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Career Advancement of Teachers in Primary Education
- Challenges and Opportunities for Enhancing
Professional Development in the Republic of Croatia

Abstract: Teachers’ professional development is one of the key factors contributing to the quality of the edu-
cational process, while opportunities for career advancement provide an important incentive for their con-
tinuous professional improvement and competence development. This paper examines the system of career
advancement for teachers in primary education, with particular emphasis on the challenges teachers face in
pursuing their professional development. It analyses opportunities for advancement, criteria for evaluating
professional performance, and the role of professional development, mentoring, and support provided by
educational institutions in developing teachers’ competencies. Particular attention is devoted to administrative
burdens, access to professional development opportunities, teacher motivation, and the transparency and
fairness of promotion procedures. The paper highlights the need for a more systematic approach to professional
development that would more closely link teachers’ career advancement to their actual needs, the quality of
their work, and their contribution to school development. Potential improvements include more flexible forms
of professional development, higher-quality mentoring, continuous monitoring of professional growth, and the
establishment of a more supportive and equitable promotion system. The aim of this paper is to contribute to
a better understanding of the importance of teachers’ professional development and to identify opportunities
forimproving the existing mechanisms of career advancement in primary education in the Republic of Croatia.
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INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary education system, teachers are no longer merely transmitters of
knowledge but active participants in creating a supportive learning environment. Changes
in society, the development of digital technologies, diverse student needs, and new peda-
gogical and methodological insights require teachers to engage in continuous professional
development and to remain prepared to adapt to new circumstances.

Teachers’ professional development therefore represents a continuous process extend-
ing throughout their entire professional career. It encompasses the acquisition and
enhancement of professional, pedagogical, didactic, methodological, and other com-
petencies required for the effective delivery of education. Various forms of professional
development, the exchange of experiences with colleagues, participation in projects and
professional activities, as well as a promotion system that enables formal recognition of
teachers’ professional growth and contribution to the work and development of the school,
all play an important role in this process.

The career advancement process may be accompanied by various challenges, including
administrative burdens, a lack of time and resources for professional development, limited
access to different forms of training, and concerns regarding the transparency and objec-
tivity of evaluation criteria. These challenges may affect teachers’ motivation and their
willingness to continuously invest in their own professional development.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
AND CAREER ADVANCEMENT OF TEACHERS

The professional development and career advancement of teachers in the Republic of
Croatia are regulated by the Ordinance on the Advancement of Teachers, Subject Teach-
ers, Professional Associates and Principals in Primary and Secondary Schools and Student
Dormitories.

“The professional development of teachers in primary education is a continuous process
of lifelong learning. It includes professional training, participation in professional councils,
the implementation of new practices, and advancement to the professional titles of mentor,
advisor, or excellent advisor, to improve the quality of teaching and student achievement.”
(Official Gazette 68/2019)

As stipulated by the Ordinance, a teacher may be promoted to the professional title
of mentor, advisor, or excellent advisor for a period of five years, subject to obtaining the
required number of points. There is also the possibility of obtaining a permanent profes-
sional title. This applies to teachers who have been appointed to the title of excellent advi-
sor three times, as well as to those who have more than 30 years of experience in education.
However, these two provisions are not fully consistent. Namely, a teacher appointed to the
title of excellent advisor three times must have previously been appointed to a professional
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title at least twice, whereas a teacher with 30 years of experience in education may have
been promoted only to the title of mentor.

Teachers’ professional development is a fundamental prerequisite for improving the
quality of educational work and responding successfully to the changes that characterise
contemporary education. In the Croatian education system, professional development is
closely associated with lifelong learning and competence development.

Itis important to distinguish between the individual and organisational dimensions of
professional development. At the individual level, teachers identify their own needs, set
professional goals, monitor the outcomes of their work, and select appropriate forms of
professional development. At the organisational level, schools should create conditions in
which professional learning becomes an integral part of everyday work. Such an approach
makes it possible to align teachers” individual professional goals with the developmental
goals of the school.

The development of teacher competencies occupies a central place in professional
development. These competencies encompass a range of interconnected dimensions,
including subject-specific, pedagogical, didactic and methodological, communication,
social, digital, and organisational competencies.

Contemporary primary education is based on inclusive, student-centred education. For
this reason, teachers need to develop the competencies required to individualise teach-
ing, encourage students’ active participation, and create a supportive and safe classroom
environment. The ability to conduct assessment and self-evaluation is equally important,
as it enables teachers to use feedback to evaluate the effectiveness of their own teaching
practices and plan their improvement. The active use of digital technologies for the pur-
pose of enhancing pedagogical work should also be emphasised. Ultimately, competencies
should be linked to teachers’ specific needs and to the challenges they encounter in their
everyday work.

Lifelong learning constitutes the foundation of contemporary teacher professional
development. Today, more than ever, there is a growing need for the continuous renewal
and expansion of professional knowledge. Teachers therefore cannot regard their educa-
tion as complete upon obtaining a formal qualification; rather, they must strive to develop
new competencies and adapt to changes in the educational environment.

Professional development can be pursued through various formal and informal forms
of learning. These include seminars, workshops, professional meetings, conferences,
training programmes, professional literature, professional working groups, collaborative
learning, mentoring, and the exchange of experiences with colleagues. Particular value lies
in forms of professional development that enable theoretical knowledge to be connected
with concrete examples from teaching practice.

Teachers themselves undoubtedly bear considerable personal responsibility for their
own professional development; however, the quality of this process also largely depends
on the support they receive within the school. School principals play an important role in
this respect, as they should encourage teachers to participate in professional development
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activities, provide conditions for collaborative learning, and align employees’ professional
goals with the school’s developmental priorities. A school that promotes open commu-
nication, collegial support, collaborative problem-solving, and the exchange of examples
of good practice creates more favourable conditions for the professional development of
all its employees.

CHALLENGES INTHETEACHER CAREER ADVANCEMENT SYSTEM

The possibility of advancement to higher professional titles provides teachers with recogni-
tion for their professional work. However, the career advancement system faces a number
of challenges that may affect both its effectiveness and teachers’ motivation.

According to research conducted by Croatian trade unions in primary education, only
one in seven primary school teachers advances to a higher professional title. Why is this
the case? The answer lies partly in a lack of time and motivation, but particular emphasis
should also be placed on the complexity and administrative burden of the advancement
procedure. A teacher seeking advancement must collect and document various forms of
professional work, participation in training programmes, projects, workshops, and other
activities. Although documenting professional work serves a legitimate purpose, excessive
administrative requirements may reduce the amount of time teachers can devote to direct
work with students and lesson preparation. Therefore, there is a need to strike a balance
between the effective evaluation of teachers’ work and the simplicity of the advancement
procedure itself.

According to a study on teachers’ satisfaction with career advancement in primary
schools, conducted by K. Zlatovi¢ and T. Vidi¢ on a sample of 673 teachers from across the
Republic of Croatia, only one quarter of the participants were satistfied with the opportu-
nities for advancement, while the majority were dissatistied with the advancement criteria
prescribed by the Ordinance on the Advancement of Teachers, Subject Teachers, Profes-
sional Associates and Principals in Primary and Secondary Schools and Student Dormi-
tories (2019, 2020, 2021). Furthermore, the study showed that teachers were dissatistied
with the benefits associated with advancement, their salaries, the level of autonomy in
their work, and, more generally, their professional status within the school community
and society.

This study provides important insight into teachers’ perceptions of the career advance-
ment system in primary schools and highlights the specific challenges they face in their
professional development.

Another study was conducted by Irena Klasni¢, Marina Duranovi¢, and Tomislava
Vidi¢ with the aim of examining the expertise of teachers who had advanced to higher
professional titles. The results showed that there are numerous, previously mentioned,
challenges related to career advancement and that expert teachers are often underutilised
within the education system. The potential and expertise of these teachers are only rarely
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used, mainly to support trainee teachers or in situations where their expertise is recognised
within a relatively limited professional circle.

Unequal opportunities to participate in training programmes, professional confer-
ences, projects, and other activities that may contribute to career advancement may also
represent a particular challenge for teachers. Access to such activities may be affected by
the school’s financial resources, geographical distance, the organisation of working hours,
the availability of substitute teachers, and opportunities to participate in international or
interinstitutional projects.

Another significant issue is the workload associated with teachers’ regular professional
duties. In addition to direct educational work, contemporary teachers perform numerous
administrative, organisational, and other tasks. Under such conditions, the additional time
required for training programmes, professional projects, research, writing professional
papers, or other activities related to career advancement may represent a considerable
burden.

Teachers also often question the objectivity of the system used to evaluate individual
activities, which may further affect their motivation. The career advancement system
should aim to recognise different forms of professional contribution rather than favouring
only certain types of activities.

In conclusion, a wide range of challenges may adversely affect teachers’ motivation to
pursue advancement to higher professional titles, including a lack of time, administra-
tive burden, unequal opportunities for timely professional development, limited financial
resources, and concerns regarding the objectivity of the evaluation system.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPROVING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND
THE CAREER ADVANCEMENT SYSTEM

Improving the professional development of teachers represents one of the important areas
for enhancing the quality of the education system. Professional development should not
be viewed solely as the fulfilment of requirements for advancement to higher professional
titles, but rather as a continuous process through which teachers develop their knowledge,
skills, and competencies in accordance with changes in education and the needs of stu-
dents. Therefore, the existing career advancement system should be more closely linked
to opportunities for continuous professional learning and the development of teacher
competencies.

In addition to formal professional development, greater emphasis could be placed on
innovation in the teaching process, the development and application of contemporary
teaching methods, the preparation of teaching materials, participation in projects, the
exchange of examples of good practice, and contributions to the development of the school
and the professional community. In this way, career advancement would be more closely
associated with teachers’ actual professional practice and less with the formal fulfilment
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of individual requirements. Serious consideration should also be given to providing fairer
financial rewards for teachers who have advanced to one of the previously mentioned
professional titles—mentor, advisor, or excellent advisor—by increasing the differences
in salary coefficients and remuneration.

An important opportunity also lies in the individualisation of professional develop-
ment. Teachers differ in terms of experience, field of work, interests, and the level of
development of specific competencies, which means that a uniform approach to profes-
sional development cannot respond equally well to their individual needs. Professional
development could therefore be based on individual development plans in which teachers,
in cooperation with the school and professional associates, define the areas in which they
wish to improve their competencies. Such an approach would make it possible to connect
professional development activities with the specific needs of each individual.

Rather than focusing exclusively on the number of completed training programmes,
greater emphasis could be placed on the outcomes of professional development and its
impact on teachers’ professional practice. Such an approach would help ensure that pro-
fessional development is not merely a formal element of the career advancement system,
but a genuine instrument of professional growth.

Successful professional development also requires appropriate support at both the
school and education-system levels. Expectations that teachers continuously invest in
their own professional development should be accompanied by the provision of adequate
time, financial resources, and organisational conditions for professional learning. Schools
should play a more active role in identifying the developmental needs of their employees
and creating conditions for addressing them. It is also important to develop a culture
of feedback in which teachers’ professional development is continuously monitored and
guided, rather than assessed only within the formal career advancement procedure.

The career advancement system should create a motivating environment for teachers in
which advancement is not merely an administrative means of attaining a particular status,
but an incentive for continuous learning and for the ongoing development and innovation
of the teacher’s professional role.

CONCLUSION

Teachers’ professional development represents one of the key factors influencing the qual-
ity of the education system, while the teacher career advancement system is an important
mechanism through which their professional development can be encouraged, recognised,
and evaluated. For this reason, teachers’ professional development should be regarded as a
continuous process that extends throughout their entire professional career. Advancement
to higher professional titles can perform an important motivational and developmental
function. It enables teachers’ professional work, expertise, experience, and contribution to
the quality of the educational process to be formally recognised. However, the analysis of
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the challenges discussed in this paper indicates that these factors can easily reduce teachers’
motivation to engage in additional activities and professional development.

Therefore, the existing career advancement system should be continuously developed
and adapted to the needs of teachers and the education system. It is particularly important
to link professional development with teachers’ individual needs. Above all, favourable
conditions should be created in which teachers can readily connect their own learning and
professional progress with the specific needs they encounter in practice.

Based on the above, it can be concluded that improving the system of teacher career
advancement and professional development is a long-term process that requires coop-
eration among all stakeholders in the education system. The aim of such a process is not
merely to increase the number of teachers advancing to higher professional titles, but to
build a system in which career advancement represents a natural continuation of profes-
sional development and an incentive for further learning and improvement of teaching
practice. Investment in teachers’ professional development is, at the same time, an invest-
ment in the quality of schools and in students’ education.

REFERENCES

1. Coldwell, M. (2017). Exploring the influence of professional development on teacher careers: A path
model approach. Teaching and Teacher Education, 61, 189-198. doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2016.10.015.

2. Klasni¢, I, Buranovi¢, M., & Vidi¢, T. (2025). Napredovanje ucitelja u zvanja iz perspektive ucitelja ekspe-
rata. Metodicki ogledi, 32(1), 143-166. doi:10.21464/mo0.32.1.6.

3. Ministarstvo znanosti i obrazovanja. (2019). Pravilnik o napredovanju ucitelja, nastavnika, stru¢nih
suradnika i ravnatelja u osnovnim i srednjim Skolama i u¢enickim domovima. Narodne novine, 68/2019.

4, Ministarstvo znanosti i obrazovanja. (2020). Pravilnik o izmjenama Pravilnika o napredovanju ucitelja,
nastavnika, stru¢nih suradnika i ravnatelja u osnovnim i srednjim Skolama i u¢enickim domovima.
Narodne novine, 60/2020.

5. Ministarstvo znanosti i obrazovanja. (2021). Pravilnik o izmjenama i dopunama Pravilnika o napredo-

vanju ucitelja, nastavnika, stru¢nih suradnika i ravnatelja u osnovnim i srednjim skolama i u¢enickim
domovima. Narodne novine, 32/2021.

6. Pongracic, L., & Marinac, A. M. (2022). Motivacija ucitelja za napredovanje u visa zvanja. Marsonia: asopis
za drustvena i humanisticka istrazivanja, 1(1), 87-97.

7. Prstec, J. (2023). Profesionalni razvoj u ulozi cjeloZivotnog ucenja. Varazdinski ucitelj, 6(11), 549-557.

8. Skupnjak, D. (2011). Kurikulum i profesionalni razvoj ucitelja u Hrvatskoj. Napredak, 152(2), 305-324.

9. Tot, D. (2014). Monitoring and self-evaluating teacher’s professional development and school activities.

Zivot i skola, 60(31), 176-188.

10. Vidi¢, T. (2009). Zadovoljstvo poslom uitelja u osnovnoj skoli. Napredak, 150(1), 7-20.

1. Vukovi¢, N. (2023, April 6). Profesionalni razvoj ucitelja i strucnih suradnika. Osnovna $kola Burdevac.

12. Zlatovi¢, K., & Vidi¢, T. (2025). Zadovoljstvo napredovanjem ucitelja u osnovnoj 3koli. In D. Miljkovi¢ &
M. Dumanci¢ (Eds.), Odgoj danas za sutra: Premoscivanje jaza izmedu ucionice i realnosti - Zbornik radova
3. medunarodne znanstvene i umjetnicke konferencije STOO4. Uciteljski fakultet SveuciliSta u Zagrebu.


doi:10.21464/mo.32.1.6

Career Advancement of Teachers in Primary Education
— Challenges and Opportunities for Enhancing Professional Development in the Republic of Croatia

Karijerno napredovanje nastavnika u osnovnom obrazovanju
- izazovi i mogucnosti unapredenja profesionalnog razvoja

Apstrakt: Profesionalni razvoj nastavnika jedan je od klju¢nih ¢imbenika kvalitete
odgojno-obrazovnog procesa, a mogucénosti napredovanja predstavljaju vazan poticaj
za njihovo kontinuirano usavrsavanje i razvoj kompetencija. U radu se razmatra sustav
napredovanja nastavnika u osnovnom obrazovanju, s posebnim naglaskom naizazove s
kojima se nastavnici susrecu tijekom ostvarivanja profesionalnog razvoja. Analiziraju se
mogucnosti napredovanja, kriteriji vrednovanja profesionalnog rada te uloga stru¢nog
usavrsavanja, mentorstva i podrske odgojno-obrazovnih ustanova u razvoju nastavnickih
kompetencija. Posebna se pozornost posvecuje administrativnim opterecenjima, dostu-
pnosti stru¢nog usavrsavanja, motivaciji nastavnika te transparentnosti i pravednosti
postupaka napredovanja. U radu se isti¢e potreba za sustavnijim pristupom profesional-
nom razvoju koji bi napredovanje nastavnika vise povezao s njihovim stvarnim potrebama,
kvalitetom rada i doprinosom razvoju skole. Kao moguénosti unapredenja predlazu se
fleksibilniji oblici stru¢nog usavrsavanja, kvalitetnije mentorstvo, kontinuirano pracenje
profesionalnog razvoja te stvaranje poticajnijeg i pravednijeg sustava napredovanja. Cilj
rada je pridonijeti razumijevanju vaznosti profesionalnog razvoja nastavnika te ukazati
na mogucnosti unaprjedenja postoje¢ih mehanizama napredovanja u osnovnom obra-
zovanju u Republici Hrvatskoj.

Kljucne rijeci: nastavnici, osnovno obrazovanje, profesionalni razvoj, napredovanje,
stru¢no usavriavanje, nastavnicke kompetencije, cjelozivotno u¢enje



