curricula in IPS programmes for core practitioners 

ECEC Teachers (Odgojitelj predškolske djece) – Bachelor programme 

General competence specifications 
Upon completion of a Bachelor programme in Early Childhood/Preschool Education, students are ex-
pected to be able to:  
 

Instrumental competencies 
• have a thorough understanding of their professional field at multiple levels; 
• possess skills for organising and planning autonomous learning and professional development, 

including critical self-reflection and critically reflecting on scientific theories; 
• have acquired the necessary knowledge for generating new ideas and adapting them to new 

situations; 
• have developed the skills needed for writing a research-based paper on a specific topic; 
• be able to communicate on ECEC issues in a clearly argued manner in their first language and in a 

foreign language using a context-appropriate style. 

Interpersonal competencies 
• possess skills to make decisions according to the situation; 
• be able to work in a team and interact/cooperate at different levels through a partnership ap-

proach; 
• show abilities for continuous evaluation and self-evaluation of their own work; 
• demonstrate appreciation for differences in a multicultural society; 
• demonstrate the dispositions and qualities needed to reflect on and develop their professional 

field of work; 
• have developed professional ethics. 

Systematic competencies 
• be able to work autonomously and continuously using different sources and learning methods 
• have developed skills as a reflective practitioner who continuously evaluates his/her own 

achievements; 
• be able to adapt to new and unexpected situations by actively using acquired knowledge, skills 

and abilities; 
• be trained for developing a creative dimension in their work; 
• show respect for and dedication to the work as a professional in early childhood education and 

care; 
• actively pursue further personal and professional development and be able to demonstrate and 

promote the importance of their field of expertise; 
• encourage and develop continuous evaluation regarding the quality of their professional work.  

 
Specific competence specifications 
Upon completion of a Bachelor programme in Early Childhood/Preschool Education, students are ex-
pected to be able to: 
  
• know and understand contemporary scientific theories about children’s learning in early child-

hood and about different ways of socialisation and upbringing; 
• demonstrate knowledge of education-related sciences in order to explain processes, regularities 

and phenomena in their field of work at both theoretical and practical levels; 
• demonstrate knowledge of efficient strategies in stimulating children’s developmental potential 

during early childhood; 
• create supportive relationships with children; 
• create a rich learning environment appropriate for the group and for each child individually ac-

cording to their abilities, skills, needs and interests, and on that basis create an integrated educa-
tional approach; 

• establish and maintain a kindergarten environment which promotes children’s health, ensures 
their safety, and provides them with appropriate care and mealtimes; 
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• demonstrate knowledge of monitoring and evaluating a child’s activities and abilities as a basis 
for the creation of an integrated curriculum which takes into account the children’s developmen-
tal and educational needs; 

• understand ways of acquiring speech and language and be able to promote a child’s creative 
potential in a holistic way (physical, cognitive, social); 

• independently create, implement and evaluate an integrated curriculum in different fields (kine-
siology, music, art, language and communication and research and cognition); 

• use activities and materials in accordance with contemporary developmental theories; 
• demonstrate practical competencies, evaluate and self-evaluate their own implicit pedagogy by 

questioning its effectiveness in view of constant quality improvement; 
• promote equal opportunities for all children in kindergarten regardless of their socio-cultural and 

economic status; 
• establish close and cooperative partnerships with parents; 
• actively engage in community networking in the kindergarten neighbourhood. 

 
 

ECEC Teachers (Odgojitelj predškolske djece) – Master programme 

General competence specifications 
Upon completion of a Master programme in early childhood/preschool education students, are ex-
pected to be able to: 
 

Instrumental competencies 
• demonstrate a higher level of knowledge and understanding using analysing, synthesising and 

evaluating skills in the field of theory and practice of early and preschool education; 
• demonstrate skills for information management from different sources using various learning 

resources (texts and information and communication technologies); 
• learn through approaching problems in new and unfamiliar situations in a wider (multidiscipli-

nary) context; 
• successfully solve problems and make decisions within their professional role; 
• possess skills for oral and written communication in a foreign language; 

Interpersonal competencies 
• possess a higher level of abilities to communicate and share information, ideas and problems; 
• conduct interdisciplinary work in a team and with experts within their own and other specialist 

fields; 
• develop abilities to understand and accept multiculturalism. 

Systematic competencies 
• use new educational possibilities via formal, informal learning and e-learning, and implement 

contemporary approaches and strategies in their personal and professional development; 
• develop new learning skills as predispositions for lifelong learning; 
• create new information and ideas in a creative way in their professional field; 
• demonstrate a higher level of ability to interpret and evaluate research data within their profes-

sional and research field; 
• reflect on and evaluate their own practice; 
• develop independent leadership skills both at the setting level and in inter-professional work in 

the ECEC field; 
• understand and accept children’s developmental diversity; 
• demonstrate a high level of personal commitment and dedication to the ECEC profession. 

 
Specific competence specifications 
Upon completion of a Master programme in early childhood/preschool education, students are ex-
pected to be able to: 
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• have relevant knowledge in anthropological, psychological, cultural, historical, sociological and 
other theories for interpreting contemporary childhood; 

• demonstrate knowledge of different theoretical perspectives and practical approaches regarding 
the concept of ‘institutionalised childhood’; 

• design an integrated curriculum and implement new strategies in the context of contemporary 
understandings about child development and early childhood education; 

• demonstrate higher level specialist and scientific knowledge within the chosen specialism; 
• actively participate in contributing towards developing ECEC policies; 
• analyse, evaluate and promote concepts, theories, policies and practices in early childhood edu-

cation and care; 
• design research projects to be carried out in kindergartens, choose appropriate methods, analyse 

and interpret the results; 
• critically reflect on continuity and discontinuity regarding educational assumptions and 

knowledge and current practices in ECEC in terms of the quality of ‘child outcomes’; 
• demonstrate the ability to understand and shape knowledge and contribute to academic discus-

sion by expressing views at the level of research review articles. 
 
Curricular areas 
The main topics in the Bachelor and Master studies programmes are: play, learning, and child 
development; learning environment, curriculum design; reflection and self-reflection; coopera-
tion with family and community; and professional development. A selection of curricular areas 
is shown in Table 9. 
 
Table 9  
Croatia: Curricular areas of study programmes (Krstović, Vuičić, and Pejić Papak 2016) 

 Groups of courses Per cent (%) 

Bachelor study programme, University of Rijeka 

Compulsory courses 

Fundamental scientific disciplines 
(developmental psychology, inclusive pedagogy, pedagogy of early and 
preschool education, Croatian language and communication, children’s 
literature, visual arts, music arts, kinesiology, ICT in early education, 
professional identity, philosophy, ethics, etc.) 

15-35 

70 

Related disciplines and inter-disciplinary approaches 
(integrated preschool curriculum, preschool-based experience, visual 
arts in integrated curriculum, music in integrated curriculum, methodol-
ogy of kinesiology, etc.) 

25-45 

Development of research competencies 
(statistics, introduction to scientific work, methodology of qualitative 
research, methodology of quantitative research, etc.) 

10-30 

Development of practical competencies 
(communication skills, partnership with parents, healthcare education, 
practical experiences in preschool institutions, etc.) 

5-15 

Elective courses  

Fundamental scientific disciplines 0-15 

30 
Related disciplines and interdisciplinary approaches 0-15 
Development of practical competencies 0-15 
Other courses 
(English language, German language, physical exercises, etc.) 0-15 

Master study programme, University of Rijeka 

Compulsory courses 

Fundamental scientific disciplines 25-40 

70 Related disciplines and inter-disciplinary approaches 10-25 
Development of research competencies 10-25 
Development of practical competencies 20-35 

Elective courses 
Fundamental scientific disciplines 0-15 

30 Development of research competencies 0-15 
Other courses 0-15 

Bachelor study programme, University of Zagreb 

Compulsory courses Fundamental scientific disciplines 25-40 70 
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Related disciplines and inter-disciplinary approaches 10-25 
Development of research competencies 10-25 
Development of practical competencies 20-35 

Elective courses 

Fundamental scientific disciplines 0-15 

30 Related disciplines and inter-disciplinary approaches 0-15 
Development of practical competencies 0-15 
Other courses 0-15 

Master study programme, University of Zagreb 

Compulsory courses 

Fundamental scientific disciplines 25-40 

70 
Related disciplines and inter-disciplinary approaches  10-25 
Development of research competencies 10-25 
Development of practical competencies 20-35 

Elective courses 
Fundamental scientific disciplines 0-15 

30 Development of research competencies 0-15 
Other courses 0-15 

 
Common pedagogical-didactical approaches in study programmes are lectures, seminars, me-
thodical exercises and practice. Approximately, 45% of the programmes are made up of lec-
tures, 15% seminars, while 40% of the programmes are allocated to practical experiences in 
ECEC settings. However, each faculty has its own study programme, with specific courses, 
learning outcomes, structures and quality criteria.  
 

3.3  Alternative entry and qualification routes, system permeability 
Formal opportunities for moving up and across qualifications frameworks, as well as alterna-
tive pathways of entry into ECEC work, are not developed in Croatia. ECEC workers can contin-
ue their professional development by entering advanced formal education study routes or 
through life-long learning activities, without possibilities of changing their professional position 
or workplace. Even though the Croatian Government has adopted many different strategies 
and laws that focus on informal learning, these initiatives are still waiting to be implemented.  
 
 

4. Workplace-based learning in the IPS of core practitioners 

One of the most important principles of Croatian universities is their autonomy, which includes 
(Scientific Activity and Higher Education Act, Official Gazette, No. 123/03; 198/03; 105/04; 
174/04; 02/07; 45/09; 63/11; 94/13; 101/14; 60/15) 

• Deciding on the internal organisation of the university. 
• Establishing specific educational, scientific, artistic and professional programmes. 
• Developing financial autonomy in agreement with the above-named law. 
• Making independent decisions regarding the approval of projects and international coop-

eration. 
The curriculum of each higher education institution for each study programme is defined at 
the institutional level. Before the approval of study programmes, all higher education institu-
tions have to undergo an accreditation process by the Agency for Science and Higher Educa-
tion. The Scientific Activity and Higher Education Act (2003, with amendments) stipulates that 
curricula should be in line with the latest scientific achievements, national priorities, profes-
sional demands and be comparable to EU curricula. There are no compulsory or core subjects 
defined at the national or regional level, but most study programmes do have some required 
core/compulsory subjects. 
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This means that learning in the early childhood workplace (practicum) is incorporated in the 
curricula of each faculty that provides a study programme for early childhood and preschool 
education. Each methods course has some classes directed to practical exercise (between 15 
and 45 per semester). During these sessions, students visit ECEC institutions and practise activ-
ities with the children related to the course topic (arts, music, physical activities, literacy, etc.), 
with the support of their university tutor and colleagues.  
The cooperation between faculties and ECEC institutions and their complementary roles are 
regulated by an Ordinance on ‘the training centre and experimental programmes’ in ECEC in-
stitutions (Official Gazette, No. 49/2004). The status of the ECEC institution as training centre, 
which serve as professional development centres, is determined by the Ministry of Science and 
Education for between one to four years, based on the requirement of the faculty that organ-
ises the students’ placements. An ECEC institution serving as a training centre is expected to 
ensure: 
• a high level of the quality of the educational process; 
• appropriate space for different forms of learning and consultation for the students (includ-

ing individual consultations); 
• sufficient materials for various didactical approaches; 
• qualified professional staff; and 
• an annual plan and programme of training. 
Mutual obligations of the training centre and the faculty are regulated through a signed con-
tract which is renewable on an annual basis. This contract includes a plan of the work with 
students, as well as regulations for the financial support for mentors and the ECEC institutions 
where the placement will be realised. This financial support is provided by faculties and is 
based on the number of students who decide to spend their practicum in each institution.  
The length of time spent on field-based studies and the number of ECTS points allocated are 
presented in Table 10. 
 
Table 10 
Croatia: Placements in ECEC institutions as part of the IPS of core practitioners (Bachelor’s degree) 

University Hours/days of practice ECTS points 

Juraj Dobrila University of Pula, Faculty of Educational Sciences 

1st year: 50/10 
2nd year: 75/25 
3rd year: 100/20 
Total: 325/55 

2 
2 
2 
Total: 6 

University of Split, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences 
2nd year: 40/8 
3rd year: 60/12 
Total: 100/20 

2 
2 
Total: 4 

Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek, Faculty of Educa-
tional Sciences 

1st year: 30/6 
2nd year: 30/6 
3rd year: 30/6 
Total: 90/18 

2 
2 
2 
Total: 6 

University of Rijeka, Faculty of Teacher Education 
2nd year: 60/12 
3rd year: 60/12 
Total: 120/24 

4 
4 
Total: 8 

University of Zadar, Department of Teacher and Preschool 
Teacher Education 

1st year: 30/6 
2nd year: 30/6 
3rd year: 30/6 
Total: 90/18 

2 
2 
2 
Total: 6 

University of Zagreb, Faculty of Teacher Education 

1st year: 40/8 
2nd year: 80/16 
3rd year: 80/16 
Total: 200/42 

2 
4 
4 
Total: 10 
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The placements in ECEC settings are organised as a separate course at most faculties which 
takes place outside the regular teaching process (during the months that are allocated to ex-
ams). Students choose their place for the practicum individually. During the time they spend at 
the workplace, students receive support from a mentor, who should have at least five years of 
working experience. This is the only requirement for taking on the role as mentor. Specific 
qualifications or working conditions for this position have not been developed. The mentor is 
expected to support the work of the student, through planning, preparing and evaluating the 
student’s activities. The position as student mentor is awarded 3 points in the process of the 
professional promotion of ECEC Teachers (Official Gazette, No. 49/2004). 
During the practicum period, students are expected to become familiar with the organisation-
al, legal and pedagogical aspects of ECEC institutions, as well as with all aspects of an ECEC 
Teacher’s work. For example, the students’ obligations at the Faculty of Educational Sciences 
of the Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek (Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek 
2009b) are: 
• to become familiar with the curriculum for educational groups; 
• to inspect all administrative and pedagogical documentation of educational groups; 
• to participate in daily classroom activities; 
• to become familiar with team work in the kindergarten, including collaboration between 

teachers and parents; 
• to initiate some activities with children (according to the practicum plan, as agreed with 

the mentor).  
Students are expected to demonstrate their ability to monitor and evaluate children’s activities 
and wellbeing, as well as their commitment to early childhood education. They are expected to 
develop a capacity for continuously evaluating and self-evaluating their own work and that of 
the teachers, and to demonstrate their sensitivity for children, parents, colleagues and other 
professionals who work in the ECEC setting.  
Student assignments become more demanding during each year of study, but the competenc-
es to be developed through field-based work remain the same.  
Work placements are also part of the Master’s study programmes. The main aim at this stage 
is for students to qualify themselves for independent working with specialist methodological 
knowledge and skills, as well as for the reflection and improvement of ECEC theory and prac-
tice. At the Faculty of Educational Sciences of the Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek 
(2009b), during each of the two years of study, students spend 60 hours (3 weeks or 15 days) 
in an ECEC setting (8 ECTS points). During the practicum, students are expected to: 
• demonstrate a high level of knowledge and understanding of analysing, synthesising and 

evaluating field-specific theories and practices; 
• apply modern technologies; 
• demonstrate a high level of interpretation and evaluation of research data within their 

professional and scientific field of work; 
• achieve higher-level skills through reflecting and evaluating their own practice (see Section 

3.2 for further competence specifications). 
All students are obliged to keep a diary of work, as well as other documentation defined in the 
course syllabus. The mentor is obliged to evaluate the quality of the student’s practice through 
a written report. At the end of the practicum, the student hands in the various forms of docu-
mentation to the responsible university tutor, who checks whether all obligations have been 
fulfilled. This is the only formalised procedure of self-evaluation and evaluation of student’s 
practice. However, each university tutor can give the students special assignments connected 
with specific lectures or courses. In such cases, students evaluate their work within the frame-
work of these courses and reflect on their work together with their university tutors.  
It can be concluded that workplace-based learning in the IPS of core practitioners is not suffi-
ciently defined in Croatia. This can be deduced from the low number of ECTS points allocated 
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for this part of IPS, from the lack of formal procedures for organising and evaluating these pro-
cesses, and from the lack of qualification requirements for field-based mentors, who are not 
well recognised and supported. However, some reforms are planned for this area of ECEC in 
Croatia. More precisely, the new Ordinance on the training centre and experimental pro-
grammes in ECEC institutions are expected to be adopted in 2017. 
 

 

5. Continuing professional development (CPD) 

The continuing professional development of ECEC personnel is regulated by: 
• the Preschool Education Act (Official Gazette, No. 10/97, 107/07 and 94/13); 
• the Ordinance on the manner and conditions of taking the professional exam of Preschool 

Teachers and other professionals in preschool institutions (Official Gazette, No. 133/97); 
and  

• the Ordinance on the manner and conditions for the promotion in the profession of Pre-
school Teachers and other professionals in preschool institutions (Official Gazette, No. 
133/97). 

CPD is defined as the participation of ECEC Teachers and other staff in educational activities 
prepared and organised by Ministry of Science and Education, as well as other professional 
institutions and non-governmental institutions.  
Promotion in the ECEC profession is based on three requirements, one of which is participation 
in CPD courses (Official Gazette, No. 133/97). Those are: 
• Achievements in the direct educational work with children; 
• Achievements in professional activities alongside the work in ECEC institutions; and  
• Participation in professional development (CPD).  
For professional activities alongside their pedagogical work, staff can be awarded a specific 
number of credit points (not ECTS points). 
• 1 credit point for speaking at or co-ordinating professional meetings in an ECEC setting at 

the local/regional level; 
• 2 credit points for publishing a paper in a professional journal or magazine, presenting at a 

national congress or conference, or participating in a research project; 
• 3 credit points for a review of a professional book or textbook; 
• 4 credit points for the translation of a professional manual or other educational books; 
• 6 credit points for the authorship of educational books or scientific papers and participa-

tion in scientific research projects.  

During their professional career, ECEC Teachers can advance to the status of a mentor or coun-
sellor, dependent to a certain extent on their participation in CPD courses.  
Requirements for the status of mentor are: 
• at least six years of work experience; 
• excellent or good assessments of their work; 
• at least 7 credit points (as defined above); 
• participation in continued professional training. 
Requirements for the status of a counsellor are: 
• at least eleven years of work experience; 
• excellent assessments of their work; 
• at least 15 credit points (as defined above); 
• participation in continued professional training. 
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However, the term ‘participation in continued professional training’ is not defined in terms of a 
specific number of days or hours, or in terms of topics or other such requirements. 
The main provider of CPD in Croatia is the Education and Teacher Training Agency (Official 
Gazette, No. 85/06), a public institution responsible for the provision of professional and advi-
sory support to all levels of the education system. This includes: 
• participation in the preparation, development and implementation of the national curricu-

lum; 
• providing assistance and guidelines for educational institutions, their principals, teachers, 

and school counsellors; 
• organising and implementing in-service training for teachers, school counsellors and school 

principals; 
• licensing examinations for teachers and for school counsellors, in accordance with special 

regulations. 
The professional staff of the Agency are 110 subject-specific Senior Advisers working in the 
Central Office in Zagreb, and in three regional offices in Split, Rijeka and Osijek. The education 
provided by the Agency and other providers of CPD is not connected with the ECTS system. 
The Agency organises CPD at state, inter-regional and regional level through different trainings 
for different professional groups. Each year the Agency organises around 1,000 trainings, while 
around 3,000 trainings are organised by counsellors at the regional level (Education and 
Teacher Training Agency 2016). However, only one small segment of these trainings is directed 
to the field of ECEC.  
CPD activities organised by the Agency are financed through the state budget. It is possible to 
use the services of other CPD providers, but the fees usually have to be covered by the teach-
ers unless the training is organised within the framework of EU project funding, ministry fund-
ing, or funding from other sources. Some organisations that organise trainings for Preschool 
Teachers or other supportive professional staff on a regular basis are: the Croatian office of the 
International Step by Step Association; the Centre for Lifelong Learning of the Faculty of 
Teacher Education, University of Zagreb, and the Centre for Life-long Learning of the Faculty of 
Teacher Education, University of Rijeka. 
Even though the system of the CPD is organised, neither core practitioners, nor qualified and 
non-qualified co-workers in preschool institutions are obliged to participate in these activities. 
Thus, participation depends on their interest in the advancement of their professional status. 
According to data compiled by the Education and Teacher Training Agency (2013), 64.5% of all 
ECEC Teachers in Croatia are registered in the CPD system. However, since local authorities are 
responsible for regulations regarding CPD participation, each ECEC institution decides on the 
CPD activities of teaching staff. 
The Preschool Education Act defines that the heads of ECEC provision should be fully qualified 
ECEC Teachers or be a member of the professional support staff (members of the expert team) 
and have at least five years of work experience in the ECEC field. They do not have to fulfil 
special qualifying requirements, but the Agency organises some special trainings exclusively for 
the managers of ECEC institutions.  
Unfortunately, no large-scale research projects on the CPD activities of ECEC personnel have 
been funded over the past five years. The Agency conducted an analysis of the system of CPD 
of educational staff in general, the results of which were published in 2013 (Gabrček 2013). 
However, ECEC Teachers were not included in the analysis. The only recent study to specifically 
include ECEC Teachers was an IPA project conducted in Croatia from 2013 to 2015 on Qualifi-
cation standards and improvement of the quality of study programmes for preschool and pri-
mary school teachers. However, the project has not as yet had any impact on ECEC policy in 
general or on the professional development of ECEC staff. 
Early childhood education care and the continuing professional development of ECEC staff is 
thus neither a topic in public debates nor in government reform initiatives.  
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6. Recent policy reforms and initiatives relating to ECEC staffing 

The Croatian Qualifications Framework Act (CQF 2013), as a major public, political and legisla-
tive framework, opens a door to the professional development of ECEC Teachers and other 
ECEC professions in Croatia and represents a key reform instrument governing the system of 
qualifications standards. The Act supports the standardisation and harmonisation of qualifica-
tion standards for all professions across the education system. It steers higher education insti-
tutions towards the systematic application of a learning outcomes approach as a basis for cur-
riculum planning (Beljo Lučić at al. 2011). In order to ensure quality and transparency of its 
implementation, a Register of the Croatian Qualifications is currently being designed, with the 
aim of achieving a better balance between the needs of the education sector and those of the 
labour market. The Register will contain a list of all professions with their respective compe-
tence specifications and learning outcomes. The Register is also planned as a basis for the de-
velopment of an internal and external quality assurance system, because only those educa-
tional programmes that comply with the qualification standards of the Register are entitled to 
use the Croatian Qualifications Framework levels. 
In order to implement the CQF, several projects have been initiated in order to define qualifi-
cation standards for teacher education programmes in terms of learning outcomes, involving 
teacher education faculties from different universities. The project Qualification standards and 
improvement of the quality of study programmes for preschool and primary school teachers is 
the only project focusing on teacher education in the early childhood field. The project (2013-
2015) was co-ordinated by the University of Rijeka, Faculty of Teacher Education in coopera-
tion with the University of Zagreb, Faculty of Teacher Education. The aim was to develop a 
proposal for core standards across the relevant Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in Croatia 
(Krstović, Vujčić and Pejić Papak 2016, 15)5. Two sets of students and teachers in Bachelor and 
Master study programmes at the two partner universities contributed towards defining two 
kinds of standards: 
• standards for the ECEC teaching profession and specialist support staff (planning, organisa-

tion and analysis of the work; workplace preparation; operational activities related to the 
profession/workplace; commercial tasks; communication and cooperation with others; re-
search, development activities, innovation; quality assurance; health and environment 
protection; professional development); 

• standards for the qualifying process, i.e. what ECEC teachers need to learn during their 
initial professional studies (see Section 3.2 for details).  

 
Another recently adopted and significant document is the Strategy of Education, Science and 
Technology – New Colours of Knowledge (Official Gazette, No. 124/14).The Strategy identifies 
and defines five objectives that refer to the entire system of education, including the ECEC 
system. Those are:  
• developing a system for identifying, promoting and developing the capabilities and poten-

tial of individuals, and strengthening the services for lifelong personal and professional 
guidance; 

• improving the quality of education and establishing a quality assurance system; 
• developing processes and a system for the recognition of non-formally and informally ac-

quired knowledge and skills;  
• improving the system of continuing professional development of educational staff; 
• enhancing the application of information and communication technologies (ICT) in educa-

tion and learning.  
Key aspects of professionalisation are seen as:  

5 The project also involves primary education, but this part of the project will be not presented here. 
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• general awareness of a teacher’s work as socially valuable and enjoying high social status; 
• high level of specific knowledge and skills which enable autonomous decision-making in 

complex situations; 
• acquisition of professional competences through a long period of initial university educa-

tion followed by a formal induction period ending with an exam for full license; 
• lifelong competence development based on formal continuous professional development 

and informal learning and periodical evaluation of competences (re-licensing); 
• programmes for initial teacher education which, besides professional knowledge and skills, 

enhance acquiring professional values and building a teacher’s professional identity; 
• establishment of professional associations which regulate, by means of a code of ethics 

and other acts, the criteria for entering a profession and professional practice.  
The professionalisation of the teaching occupation in the way envisioned in the Strategy 
should be a joint endeavour of different key stakeholders. Currently, the academic community 
and educational experts are leading the implementation of specific activities, but for the full 
realisation of this goal more support from other stakeholders, such as policy makers, teacher 
unions, and professional teacher associations is required.  
Even though the Strategy had the full support of all Croatian political parties, there are still 
some missing parts in the implementation strategy. These are: 
• the existence of clearly defined outcomes for each level of the education system (here the 

Croatian Qualification Framework represents an important tool); 
• the existence of a quality assurance system that could examine the success of learning 

processes and research work; and 
• improvement of the initial education system and continuous professional training. 
Recently, some important changes have occurred in the field of the ECEC. These are: 
• the development, since 2011, of Master’s level university studies for ECEC Teachers;  
• changes following the 2013 Preschool Education Act, when: 

− the qualifications required for work in ECEC institutions were harmonised with the ti-
tles awarded upon the completion of ECEC study programmes in Croatia; 

− employment in ECEC was strictly banned for all persons who have problems with the 
law (because of some crime or offence act from the list in the Act); 

− employment procedures for work in ECEC institutions were more clearly defined (re-
quiring a public announcement of vacant posts by the workplace); 

− the implementation of the national curricular framework for ECEC was made mandato-
ry; 

− 250 hours’ kindergarten attendance was made obligatory for all children in the year 
before entering primary school, accompanied by an Ordinance about the content and 
duration of a pre-primary programme (Official Gazette, No. 107/14); 

• adoption of a National Curriculum for Early Childhood and Preschool Education (Official 
Gazette, No. 5/15) which is in line with contemporary research knowledge on childhood, 
and the purpose and importance of ECEC.  

It can be concluded that Croatia is characterised by a relatively rich activity in terms of policy 
documents directed towards improving the quality of the education system as a whole. How-
ever, in comparison with primary, secondary and tertiary education, reforms in the field of 
ECEC do not have such a high level of attention from policy makers, researchers and profes-
sional associations. All initiatives in the field during the last five years were mentioned in this 
report.  
Moreover, it is important to note that the National Centre for External Evaluation of Education 
started a project on the self-evaluation of ECEC institutions in the year 2010. The aim of the 
project was to develop a methodology and instruments adapted to the ECEC sector. The find-
ings were published in a handbook (Antulić 2013), which provides a resource for supporting all 
ECEC institutions in the process of quality assurance, and is thus a significant tool in the profes-
sionalisation of ECEC Teachers and other relevant ECEC staff. 
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7. Recent country-specific research relating to ECEC professionalisa-
tion and staffing issues 

Representative research studies focusing on ECEC professionalisation and staffing issues do 
not exist in Croatia. Studies conducted in the last five years mostly cover only small samples 
and do not represent the ECEC profession of overall Croatia. Some of these studies are pre-
sented below – sources are available at the central portal of Croatian scientific journals (Portal 
of scientific journals in Croatia, www.hrcak.srce.hr). 
 

Evaluation of a new study programme in early childhood education and care at the 
Faculty of Teacher Education in Rijeka.  
Source: Tatalović Vorkapić, S., L. Vujičić, and Ž. Boneta 2016. (see references) 
Aims: The study aimed to investigate the motivation of ECEC Teachers and graduate students 
to enrol in a new Master’s study programme at the University of Rijeka, the levels of compe-
tence developed during their studies, and the predictive power of three significantly connect-
ed motives in relation to those competencies. 
Procedure: 44 preschool teachers participated in this study, all females with a mean age of 34 
years (SD=7.5), ranging from 23 to 51 years of age. The average length of working experience 
was 10 years (SD=7.92), ranging from 2 to 32 years of working within ECEC. A questionnaire 
with 39 items was used. Participants were supposed to estimate their level of agreement with 
each item on a 5-point Likert-type scale. To analyse the ECEC teachers’ motives for enrolling in 
this graduate study programme, a set of ten items was used.  
Findings: Statistical analysis revealed a highly positive perception of relevant competences 
gained. This finding confirmed the hypothesis that continuing professional development 
through formal higher education contributes significantly to improving ECEC Teachers’ perfor-
mance while coping with changing and growing job demands. Moreover, the participants 
demonstrated an intrinsic motivation for enrolling for such a course. Extrinsic motives were 
indicative of a more negative, while intrinsic motivation led to more positive perception of 
learning outcomes and gained competences. Overall, the evaluation was highly positive and 
the findings confirmed the importance of satisfying the professional needs of ECEC Teachers. 

 

Principals' attitudes towards (self)evaluation in ECEC institutions 
Source: Magaš, M. and S. Tatalović Vorkapić 2015. (see references) 
Aims: The aim of this study was to examine and analyse principals’ attitudes toward the 
(self)evaluation of work performance in ECEC institutions and the relation between the charac-
teristics of these institutions, principals’ socio-demographic characteristics, and their attitudes 
toward (self)evaluation. 
Procedure: This study included 62 kindergarten principals across the country, representing 
9.2% of the total number of ECEC institution principals in Croatia. A questionnaire with 31 
statements was created for the purpose of this study. 
Findings: The principals expressed positive general attitudes toward (self)evaluation. A positive 
correlation was found between the principals’ professional qualifications and their attitudes 
toward (self)evaluation, i.e. the principals with higher professional qualifications tended to 
express a more positive attitude towards (self)evaluation. These results indicate the signifi-
cance of studying attitudes toward quality and (self)evaluation and confirm the important role 
of principals in ensuring and improving kindergarten quality. 
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Preschool teachers and counselling with parents 
Source: Skočić Mihić, S., D. Blanua Trošeč, and V. Katić 2015. (see references) 
Aims: The research set out to test the hypothesis that ECEC Teachers feel only partially compe-
tent in parents counselling, which is connected with their age, life experience, working experi-
ence and level of education. 
Procedure: The study included 136 ECEC Teachers who completed a scale for self-assessment 
of competences for counselling parents constructed for the purpose of this research. A factor 
analysis resulted in several subscales.  
Findings: The results indicate that ECEC Teachers evaluated their counselling competences as 
mediocre. Differences could be shown in relation to their age, life experience and work experi-
ence and the type of their initial education. Professional experience proved to be the key ele-
ment in acquiring competences for counselling which correlated with life experience and the 
level of education. This suggests that teachers who are at the beginning of their careers are at 
a disadvantage when it comes to parent counselling. This could be avoided if counselling com-
petences were included in the learning outcomes during initial professional education.  
 

Situation-related coping with stress among ECEC Teachers 
Source: Pavlović, Ž. and J. Sindik 2014. (see references) 
Aims: The aim of this study was to examine the possibility of forecasting situation-related cop-
ing with stress on the basis of predictors such as personality traits of ECEC Teachers (opti-
mism/pessimism, emotional competence, self-efficacy), seniority, dispositional styles of coping 
with stress and how teachers perceive different sources of stress on the job. 
Procedure: The participants were 336 ECEC Teachers from the county of Split-Dalmatia. The 
following instruments were applied: Scale for assessing stress of Preschool Teachers, opti-
mism-pessimism scale of general self-efficacy, social desirability scale, emotional competence 
questionnaire EUK-15, questionnaire on coping with stressful situations. 
Findings: The main finding of this research was that ECEC Teachers perceived their work as 
extremely stressful. The results indicated that dispositional coping mechanisms focused signifi-
cantly on personality traits such as self-efficacy (to a lesser extent), and seniority. Participants 
perceiving extreme stress tended to be less content with their job. The findings contribute to a 
better understanding of stress among ECEC Teachers. This can contribute towards an improved 
design of stress prevention programmes for ECEC Teachers. 
 

Students’ views on the ECEC Teacher profession related to level of professional edu-
cation 
Source: Borovac, T. 2014. (see references) 
Aims: The study aimed at highlighting differences in students’ perceptions of the ECEC Teacher 
profession related to their level of education. 
Procedure: A questionnaire compiled for this study comprised three subscales: understanding 
of developmentally appropriate practice, images of children and childhood, and perception of 
competences and professional duties. The research was conducted with students in their final 
(third) year of an undergraduate study programme in early childhood/pre-school education 
and students of the final (fifth) year of the Master study programme (N=74). 
Findings: Statistical analysis led to the conclusion that the students of the third and the fifth 
year differ in significant ways in their perceptions of the ECEC profession in all three subscales. 
These results can be used for further analysis of students’ perceptions of their future profes-
sion, especially in terms of meta-competences, and for evaluating the effectiveness of the 
study programme for prospective ECEC Teachers. 
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Educators’ views on competencies for the effective management of problem situa-
tions 
Source: Modrić, N. 2013. (see references) 
Aims: The aim of this research was to examine ECEC Teachers’ attitudes towards specific 
knowledge and skills relevant for the daily work of educators, especially for the management 
of problem situations. The author investigated how these skills were assessed by ECEC Teach-
ers and to what extent they have mastered them. The specific aim of the research was to in-
vestigate whether the assessments of the teachers involved in the programme of education for 
Problem Situation Management (PSM) differed from the assessments of those who were not 
involved in this programme. 
Procedure: The sample consisted of 155 ECEC Teachers in five preschool institutions in Zagreb 
and Samobor. The participants completed a specially compiled questionnaire. 
Findings: The research results showed no statistically significant differences in the assessment 
of the importance of educators’ knowledge and skills among participants. However, there was 
a statistically significant difference in the self-assessment regarding their mastering these skills 
and knowledge, towards a greater competence of the participants who completed the PSM 
education.  
 
 

8. General workforce issues 

 

8.1  Remuneration 
There are two main differences between ECEC Teachers and other teachers in Croatia. Firstly, 
the qualification requirement for primary and secondary school teachers is a Master’s degree, 
whereas for ECEC Teachers it is a Bachelor’s degree. Secondly, teachers in schools are paid at a 
nationally agreed level, whereas ECEC Teachers are paid according to local regulations (be-
cause municipalities are responsible for ECEC in Croatia). It means that the source of salaries 
for teachers in schools is the national budget, while the sources of salaries for ECEC Teachers 
are municipality budgets which fund the specific ECEC institution. Some ECEC institutions are 
financed by private and other sources (for example, religious communities). Generally, the 
salaries of teachers in schools are the same across the country, whereas the salaries of Pre-
school Teachers are highly variable.  
Table 11 presents examples of monthly salaries (gross) of ECEC Teachers in eight Croatian 
towns from two regions. 
 
Table 11 
Croatia: Examples of monthly salaries (gross) of ECEC Teachers in two counties* 

Town Kuna EUR (approx.) 
Ludbreg  6,198 821 
Novi Marof 6,357 842 
Koprivnica 6,648 881 
Ivanec 6,837 906 
Čakovec 7,014 930 
Lepoglava 7,362 975 
Varaždin 9,300 1,232 
Krapina 9,500 1,258 

* Harači Pintarić, I. 2016. 
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Table 11 clearly illustrates the inequalities in ECEC Teachers’ salaries, which are dependent on 
the economic development and financial possibilities of towns and municipalities as providers 
of ECEC institutions. Regional differences in salaries compared to the national average (7,739 
kunas/1,032€, according to the Croatian Bureau of Statistics 2016) can be up to 18% higher 
than or up to 10.6% lower than the national average salary. 
It is important to note that the average salary of ECEC Teachers across Croatia is lower than 
the salaries shown in Table 11, since many municipalities in Croatia cannot offer proper sala-
ries to their employees. Furthermore, the table shows the gross levels of salaries, meaning that 
ECEC Teachers have to live on much less (on average, around 5,633 kunas/748€ according to 
the Croatian Bureau of Statistics (2016). ECEC Teachers thus have relatively modest incomes 
regarding the level of their education. However, in some municipalities they are paid better 
than teachers who work in schools. The average net salary of employees who have acquired 
academic qualifications in the education sector is the lowest average salary of employees who 
have obtained academic qualifications in Croatia. Generally, such salaries are adequate for the 
necessities of life. If ECEC Teachers experience particularly difficult living conditions, their 
rights are regulated by other laws and they receive support from other public services (for 
example, from centres for social welfare according to the Social Welfare Act). 
ECEC Teachers receive additional payment for:  
• a post as centre head or deputy leader; 
• years of work experience; 
• the status of mentor or counsellor (see Section 5); 
• working overtime. 
They can also receive extra money if they participate in certain professional activities not con-
nected to the ECEC institution (as a member of a non-governmental professional organisation, 
as a participant in a professional project, etc.).  
 

8.2  Full-time and part-time employment 
Table 12 shows that the majority of ECEC staff is employed on a full-time basis. The exception 
are staff in preschool programmes organised in other facilities (for example, in primary schools 
or libraries), since these programmes last between three to five hours daily. According to the 
Ordinance on the content and duration of preschool programmes (2014), each child that does 
not participate in regular early and preschool education should spend 250 hours in one of the-
se alternative facilities during the year preceding primary school entry.  
 
Table 12 
Croatia: Persons employed in ECEC institutions, by full-time and part-time work, 2015*  

Preschool institution total Full time  
(40 hours per week) 

Part time  
(20 hours per week) 

Per cent of the full-
time employees 

Kindergartens 18,243 17,180 1,063 94.2% 

Preschool programmes  
out of kindergartens 267 0 267 0% 

Other legal entities 281 201 80 71.5% 

Total 18,791 17,381 1,410 92.5% 
*Croatian Bureau of Statistics 2015a 

 
Some part-time employees in ECEC settings work as assistants for children with developmental 
difficulties. Since these children mostly attend for only four to five hours daily (whereas the 
majority of children attend for 10 hours), these staff tend to work less hours. 
As already mentioned, each institution decides on the kind and number of professional sup-
port staff according to the National Pedagogical Standards for ECEC (2008). This document 
links the number of children in each institution with the possible support employees (peda-
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gogues, psychologists, rehabilitators…). Some of them are employed on a part-time basis, 
whereas some work in multiple preschool institutions. 

 
8.3  Staff support measures in the workplace  
The Preschool Education Act (1997) stipulates that ECEC Teachers and other professionals 
(pedagogues, psychologists, experts in the field of education and rehabilitation, speech thera-
pists) who are employed in preschool institutions for the first time are to begin their job as a 
probationer. A probationer’s internship lasts for one year and is completed by passing a pro-
fessional exam. The process and content of a probationer’s internship, the support to be pro-
vided by other personnel, as well as the content of the final exam are regulated by the Ordi-
nance on the manner and conditions of taking the professional exam of Preschool Teachers and 
other professionals in preschool institutions (1997). The professional exam is obligatory for all 
probationers employed in ECEC institutions with a permanent or a limited contract, with a full-
time or part-time contract, as well as for all persons who participate in different forms of edu-
cational work with children and their parents (volunteers, external collaborators). 
The probationer receives support from the centre head/director, a specified mentor, and from 
members of the expert team. During the year of probation, ECEC Teachers should become 
familiar with: 
• the legal framework of their work (the Constitution of the Republic of Croatia, Preschool 

Education Act, National Curriculum for Early Childhood and Preschool Education, as well as 
other legislation and regulations);  

• general and profession-related regulations (statute, organisations, rules, management …); 
• specific characteristics, needs and dynamics of a child’s development up to compulsory 

school age; 
• aims and procedures of care, education and upbringing of young children; 
• organising resources for educational processes with young children; 
• relationships and communication among professional staff, children and parents;  
• planning, programming, preparation, realisation and evaluation of educational pro-

grammes;  
• pedagogical documentation. 
Each probationer is required to be present in her/his mentor’s classroom for at least 30 hours 
during the year while the mentor is obliged to observe at least 10 hours of the probationer’s 
work per year. The content of the probationer’s programme is a written official document.  
However, after the probation period, regular supervision of work in the ECEC setting is not 
regulated, only that of the teachers who are interested in a career promotion. The National 
Centre for External Evaluation of Education initiated a project on self-evaluation in ECEC insti-
tutions in the year 2010 (Antulić 2013). Some ECEC settings follow the proposed model, but 
there is no obligation to participate in this system of monitoring. As shown in a recent UNICEF 
research (Bouillet, forthcoming), some ECEC institutions have developed a system of profes-
sional reflections on the quality of their work, while others follow the more formal framework 
above. According to the Strategy of education, science and technology (2014), these inconsist-
encies should be changed in the near future, meaning that a certain form of self-evaluation is 
likely to become obligatory. 
 

8.4  Non-contact time 
Both the content and daily schedules of work in ECEC settings are regulated by the National 
Pedagogical Standards for ECEC (2008). According to this document, ECEC Teachers work in 
direct contact with children for 27.5 hours weekly. The rest of the time (12.5 hours) is allocat-
ed for the planning, programming and evaluating of work, preparation, organisational and 
material resources, collaboration with parents and other participants of ECEC processes - and 
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for professional development. The same regulations apply for rehabilitators who work in spe-
cial (segregated) educational groups for children with developmental disabilities. Assistants are 
expected to work full time directly with children. 
Members of the specialist support staff and nurses should be involved in the direct work with 
children, teachers and parents for 25 hours per week. The remaining 15 working hours are 
designated for collaborative work with other institutions, professional development, planning, 
preparation of work and other obligations. This is a general rule, regardless of the number of 
ECEC institutions in which someone works. 
 

8.5  Staff shortages and recruitment strategies 
In general, ECEC Teachers do not have problems finding a job, even though each year around 
500 students graduate from the Bachelor study programmes. Problems are more likely to arise 
from the relatively small number of specialist support staff, especially speech therapists and 
rehabilitators. Only one faculty in Croatia (at the University of Zagreb) provides a study pro-
gramme for these professionals. The number of graduates from the faculty is not sufficient to 
meet the needs of ECEC institutions across the country. Moreover, the majority of these pro-
fessionals prefer working in towns rather than in rural areas. Even though it is a huge problem, 
there are no specific recruitment strategies to deal with this issue. This is one of the negative 
consequences of ECEC coming under the jurisdiction of local communities. Small towns and 
municipalities do not have the financial and human resources to deal with this problem, while 
state institutions (especially the Ministry of Science and Education) do not feel responsible for 
this problem.  
A systematic approach is needed, which involves the academy, the responsible ministry and 
the local communities. However, both current practices and research (Bouillet, forthcoming) 
have shown that the collaboration among the different sectors and levels of government is not 
well developed. Bearing that in mind, no solutions are visible in the near future.  
There are also differences between urban and rural areas: whereas the capital city of Croatia 
(Zagreb) and some regional centres (for example Split and Rijeka) are faced with too many 
applicants for work in ECEC settings, in less developed areas there is a shortage of ECEC pro-
fessionals. 
 
 

9. Workforce challenges – country expert assessment 

The required qualification level for ECEC Teachers can be highlighted as a positive feature of 
the ECEC system in Croatia. The transition from vocational to university-based studies for pro-
spective ECEC Teachers has been an important step in the professionalisation of ECEC staff. 
Also, the increasing number of Master’s study programmes has opened up possibilities for a 
formalised form of continuing education for ECEC Teachers. However, changes in the Croatian 
ECEC legislation are needed which recognise and acknowledge the differences between Bache-
lor’s and Master’s degrees on a formal level.  
The Strategy of education, science and technology (2014) indicates that candidates for ECEC 
Teacher study programmes do not have the highest achievements in secondary education and 
state university entrance (matura) examinations. “The issue concerning the real career inten-
tions of these candidates regarding employment in the education sector also remains open, 
especially taking into account the salary that may be earned in the profession” (Official Ga-
zette, No. 124/14, 66). Recognition of a Master’s degree in ECEC in terms of payment could be 
one of the motivational factors for attracting and retaining the best students into the ECEC 
field. The quality of the teaching and learning processes at faculties is another important factor 
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for increasing of the status of the teaching profession in society. The third most important 
precondition is the systematic improvement of ECEC Teachers’ salaries at the national level. 
In Croatia, there is a formally established system of in-service teacher training, also for ECEC 
Teachers. However, the forms, programmes and topics of the training are not well harmo-
nised. In most cases trainings only take place on a ‘one-off’ basis, they do not provide sufficient 
opportunities for experiential/incidental learning and reflection, and their application lacks 
monitoring and support. The improvement of the quality and effectiveness of in-service train-
ing and the development of mechanisms that will ensure that all ECEC staff are obliged to par-
ticipate in that form of training during their whole career is needed. The Strategy of education, 
science and technology recommends several changes in this direction:  
• improving the quality of the mentorship system during the traineeship/probationary peri-

od; 
• aligning the continuing professional development of teachers with competence standards;  
• implementing the teacher licensing system (including ECEC Teachers).  
The following procedures are suggested (Official Gazette, No. 124/14):  
1. preparing key documents for the professionalisation of the teaching occupation: a National 

Competence Standard for the Teaching Profession based on the Croatian Qualifications 
Framework (CROQF) and a Code of Ethics for Teachers; 

2. developing a model and introducing a system of (re-)licensing for the acquisition and re-
taining of the license to work in education institutions; 

3. developing a system of career advancement with the possibility of career flexibility based 
on the National Competence Standard for the Teaching Profession; 

4. improving the income level of teachers; 
5. stimulating interest in studying at faculties of teacher education and applying rigorous 

criteria for selecting the best candidates; 
The first step in the implementation of the Strategy in the field of the ECEC is the project Quali-
fication Standards and Improvement of the Quality of Study Programmes for Preschool and 
Primary School Teachers (Krstović, Vujičić, and Pejić Papak 2016). However, the results of the 
project do not as yet have any formal effect on implementation in the ECEC system.  
A comprehensive Curriculum Reform also began in the year 2015, based on the Strategy. This 
reform includes the conceptualisation of the curriculum for all stages of education. Within this 
framework, the ECEC curricular framework is under revision. 
The UNICEF Office for Croatia recently signed a programme of collaboration with the Croatian 
Government for the period from 2017 to 2020. The priority of this programme is ECEC, and it 
could be a boost for the further improvement of ECEC in Croatia. The basis for this is an analy-
sis that aims (Bouillet, forthcoming): 
• to inform UNICEF and relevant stakeholders about the existing equity issues regarding the 

access to preschool education; 
• to provide evidence for UNICEF advocacy efforts in respect to this problem; 
• to support the Croatian government in identifying and implementing strategies for enhanc-

ing the relevance, efficiency, effectiveness and sustainability of the early childhood educa-
tion system, primarily in respect to the needs of the most vulnerable children.  

All above-mentioned reforms and initiatives could lead to the further professionalisation of 
ECEC; however, the government of Croatia needs to make ECEC a political priority. Good ideas 
need political support; without political will, the implementation of defined measures will not 
be possible.  
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