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Abstract  
Education and continuing professional development of preschool teachers are among the key issues 
for the quality and innovation of educational activities in early childhood institutions. This paper aims to 
determine the current state, problems, and perspectives in the organization of continuing professional 
development of preschool teachers and their perception of the existing educational conditions and 
opportunities. The research included (N = 61) preschool teachers from the Preschool Rijeka, Croatia, 
and relied on a modified version of the questionnaire designed to examine the educational needs, 
conditions, and opportunities of adult educators [1] and the Scale of perceptions of the conditions and 
opportunities for participation in professional development programs. The results showed that most 
preschool teachers have acquired knowledge and skills by engaging in some organized form and self-
education, as well as that they have a positive attitude towards professional development programs. 
Most preschool teachers want to acquire knowledge and skills by participating in seminars and 
workshops as the preferred forms of education within their organization or in specific professional 
associations that would take place over a period of days to several months. They consider practice 
and experience, self-education, seminars, and workshops to be the forms of education and training 
that have contributed most to the development of their professional competences in different fields. 
They also highlight the lack of financial resources as a key obstacle and emphasize proper evaluation 
of their qualifications in the institution where they work and stimulating material opportunities and 
working conditions as the biggest incentives. Preschool teachers' age and work experience are not 
related to perceptions of the conditions and opportunities for engagement in professional development 
programs. Investment in the examination of educational needs, conditions, and opportunities before 
initiating the development of a new professional development program can avoid costly mistakes, 
contribute to a better curriculum design for educating potential participants, a greater likelihood of 
achieving set goals and, ultimately, to an effective professional development of preschool teachers. 

Keywords: Professional development, educational conditions, educational opportunities, professional 
development programs, preschool teacher.  

1 INTRODUCTION  
Preschool teachers’ continuing professional development is necessary in accordance with modern 
scientific and professional knowledge in the field of their activity in order to achieve and maintain high 
quality of early and preschool education aimed at “ensuring optimal conditions for the successful 
upbringing and holistic development of each child and enhancing those child's traits and skills that 
begin to form at an early age ...” [2]. Professional development is “process in which preschool 
teachers are continuously, independently and collaboration with others, improving their competences, 
expanding their knowledge and understanding of the processes of learning and development of 
children of early and preschool age...” [3]. The literature on preschool teachers’ professional 
development starts from different methodological, structural, and philosophical perspectives/ 
approaches to their training and development and the role of preschool teachers in the development 
process ([4], [5], [6], [7], [8], [9], [10], [11], [12], [13]) and others. Contemplating and systematically 
improving the quality of the organization of preschool teachers’ continuing professional development is 
more than an imperative if preschool teachers are to improve their critical, independent and 
responsible decision-making and action through intended programs. However, despite recognizing the 
importance of preschool teachers’ professional development in the context of contemporary 
educational requirements, there is too little knowledge about their educational needs, conditions, and 
opportunities to participate in professional development programs. In this regard, the fundamental 
question is how to ensure the achievement of educational needs, conditions, and opportunities as the 
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main prerequisites for lifelong learning and teachers’ professional development, as well as how to 
support the curricular planning of their education ([14], [15]). 

Identifying and analyzing educational needs is the first step in the methodological process of 
developing professional development programs. We should mention an idea of the famous 20th 
century Croatian andragologist [16], who emphasized that needs are the generators of activity of all 
living beings, that is, the instigators of human activities, thereby of specific process of the learning and 
education. Neglecting educational needs brings into question a great deal of educational activities, 
including the development of a preschool teachers’ professional development program. It should be 
emphasized that the motivation and participation in professional development programs, as well as the 
success of this process, will depend on the educational conditions related to the characteristics of 
(potential) participants in the education/learning process or to external environmental conditions or 
characteristics. Internal and external educational conditions are interdependent and therefore need to 
be harmonized in order to be as effective as possible. For example, considering the characteristics of 
reflexion quality as an everyday educational practice of preschool teachers, [17] emphasize the 
importance of various internal factors such as the ability to analyze and assess the effects of one’s 
own work, preschool teachers’ understanding and beliefs, the readiness of the individual to adopt 
changes, as well as the external factors, climate, and culture of the institution. All of the above can 
also promote or prevent preschool teachers' professional development. By establishing relationships 
between the educational needs and educational conditions, one can better understand the current 
state of preschool teachers' professional development, and in designing and developing programs, it is 
necessary to simultaneously analyze and structure educational opportunities for both potential 
participants and organizers of educational activities. 

Keeping in mind the aforementioned, and with respect to the gap in research on the topic of possible 
relationships between preschool teachers' perceived existing educational conditions and opportunities 
and their readiness to participate in professional development programs, the aim of this paper is to 
determine the current state, problems and perspectives in the organization of preschool teachers' 
continuing professional development and their perception of the existing educational conditions and 
opportunities. The study focuses on the following five research questions: (1) examine preschool 
teachers’ perceptions of educational conditions and opportunities for inclusion in professional 
development programs; (2) examine whether, in the past 12 months prior to conducting the research, 
preschool teachers participated in organized forms of education (general non-formal and professional 
non-formal education) and self-development - viewed as previous satisfaction of educational needs 
and their attitudes towards existing professional development programs; (3) examine the educational 
needs with respect to the preferred form, place of acquisition of professional competences, and 
duration of educational activity; (4) examine preschool teachers’ perceptions of major barriers and 
necessary incentives at the organizational level to improve and enhance their professional 
development in early childhood institutions (assessment of educational conditions and opportunities at 
the organizational level); (5) determine how preschool teachers perceive the conditions and 
opportunities for participation in professional development programs with respect to their age and 
seniority. Based on the abovementioned, it can be assumed that most preschool teachers have 
acquired knowledge and skills through some organized form and self-education, as well as have a 
positive attitude towards professional development programs. It is hypothesized that preschool 
teachers will prefer non-formal education such as seminars and workshops within their organization or 
in specific professional associations over a shorter period of time. Also, it is hypothesized that a lack of 
financial resources will be considered as the main obstacle, and the proper assessment of education 
and qualifications is the biggest impetus for their professional development at the organizational level. 
Finally, it is not expected that teachers’ age and work experience will be correlated with perceptions of 
conditions and opportunities for inclusion in professional development programs. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Participants 
The research involved 61 preschool teachers (all female) from Kindergarten Rijeka in the Primorje-
Gorski Kotar County, Croatia. The average age of preschool teachers is 44 years (M = 44.28, SD = 
11.69), with the age range between 23 and 60 years. Their average length of service in the profession 
is 21 years (M = 21.16, SD = 13.06), ranging from 1 to 39 years. Preschool teachers mostly completed 
three-year professional studies – 42 preschool teachers (68.9%), 7 (11.5%) completed three-year 
university studies, 7 (11.5%) completed five-year university studies and obtained a Master's degree, 
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while 5 participants (8.2%) have a secondary education. The majority of preschool teachers who 
participated in the research stated that they did not have the positional title of a preschool teacher-
mentor or preschool teacher-advisor, 58 (95.08%), while 2 preschool teachers (3.28%) stated that 
they hold the title of a preschool teacher-advisor and 1 (1.64%) is a preschool teacher-trainee. There 
were no preschool teacher-mentors among the participants. The majority of preschool teachers have 
permanent employment 50 (82.0%), while 11 (18.0%) have fixed-term employment. 

2.2 Instruments 
The survey included sociodemographic data and measurements, whereby this paper uses data on the 
educational needs with regards to participation in organized forms of education viewed as previous 
satisfaction of educational needs, attitudes towards existing professional development programs, 
educational needs in terms of the preferred form, place of acquisition of professional competences 
and duration of educational activity, major obstacles and incentives for their professional development 
at the organizational level, and results of participants in the Scale of perceptions of conditions and 
opportunities for participation in professional development programs. 

Educational needs with regards to participation in some organized forms of education (general non-
formal and professional non-formal education) and self-education viewed as previous satisfaction with 
met educational needs were examined for the last twelve months before conducting the survey. The 
participants had the ability to circle multiple responses within the abovementioned forms. As part of 
general non-formal education related to the acquisition of general knowledge for general, personal, 
and other needs in organized educational activities through different societies, associations, or 
organizations and services, the participants had the opportunity to choose areas such as foreign 
languages, computer science, health care, culture, art, environmental protection, with the possibility of 
multiple answers. Professional non-formal education included: courses, workshops, seminars, and 
professional consultations also with multiple choice options. In addition, the participants were offered 
the opportunity to respond openly where they could indicate areas of education that were not offered. 

Preschool teachers’ attitudes toward existing professional development programs were measured by 
allowing participants to circle one of the five offered statements that best describes them. 

Educational needs with regards to the preferred form, place of professional competence acquisition, 
and duration of educational activity were measured with questions where participants had the 
opportunity to choose only one from the offered answers (lectures in regular or direct classes, 
seminars and workshops, discussion groups, self-education, distance education) and were given the 
opportunity to provide additional answers that were not offered. 

The main obstacles and the necessary incentives at the organizational level (assessment of 
educational conditions and opportunities at the organizational level) were measured with questions in 
which the participants had the opportunity to circle up to three obstacles or three incentives and rank 
them in importance. 

Scale of perceptions of the conditions and opportunities for participation in professional development 
programs consists of six items to which the participants responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 - 
strongly disagree, 5 - strongly agree). The one-factor solution was tested using the principal 
components method. The extracted factor explains 52.89% of the variance. Factor saturation for the 
item Timing/scheduling of development programs outside working days is appropriate was extremely 
low (0.09), so the particle was removed from further processing. The internal consistency reliability 
coefficient (Cronbach α = .81) indicates good internal consistency of the Scale. Measurement 
characteristics and descriptive data for individual items in the Scale are described in more detail in the 
Results section. 

2.3 Procedure and data analysis 
Permission to conduct the research was requested from the kindergarten management and, upon 
obtaining consent, the surveys were distributed among the preschool teachers. A deadline for 
completing the surveys was agreed upon with the kindergarten leadership. It was emphasized that 
participation in the research was voluntary and anonymous. Data collection took one month. The 
obtained research results were analyzed with the statistical software SPSS 22.0 program. In order to 
investigate the first research task, the exploratory factor analysis was performed using the main 
components method to verify the factor structure and the measurement characteristics of the scale 
Perceptions of the conditions and opportunities for participation in professional development 
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programs. Descriptive analyses were used for the second, third, and fourth research task, and for the 
fifth task, Spearman's correlations were computed to investigate the relationship between preschool 
teachers’ perceptions of the conditions and opportunities for inclusion in professional development 
programs with respect to their age and years of service. 

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

3.1 Preschool teachers’ perceptions of educational conditions and 
opportunities for inclusion in professional development programs 

To test preschool teachers’ perceptions of educational conditions and opportunities for inclusion in 
professional development programs, a six-item scale was constructed to which the participants 
responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 - strongly disagree, 5 - strongly agree). The principal 
components analysis was conducted. Based on the Keiser-Guttman criterion (characteristic root 
greater than 1), two components were extracted that accounted for 72.10% of the total variance, and 
the scree plot indicated one component. The two-factor solution does not satisfy the principle of simple 
structure, so the one-factor solution was tested using the method of principal components. Table 1 
lists the results of the analysis performed (factor saturation, communalities, characteristic root, and 
percentage of variance explained). The factor extracted explains 52.89% of the variance. Factor 
saturation for the item Timing/scheduling of development programs outside working days is 
appropriate was extremely low (0.09), so the item was removed from further processing. 

Table 1. Results of the principal component analysis – Scale of perceptions of the conditions and 
opportunities for participation in professional development programs 

  
Factor 

saturation Communalities 
F1 

Development programs meet the needs of my professional development. .87 .76 
Development programs meet the needs of my personal development. .85 .73 
I am provided with the expected support in the process of professional development. .83 .69 
I am able to attend all the professional development programs I need. .77 .60 
Development programs are of good quality. .62 .39 
Timing/scheduling of development programs outside working days is appropriate. .09 .01 

Characteristic root 3.17  

% of explained variance 52.89  

Table 2 presents descriptive data at the level of individual items (arithmetic mean - M and standard 
deviation - SD) and correlations of individual items with the total score on the scale (rit), which 
examined the content validity of the Scale. All item correlations with the total score are sufficiently high 
(> .40). 

Table 2. Descriptive data for individual items on the Scale of perceptions of the conditions  
and opportunities for participation in professional development programs 

  M SD rit 
Development programs meet the needs of my professional development. 3.34 1.01 .77 
Development programs meet the needs of my personal development. 3.28 0.99 .74 
I am provided with the expected support in the process of professional development. 3.28 0.95 .73 
I am able to attend all the professional development programs I need. 3.08 1.23 .65 
Development programs are of good quality. 3.56 0.72 .45 

The internal consistency reliability coefficient (Cronbach α = .85) indicates a good internal consistency 
of the Scale. The total score on the Scale was calculated by dividing the sum of the responses in 
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individual items with the number of items. The theoretical range of scores on the Scale ranges from 1 
to 5, with the higher score indicating a more positive perception of the conditions and opportunities for 
inclusion in professional development programs. Descriptive statistics for the full Scale are shown in 
Table 3 (number of participants - N, minimum score - Min, maximum result - Max, arithmetic mean - M, 
standard deviation - SD, Skewness - Sk, Kurtosis - Ku). The average score on the Scale (M = 3.31) 
indicates a neutral perception of the conditions and opportunities for inclusion in professional 
development programs. 

Table 3. Descriptive data for the Scale of perceptions of the conditions and opportunities 
 for participation in professional development programs 

N Min Max M SD Sk Ku 

61 1.40 5.00 3.31 0.78 -0.36 -0.31 

3.2 Preschool teachers’ participation in organized forms of education and 
self-education - previous satisfaction of educational needs and their 
attitudes towards existing professional development programs 

The second research task was to determine preschool teachers’ participation in organized forms of 
adult education. 90.2% of the participants answered that, in the last 12 months, they have participated 
in organized forms of adult education or are currently attending some organized form of education, 
and 9.8% responded that they have not participated in any organized forms of education. Arts (28.6%) 
and foreign languages (25%) make up the most common form of general non-formal education 
attended by preschool teachers. These are followed by computer science (17.9%) and culture 
(17.9%). If we take into account the abovementioned, as well as that the mentioned areas are the 
most common form of non-formal education in which preschool teachers have participated, it is 
reasonable to suggest that this area certainly remains one of those for which it is crucial to offer quality 
professional development. Non-formal education is less regulated, shorter in duration and, for these 
reasons, more responsive to the changing demands of society, the individual, and especially the labor 
market. In this respect, it is a mechanism for supplementing and updating the knowledge and skills 
acquired in formal education. When asked about professional non-formal education, participants most 
frequently cited participation in workshops (83.1 %%) and professional development (77.9%), and 
seminars (40.7%).  

In order to better understand the examined aspects of educational needs, a separate question referred 
to self-education. 82% of the participants engaged in self-education and development. Most of them, 
after providing an affirmative answer, did not indicate the area which they were developing 
independently. However, among those who did, the answers varied and included pedagogy, 
psychology, foreign languages, health education, and sports. Therefore, when it comes to the 
areas/educational contents in which the participants have been self-educated in the last 12 months, it 
is noticeable that these areas refer mainly to areas that are of great benefit to them for success at 
work. Establishing a center or department for independent learning within public open colleges and 
other public and private educational organizations in the Republic of Croatia and creating programs for 
organized independent learning would create better conditions for fostering a learning culture and 
motivating individuals to participate in other organized forms of learning/education. 

Preschool teachers' attitudes towards existing professional development programs. Participants had 
the option to circle one of the five offered statements that best describes them. Most preschool 
teachers (75.4%) are not focused on receiving a certificate or diploma and prefer learning through 
courses, workshops, discussion groups, small group work, and other forms that allow them to actively 
participate and share experience. This is followed by preschool teachers (18%) who believe that the 
most valuable ways to gain knowledge and skills are those involving spontaneous situational 
exchange of experience with close colleagues in the workplace and self-education towards individual 
“learning projects,” computer-based distance education, etc. It can be concluded that most preschool 
teachers have a positive attitude towards education/learning in existing professional development 
programs. 
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3.3 Educational needs with regards to the preferred form, place of acquisition 
of professional competences, and duration of educational activity 

In order to get a better picture of the participants’ educational needs, these were examined with 
regards to their preferred form, place of acquisition of professional competences, and duration of 
educational activity. In terms of the educational need, given the form of education, 70.5% of 
participants prefer the form of work in seminars and workshops, which involves the active participation 
of all participants (group work, analysis, discussions, etc.). In addition, these forms are motivating to 
the participants because they involve working on specific examples that can be put into practice. This 
is followed by 9.8% of participants who cite discussion groups as their preferred form of education, 
while other forms (lectures in classical regular or direct teaching, self-education, and distance 
education) are mentioned by a smaller number of participants. When it comes to the educational need 
in terms of the place of education, the participants mostly prefer to acquire competences within the 
organization in which they work (44.3%), followed by professional associations (24.6%) and state 
institutions (13.1%). The participants, however, prefer less to engage in development at universities 
and colleges, and the least the development at home. For adults, the duration of education is an 
important factor that, in addition to other factors such as level of education, age, and employment, as 
well as the position in the workplace, influences the individual's decision to participate in education. As 
many as 93.7% of participants prefer shorter education in the duration between two to four day up to 
several months. Only 8.2% of participants prefer forms education lasting between half a year and a 
year. This information is not surprising, given that the cost of education also plays a role. Namely, it is 
understandable that the participants prefer shorter forms of education rather than longer education, 
which is associated with higher costs and is generally borne by the individuals themselves. 
Considering the participants’ educational needs with regards to the form of knowledge acquisition, 
place of knowledge acquisition, and duration of educational activity, the following can be concluded: 
most participants want to acquire knowledge and skills in the organization in which they work and in 
the organization of professional associations, by participating in seminars and workshops as preferred 
forms of education that would last from a few days to a maximum of several months. 

3.4 Obstacles and necessary incentives for improvement and greater success 
of preschool teachers’ professional development– assessment of 
educational conditions and opportunities at the organizational level 

The fourth task examines the participants’ perceptions of educational conditions, which capture some 
of the important factors on which their participation in professional development programs (obstacles 
and necessary incentives) may depend. The participants were required to circle up the top three 
obstacles, i.e., the top three opportunities to their professional development and rank them in order of 
importance. Table 4 contains the descriptive indicators and their ranking by importance. 

Table 4. Obstacles to preschool teachers’ continuing education and incentives for an improvement of the 
development and greater success of preschool teachers' professional development 

Obstacles 
Greatest obstacle - Rank 1 f % 
Lack of funding 36 59.0 
Inability to leave work (work organization) 9 14.8 
Limiting preschool teachers to development by field of work (programs) 9 14.8 
Insufficient institutional awareness of programs, competitions, and news in the field of early 
childhood education 4 6.6 

Something else 3 4.9 
Lack of understanding by colleagues and others 0 0.0 
Total 61 100.0 
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 Rank 2 f % 
Inability to leave work (work organization) 16 26.2 
Insufficient institutional awareness of programs, competitions, and news in the field of early 
childhood education 15 24.6 

Lack of funding 12 19.7 
Limiting preschool teachers to development by field of work (programs) 10 16.4 
Lack of understanding by colleagues and others 8 13.1 
Something else 0 0.0 
Total 61 100.0 
 Rank 3 f % 
Inability to leave work (work organization) 15 24.6 
Limiting preschool teachers to development by field of work (programs) 15 24.6 
Lack of understanding by colleagues and others 15 24.6 
Insufficient institutional awareness of programs, competitions, and news in the field of early 
childhood education 9 14.8 

Lack of funding 7 11.5 
Something else 0 0.0 
Total 61 100.0 

Incentives 
Greatest required incentive - Rank 1 f % 
Appropriate assessment of education and qualifications in the institution 17 27.9 
Incentive material opportunities and working conditions 15 24.6 
Possibility to choose professional development and self-registration with AZOO 11 18.0 
Support from principals and professional associates 9 14.8 
Colleague support for continuing education 7 11.5 
Something else 2 3.3 
Total 61 100.0 
Rank 2 f % 
Support from principals and professional associates 17 27.9 
Encouraging material opportunities and working conditions 16 26.2 
Colleague support for continuing education 10 16.4 
Possibility to choose professional development and self-registration with AZOO 9 14.8 
Appropriate assessment of education and qualifications in the institution 9 14.8 
Something else 0 0.0 
Total 61 100.0 
 Rank 3 f % 
Possibility to choose professional development and self-registration with AZOO 20 32.8 
Colleague support for continuing education 14 23.0 
Appropriate assessment of education and qualifications in the institution 14 23.0 
Encouraging material opportunities and working conditions 7 11.5 
Support from principals and professional associates 4 6.6 
Something else 2 3.3 
Total 61 100.0 

From the participants’ responses it may be concluded that the results certainly show the need to 
improve the financing of their education, to enable them to leave their work, to make institutions more 
aware of programs, competitions, and news in the profession, and to avoid limiting the preschool 
teachers from further development in their field of work (programs) and greater understanding from 
colleagues and others. The three biggest incentives required at the organizational level are 
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Appropriate assessment of education and qualifications at the institution, Support from principals and 
other professional associates, and Opportunity for choosing professional development and self-
registration with the Teacher Training Agency (AZOO). Creating preconditions for acquiring and 
continuously developing teacher competences and optimal working conditions is crucial both at the 
organizational level and at the local and national level. 

3.5 Relationship between preschool teachers’ perceptions of conditions and 
opportunities for inclusion in professional development programs 

The fifth research task was to determine the relationship between the preschool teachers’ perception 
of the conditions and opportunities for inclusion in professional development programs and some 
socio-demographic characteristics that include age and years of service. To accomplish the task, 
Spearman's correlation coefficient was used. The score on the Scale of perceptions of the conditions 
and opportunities for participation in professional development programs does not correlate with years 
of service (of the preschool teachers) (r=.08, p>.05) or the preschool teachers’ age (r=.07, p>.05). 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The results of the performed analysis indicate preschool teachers’ neutral perception regarding the 
conditions and opportunities for inclusion in professional development programs, as well as a positive 
attitude towards the existing professional development programs. The majority of participants want to 
acquire knowledge and skills in the organization in which they work and in the organization of 
professional associations, by participating in seminars and workshops as the preferred forms of 
education, which would be realized in the duration of several days up to a maximum of several 
months. They are not primarily interested in receiving a certificate for attending professional 
development programs, but prefer learning through courses, workshops, discussion groups, small 
group work, and similar forms that allow them to actively participate and share experiences. Preschool 
teachers find the appropriate assessment of education and qualifications in the institution for personal 
development as the greatest required incentive for professional development and the lack of funding 
as the greatest obstacle. Based on the results, we may conclude that special attention should be paid 
to ensuring conditions and accessibility that will allow preschool teachers to seamlessly engage in the 
process of continuing professional development. Specifically, education professionals partially identify 
educational needs, but deal too little with educational conditions and educational opportunities. 
Improving certain educational conditions and opportunities at the state, local/regional, and 
organizational levels can weaken the disruptive effect and strengthen the effect of facilitating factors 
for curricular planning and implementation of preschool teachers’ professional development. Based on 
the abovementioned, it can be concluded that a realistic assessment of educational conditions, which 
may be stimulating in one and aggravating in another or changed situation, can contribute to a greater 
likelihood of achieving the set goals and, thus, greater teacher satisfaction with their own professional 
progress. In order to initiate change and improve the existing situation, it is necessary that the 
strategies for examining the needs, conditions, and opportunities are an integral part of the process of 
developing programs of preschool teachers’ professional development. 
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