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Introduction

Education is the cornerstone of individual growth, societal progress, and national
development. In Croatia, a nation rich in history and cultural heritage, the education
system has undergone significant transformations, reflecting both its unique past and
its aspirations for the future within the European and global landscape. This book,
"Education In Croatia: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to Higher
Education," embarks on a detailed exploration of this multifaceted system, offering
readers an in-depth understanding of its structure, challenges, and ongoing evolution.
From the foundational experiences of early childhood to the specialized pursuits of
higher education, we delve into the intricate layers that shape the learning journey for
millions of Croatians.

Croatia's educational trajectory is a compelling narrative, deeply interwoven with its
historical shifts, political changes, and cultural identities. The chapters within this
volume will not only illuminate the current state of affairs but also provide crucial
context by tracing the historical development that has shaped contemporary practices
and policies. Understanding these roots is essential to appreciating the strengths and
complexities of the system today, particularly as Croatia navigates the demands of a
rapidly changing world and its integration into wider European educational
frameworks.

This comprehensive overview aims to serve a diverse audience, including educators,
policymakers, researchers, students, and anyone with an interest in the Croatian
educational landscape. Each chapter is meticulously crafted to provide clear and
insightful analyses, covering everything from the pedagogical approaches in
preschools and the curriculum design in primary education, to the diverse tracks
available in secondary education, encompassing both general gymnasiums and
vocational training. We explore the vibrant world of higher education, examining the
roles of universities and polytechnics, admission processes, and the vital aspects of
quality assurance and research that drive innovation.

Beyond the formal structures, this book also addresses crucial cross-cutting themes
that are integral to a holistic understanding of education in Croatia. We examine the
critical role of teacher education and professional development, the commitment to
inclusive education for students with special needs, and the provisions for the
education of national minorities, reflecting Croatia's dedication to diversity and equity.
Furthermore, the impact of European Union policies, the intricate mechanisms of
funding, the accelerating pace of digitalization, and the burgeoning initiatives in adult
education and lifelong learning are all explored in detail, providing a nuanced
perspective on the forces shaping the future of Croatian education.
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Ultimately, "Education In Croatia" is more than just a descriptive account; it is an
invitation to engage with the dynamic and evolving nature of education in a nation
striving for excellence. By presenting a thorough and accessible analysis of its various
components, challenges, and ongoing reforms, this book seeks to foster a deeper
appreciation for the dedication of countless individuals who contribute to the
educational endeavor in Croatia. It is our hope that this work will not only inform but
also inspire dialogue and further research, contributing to the continued growth and
refinement of an education system vital to Croatia's prosperity and its place in the
global community.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Development of Education
in Croatia

The story of education in Croatia is a rich tapestry woven through centuries of diverse
influences, reflecting the nation's complex historical journey. From its earliest, often
ecclesiastical, roots to the modern, European-aligned system, Croatian education has
continuously adapted, evolved, and, at times, fiercely preserved its unique identity.
Understanding this historical development is not merely an academic exercise; it
provides the essential context for appreciating the present state and future aspirations
of the Croatian educational landscape.

The initial flickers of organized schooling in Croatia can be traced back to the 10th
century, closely tied to the Church and priesthood. During this medieval period,
education was predominantly in the hands of religious institutions. Monasteries and
cathedral schools served as the primary centers of learning, focusing on religious
training, Latin literacy, and scriptural knowledge, primarily for those destined for the
clergy. Early parish-based village schools also began to emerge, offering rudimentary
instruction. A notable aspect of this era was the use of the Glagolitic script, introduced
among Croats in the 9th century for vernacular liturgy, which fostered early Slavic
literacy and set Croatian educational practices apart from the Latin-dominated
traditions of Western Europe.

As centuries turned, higher education began to take root. The University of Zadar,
founded in 1396, holds the distinction of being Croatia's first university. This early
institution, established by the Dominican order, offered "studia generalia" with full
university rights and privileges, indicating a growing demand for advanced learning
beyond purely theological studies. The Renaissance and early modern periods saw
continued, albeit gradual, development. The Jesuit order, known for its educational
prowess across Europe, established Croatia's first grammar school in Zagreb in 1607,
with a curriculum emphasizing classical languages, rhetoric, and humanities. This was
followed by the establishment of Jesuit colleges in other locations, such as Pozega in
1699.

A significant milestone in Croatian higher education arrived in 1669 when King Leopold
| Habsburg elevated the Zagreb Jesuit Academy to university status, laying the
groundwork for what would become the venerable University of Zagreb. This
institution, initially known as Neoacademia Zagrabiensis, formally became a public
institution of higher education, broadening access to philosophical studies. For over a
century, the Jesuits managed this academy, which remained a pivotal institution for
educating the Croatian intelligentsia.
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The 18th century brought a new wave of reforms, largely spurred by the policies of
enlightened absolutism under the Habsburg Monarchy. Empress Maria Theresa's Edict
on the General School Order in 1774 marked a turning point, initiating systematic
education with a strong emphasis on elementary schooling. This edict mandated the
opening of schools in every parish with a church, making attendance compulsory for
children aged 7 to 12. Teacher training also began to professionalize during this
period, with the first courses for teachers starting in Bjelovar, Petrinja, and Karlovac.
While these reforms aimed to build a more robust educational system and make
education available to all social classes, their pragmatic objectives also included
transforming the Monarchy and achieving state unity. However, the implementation of
these reforms in Croatian lands sometimes yielded poor results, with illiteracy
remaining stubbornly high in some areas by the end of the century.

Following this, the Royal Academy of Science was established in Zagreb in 1776 by
Empress Maria Theresa, initially comprising faculties of Theology, Law, and Philosophy.
This academy further solidified the structure of higher education and continued to be a
central institution until the modern University of Zagreb was formally founded in 1874.
The 19th century witnessed a significant acceleration in the modernization and
secularization of the Croatian education system. The first public teacher training
college opened in Zagreb in 1849, signaling a growing commitment to professional
teacher education.

A truly landmark event was the Croatian Sabor's (Parliament) issuance of the first
Croatian Education Act in 1874. This act, considered advanced for its time in Europe,
made five-year education compulsory for all children aged seven and above. It also
marked a stronger process of secularization, democratisation, and modernization of
the educational system, with schools managed by the government and supervised by
experts. The act standardized teacher educational degree requirements, rights, and
duties. This period saw a steady increase in the number of schools, students, and
teachers, contributing to a significant reduction in illiteracy rates, which dropped
below 50 percent by 1910. However, despite these advancements, disparities
persisted, particularly in access to secondary education, which remained concentrated
in urban areas.

The early 20th century, marked by significant political upheaval and the formation of
the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes (later Yugoslavia), brought new challenges
and priorities for Croatian education. Educational policy during the interwar period was
heavily influenced by a unitarian ideology, which sought to use the education system
to foster a "new man - the Yugoslav." Despite attempts to introduce unified
educational laws in 1929, including a theoretical eight-year compulsory education,
practical implementation was often lacking, and the education system suffered from
underfunding and a lack of clear strategic development. The existing model of general
secondary schools, such as real gymnasiums and classical gymnasiums, largely
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remained in place.

After World War I, with Croatia becoming a constitutive federal republic of the
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, the education system underwent radical
transformations. The new socialist regime prioritized the eradication of illiteracy and
the provision of universal elementary education, along with skill training for economic
development. The General Education Act of 1958 was a pivotal reform, making eight-
year primary education compulsory nationwide. This period also saw extensive efforts
in reconstructing old school buildings, constructing new ones, and educating teachers
to meet the needs of the burgeoning system. Secondary education was restructured,
with the eight-year gymnasium program reduced to a four-year general secondary
education, allowing for specialized profiles. Vocational schools were emphasized to
produce skilled professionals for the new society. However, educational policy in
socialist Yugoslavia was also characterized by ideological influences and
centralisation, with the Communist Party playing a significant role in shaping curricula
and instilling desired social conduct. An experimental reform in the 1970s, known as
the Suvar Reform, attempted to further align secondary education with work
organizations, sometimes leading to an overemphasis on vocational training at the
expense of general education and limiting pathways to university for some students.
This "focused education" concept, while aiming to meet industrial needs, proved
problematic in practice and was eventually abandoned.

With Croatia's declaration of independence in 1991, the education system entered
another phase of profound change. The post-independence era has been marked by
repeated attempts at reform, with governments striving to modernize the system and
align it with contemporary European and global standards. The "focused education"
concept was quickly discarded, and the traditional secondary school system,
comprising gymnasiums, vocational schools, and art schools, was reinstated.

A significant reform initiative in the independent Republic of Croatia has been the
"Education Sector Development Plan for 2005-2010," adopted in 2005, which aimed to
improve the quality of education at all levels. As part of this, the Croatian National
Education Standards (CNES) were introduced, initially piloted in 2005/2006 and then
implemented across all primary schools from the 2006/2007 school year. The CNES
sought to modernize teaching by reducing rote memorization, strengthening applied
knowledge and skills, and encouraging interdisciplinary insight and creativity. It also
mandated the opportunity for all primary school pupils to learn two foreign languages.

Higher education also underwent significant reforms to align with the Bologna Process,
a European initiative to standardize higher education across the continent. Croatia
signed the Bologna Declaration in 2003, with the first students enrolling under the new
setup in the academic year 2005/2006, and all courses aligned by 2005. This
alignment aimed to facilitate Croatia's integration into the European Higher Education
Area. Furthermore, the State Matura examination was introduced in 2009/2010 to
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standardize secondary school completion and university entry, replacing entrance
exams at most higher education institutions and promoting greater objectivity in
evaluating student achievements.

More recently, the "School for Life" program, launched as a pilot project in the
2018/2019 school year, represents a comprehensive long-term reform effort in
primary and secondary education. This initiative seeks to introduce new teaching
skills, equip schools with digital tools like tablets and smart boards, and focus on
developing critical thinking, problem-solving, and digital literacy. Civic education was
also introduced as an obligatory cross-curricular topic across all grades of elementary
and high school. This latest wave of reforms reflects Croatia's ongoing commitment to
adapting its education system to the demands of the 21st century and its role within
the European Union, building upon a rich and often tumultuous history of educational
development.
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