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Abstract: The aim of this work is to point out the importance of the professionalization of the principal’s role in
education institutions, with an accent on preschool institutions. The sample included principals (N=57) of preschool institutions in
Central Croatia. The goal was to test the mediation relationship through SEM and examine the direct influence of interpersonal
relationships within the preschool institution on the development of its work quality; furthermore, to test the indirect influence of
these relationships by introducing the mediation variable of professional competence. The structured modelling in the AMOS
was applied for testing the direct and indirect influence. The contribution of interpersonal relationships on the work quality is
high and statistically significant (β=0,920), which confirms the direct influence. For testing the mediation effects, a bootstrapping
method was designed that confirmed the indirect influence of interpersonal relationships on the work quality with the statistically
significant serial mediator of professional competence (p= 0,016), thereby confirming partial mediation. This research determined
that positive interpersonal relations, mediated by the principal’s professional competence, have a positive effect on the work
quality of a preschool institution. In order for preschool institutions to reach the desired quality, it is necessary for them to be
managed by professionally empowered and expert principals who promote prime cooperative relationships as the starting point
in developing a high-quality institution. The results of this research contribute to a clearer perception and understanding of the
professionalization of the principal’s role through key areas of his/her work and activity, and the possibility of their practical
implementation into education institutions.
Keywords: professionalization, principals, preschool institutions, professional competences, structural modelling.

Introduction
The role of the principal is key in the process of development and work quality of the preschool
institution and its stakeholders. In order for a preschool institution to successfully thrive and realise its
developmental potential, the principal’s competences are of crucial importance because only expert and
competent principal, together with his/her co-workers, has the possibility to realise the basic tasks in
the field of early and preschool education (Kokanović, 2021). Since early development and learning of
children is considered particularly significant for the development of a stable personality, it is key that the
first institution children are involved in is directed toward high-quality work improvement. This research
indicates the need for the professionalization of the principal’s role in Croatia and aims to contribute to
understanding and determining the professional role and function of the principal in realizing high-quality
preschool institutions. Numerous European documents that prescribe the guidelines for national educational
policies (European Council, 2009) point to the significance of quality leadership of education institutions.
Moreover, OECD (2005) and ETUCE (2008) prescribe competences needed for the organisational
component of the institution, which imply the skills for developing positive cooperation and partnerships,
teamwork, and successful management and leadership of the institution itself. The documents accentuate
skills of deliberation and self-reflection, assuming responsibility for one’s own professional development
and of other participants, and the competences required for creating educational policies and introducing
innovation in the educational practice. In order to set a clear competence frame necessary for successful
management of a preschool institution, regulating the principal’s role from a function into a profession
is required. As recommendations for the principals’ professionalization, Hallinger and Snidvongs (2005,
acc. to Staničić, 2006) single out the following key criterions to be fulfilled: fundamental knowledge and
skills, continuous lifelong learning and ensuring permanent support in the course of heading educational
institutions. The professionalization requires continuous lifelong learning in order for the principals to keep
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up with the contemporary insight into the work and efficiently manage preschool institutions. Croatia is
one of the rare countries without a regulated system of education and professional training for principals,
so those who are not ready or qualified take on this role and are in most cases left to their own devices
and/or opportunities for professional development. According to many authors, successful management
of educational institutions guarantees positive development of the overall process, therein the education
system (Caldwell, 2005; Rood, 2006; Leithwood and Day, 2007; Hersey, Blanchard and Johnsonet,
2008; Grint and Holt, 2011; Fullan, 2011; Earley and Greany, 2017). Therefore, the professionalization of
principals should become an imperative to all the countries aiming to establish quality in this part of the
system. The standards of the occupation, qualifications and licencing should be a point of departure for
the professionalization of the principal’s role through educational policies. In 2016, the Ministry of Science
and Education of the Republic of Croatia has made public the conceptualised relevant documents,
devised by an expert work group, that define the criterions and guidelines for the professionalization
of preschool institutions’ principals. However, apart from the conceptualisation, further development in
this regard did not happen. The education standards are key to the professionalization because they
define the qualifications and competences required of principals before taking on this role. The standards
unambiguously delineate knowledge, abilities, skills and values principals should have (or master) in
order to assume this role. Besides, they provide an opportunity to choose proficient experts needed for
developing high-quality education institutions.
Professional competences of the principal
The role of the principal is multifold and encompassed by the interdisciplinary area, so it is
expected that the principal possesses a wide spectrum of knowledge and skills in order to perform this
role successfully. In the document Strategy of education, science and technology (2014), the intention is
visible of instating the systematic evaluation of the work of principals, which would also mean securing
the adequate education or advancement in order for the principals to be prepared even before assuming
this role. Furthermore, systematic evaluation of the principal’s work should accordingly be preceded by
defining the standards of the occupation and respective qualifications as well as licencing, which is the
case in many countries (England, USA, New Zealand, Australia, etc.), but not in Croatia. Bearing in
mind the guidelines from Council Recommendation on Key Competences for Lifelong Learning (2018),
it is a duty and obligation of every state to secure all the conditions and resources for quality education,
wherein the opportunity for the inclusion of education workers in various forms of professional training
so they can continuously excel their professional competences. The principal’s role is complex and,
as stated by the European Commission (2012, acc. to Kokanović, 2021), its influence on defining and
determining the quality of an education institution is the most prominent; therefore, it is necessary to
dedicate great attention to the professionalization of this role. Isto singles out some areas in which the
principals participate every day as key for developing quality preschool institutions, from designing the
joint vision and mission, shaping the curricula and educational process, securing all the conditions for
the realisation of the process, to developing partner relations and professional growth of all participants
(ibid, 2021). It is particularly significant that the principal is able to provide support, motivate cooperative
relations within the institution, create a learning community together with the co-workers based on trust
and mutual respect, generate new insight and knowledge and incorporate them in the educational practice
itself. The principals are responsible for and obliged to assume the leading role in creating the learning
community by designing and securing the conditions and resources for the professional training and
learning of all participants in the institutions they head (Matsumura, Garnier and Resnick. 2010; Snyder et
al. 2011). It is expected of the principal to be skilful and able to assess the wide spectrum of characteristics
contributing to promoting quality practice, so it is unquestionable that this person must be professionally
aware and competent for responding to all the challenges encountered in everyday work. It ensues
from the aforementioned that educational policies of each state are obliged to provide the conditions
for developing and empowering the professional competences upon the completion of initial education,
starting from defining the standards and programmes that will secure systematic and continuous lifelong
learning. In order for the principals to ensure all these conditions and create opportunities for learning
and development within their institutions, it is key that they themselves are professionally competent in all
areas of their activity and work. Hence, there is no doubt that the professionalization of her/his role is an
exceptionally significant process that should become the priority activity for the designers of educational
policy of each state that strives for a quality education system. The fact that Croatia does not have a
defined nor systematic education standard for principals is a worrying piece of information that places
principals and education institutions in a bad position where quality and continuous advancement can
hardly be expected.
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The quality of the preschool institution’s work
The quality of preschool institutions is determined by various factors. Cultural determination of
the quality may assume the leading position in defining the concept itself. Having in mind the fact that a
person’s identity encompasses values, beliefs, experiences, knowledge and action, it can be said that
the social context in which a person exists is formed on those principals. The quality perceived in a
surrounding and social context does not necessarily need to entail the same characteristics in some
other context, nor be equally perceived. Preschool institutions are expected to achieve the consensus
of certain factors in the education system in order to realise the planned outcomes of joint educational
activity. When we speak of the preschool institution’s quality, it is a given (or should be) that it is not static
nor constant, but a developmental component that requires systematic and continuous work to promote
its sustainability. The fundamental starting point for developing quality preschool institutions should have
its stronghold in understanding and perceiving the child, for whom the environment is created in the first
place. If a child is perceived as a competent, active, reflexive, curious and intelligent being, the provision
of quality education will become our imperative and guide in creating and developing as quality preschool
institutions as possible. By considering scientific insight about learning and development, numerous
authors (Sekulić-Majurec, 1997; Gopnik et al., 2003; Mlinarević, 2004; Rinaldi, 2006; Dahlberg and Moss,
2006; Miljak, 2009; Jurčević-Lozančić, 2011; Slunjski, 2006; 2008; 2011; 2018) suggest the direction in
forming quality, incentive environment in order for the child to develop his/her potentials. Hence, the role
of a high-quality preschool institution in the child’s development is indisputable. The contemporary view
on the child as an active and competent participant and (co)creator of the education process requires
a surrounding and conditions for nourishing all his/her potentials. The inclusion in early and preschool
education positively affects and brings advantages not only to an individual but also to the overall society
(Vandenbroeck et al, 2017) with regard to better educational achievement, the results on the labour
market and overall more connected and inclusive societies. Furthermore, the inclusion in the quality early
and preschool system is considered a key factor in decreasing the dropout rate (European Cosmission,
2014), and only high-quality inclusive services which are not costly bring welfare to individuals, while lowquality systems have a negative effect on the development of children and societies as a whole (Melhuish
et all., 2015). Crucial bearers of changes and improvement of the institution’s work quality are foremost its
participants who can detect the strong and weak suits in their everyday work, whereby they contribute to
the planned and systematic improvement. The development of a learning community should be initiated
by continuous reflection, discussion and joint (co)operation of all its stakeholders.
Cooperative relationships within the preschool institution
The quality of life in a preschool institution greatly depends on interpersonal relationships of all
employees. Peterson (2002) states with a metaphoric expression that if an institution is to be nourished
with heart, soul and spirit, as children deserve, then it is necessary to invest constantly in all the segments
leading to this goal. Once achieved, the quality within the institution needs to be cultivated and empowered
in order to develop the institution according to the set goals. Quality relationships, successfully realised
cooperation and teamwork are the elements that reflect a well-developed culture of an institution. Vujičić
(2011) emphasises that the institution’s culture is reflected in interpersonal relationships of all participants,
their joint work, institution’s management, organisational and physical surrounding and professional
development of its workers through exploration of one’s own education practice with the goal of its
improvement. In such a way, an institution has a powerful leverage for starting self-organising processes,
i.e. the ability and opportunity to change and develop. The principal is key in developing cooperative
culture and quality human relationships in the institution. If he/she shows care and understanding for all
the participants, encourages forming the vision, promotes and lives the aspiring values, there is a great
possibility that other relevant actors will do the same. Fullan (1993) stresses the importance of collegial
relationships inside the institutions because they are the basis for promoting successful social interactions
amongst all participants. It is important to emphasise that thriving cooperative relations need to be developed
among all participants in the education process, within the institution as well as with external factors. A
preschool institution striving toward developing a learning community provides the child with a sense of
belonging, positively affects all the aspects of his/her development, and with that a feeling of togetherness
and acceptance is created in the long run. The children who grow up in supporting communities ruled by
an atmosphere of cooperative culture, warm and caring relationships and mutual respect and appreciation
will themselves feel they can contribute to its functioning and development. In such a way, children will
learn experientially about democratic values directly from their environment, which will exude a significant
positive effect on their overall development. Therein, institutions that promote such values indisputably
develop their own quality. Quality cooperative relationships contribute to empowering team work, joint
www.ijcrsee.com
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reflection and analysing one’s own practice, thereby personal and professional growth and development
of all participants. Quality cooperative relationships are the foundation for excelling the quality of the
institution itself. Slunjski (2008) states the need to create an atmosphere that would motivate collective
inquiry, preceded by mutual trust and respect of all participants (preschool teachers, expert associates,
principals and other employees). In order for the dialogue culture to thrive, all stakeholders foremost
need to be in an equal position, have the liberty and autonomy in making decisions, a pronounced sense
of responsibility and belonging because in such a way the collective identity will be enforced, leading to
the improvement of quality cooperative relationships. We can conclude from the aforementioned that
the role of the principal is crucial in this segment too because, if he/she has a goal of establishing such
relationships within the institution and strives toward appreciative, equal communication, then the results
will follow. Therefore, professional competences of the principal as the institution’s leader and realised
quality cooperative relationships are the point of departure for promoting preschool institution’s work
quality; hence, the focus of this research is placed on examining these issues.

Materials and Methods
The research was implemented for the needs of Kokonaović’s doctoral dissertation, amongst
the principals of preschool institutions (N=57) in Central Croatia. The data collection was done with
the following instruments: Questionnaire on self-assessment of the preschool institution (adopted from
Antulić Majcen, S. and Pribela Hodak, S, 2017), which measures the satisfaction, opinions and views of
the employees about the crucial areas of the preschool institution’s work quality (institution’s strategies,
organisational leadership, institution’s culture, spatial-material and technical working conditions, curriculum
and education process, human resources, cooperation and monitoring and evaluation); Questionnaire for
evaluating the relationships in preschool institutions (adopted from Vujičić andTambolaš, 2017), which
comprises of 21 variables on three subscales (cooperation, autonomy and support); Scale of principals’
self-assessment of professional competences (adopted from Staničić, 2001), which entails 40 variables
on 5 subscales (personal, developmental, professional, action and interpersonal or social competence).
The goal of the research was to test the direct/indirect influence of interpersonal relationships within
the preschool institution on its work quality and ascertain the influence of professional competence as the
mediation variable. According to the set goal, the following hypothesis was set:
H1: It is assumed that interpersonal relationships in the preschool institution influence its work
quality by means of professional competence.

Results
The hypothesis was tested via SEM (AMOS), whereby direct and indirect influences were examined.
It is a recursive measurement model with two indicators: F1 (three composite variables) and F2 (eight
composite variables). Before testing the mediation, the direct influence of the relationship (F1) on the
institution’s work quality (F2) was tested. The results are presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The model of direct influence
The path diagram (Figure 1) presents the unstandardised regression coefficients (betas). The
contribution of relationships to work quality is statistically significant (β=0,920). As assumed, positive
interpersonal relationships directly affect the development of the institution’s work quality. Table 1 displays
the descriptive values of the regression weights.
Table 1
Regression Weights: (Group number 1 - Default model)
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In accordance with the values from Table 1, the direct influence of relationships on work quality
is visible (β =0,920). In line with the sign of the regression coefficient, it is concluded that the positive
perception of interpersonal relationships leads to the increase of the work quality of a preschool institution.
Furthermore, Table 2 presents descriptive values of the standardised regression weights.
Table 2
Standardized Regression Weights: (Group number 1 - Default model)

In order to examine the mediation role, the mediation latent variable professional competences is
introduced into the model (Figure 2).

Figure 2. The model of mediation; indirect influence-standardised regression coefficients
246
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Figure 2 presents the mediation model. The values of indirect influence (β=0,269) indicate the
mediation role, i.e. positive interpersonal relationships via the principal’s professional competence lead to
positive perception of the preschool institution’s work quality (Table 3).
Table 3
Standardized Indirect Effects (Group number 1 - Default model)
Indirect Effects (Group number 1 - Default model)

Further, the statistical significance of the indirect influence (p=0,016) is visible in Table 4, which
means this testing confirmed partial mediation.
For determining the statistical significance of the mediation effects, the bootstrapping method was
used: Two Tailed Significance (BC), showing the indirect influence of interpersonal relationships on the
work quality via the mediator of professional competence, which is statistically significant.
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Table 4
Indirect Effects - Two Tailed Significance (BC) (Group number 1 - Default model)

After introducing the mediation variable Professional competence, the influence of exogenous
variable relationships on endogenous variable work quality was decreased; however, it did not disappear
by means of the mediator, but was still statistically significant. The fitness of the model via incremental
and parsimony fit indices was not confirmed, although the absolute fit index was at a liminal value
(RMSEA=0,10) above which the model is not considered appropriate
Kokanović (2021) established in her work that principals who are deemed professionally competent
positively affect the work quality of the preschool institution via their behaviour and relationships within
the institution. In this research, the direct influence was examined of the relationships in the preschool
institution on the quality of its work, and it was proven as statistically significant. Furthermore, partial
mediation was confirmed by introducing professional competence as the mediation variable. Positive
interpersonal relationships lead to positive perception of professional competence, whereby contributing
to greater work quality of the preschool institution. The principals who strive for a learning community and
promote and advocate open and appreciative communication amongst all participants greatly contribute
not only to their own but also to professional development of all relevant actors. Preschool institutions that
base their practice on quality, reflexive dialogues and discussion indisputably effect positive development
of its quality. This confirms the set hypothesis that relationships, via professional competences of the
principal, positively affect the work quality of preschool institutions.

Discussion
The hypothesis of this research referred to the possible mediating role of the professional
competence of the principal in the relationship between interpersonal relationships and the quality of work
of the preschool institution. The analysis used a bootstrapping method (2000 replicate samples) with a
248
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95% confidence interval. The results showed that there is a significant indirect impact of interpersonal
relationships on the quality of work of the institution through professional competence (β = 0,269). This is
a partial mediation, because the direct impact of interpersonal relationships on the quality of work after the
introduction of professional competence, as a mediator variable, still remains significant (p =0,016). Thus,
it can be said that interpersonal relationships are positively related to the quality of work of the preschool
institution and that this relationship is partly mediated by the professional competence of the principal.
Thus, we confirmed the thesis of the author Slunjski (2018) who believes that the role of a competent
director is to encourage and develop interpersonal relationships and staff expertise, which will lead to
positive development of the quality of the institution, while incompetent director will passively observe
and expect its development. Accordingly, it can be concluded that in preschool institutions in which quality
interpersonal relationships are developed, they lead to a more positive perception of the professional
competence of the principal, which leads to the development of the quality of work of the institution. Strong
interpersonal relationships, which lead to the positive development of the institution, will remain effective
even after the director leaves office. A professionally aware principal who shows care and support for
strengthening such relationships sees the institution as a testing ground for joint growth and development,
creating conditions and opportunities for joint learning and capacity building of employees and then the
institution. Accordingly, it can be concluded that in preschool institutions where quality interpersonal
relationships are developed, they lead to a more positive perception of the professional competence
of the principal, which leads to the development of the quality of the institution’s work.The limitation of
the research is a relatively small number of participant principals (N = 57), and the implementation of
exclusively quantitative approach in researching the stated constructs. Since the study was done during
June and July 2020, for the purposes of writing a doctoral dissertation by Kokanović (2021), after a
several months long cease of regular preschool institutions’ work due to the global pandemic caused by
the COVID-19 virus, the small number of the filled-out questionnaires was not surprising, but it was still
satisfactory for further analysis. Taking into consideration the complexity and specificity of the functioning
of preschool institutions, future research would advisedly implement the qualitative approach in order to
attain a more in-depth understanding of this multifaceted issue. The space for researching these areas
exists, and it is desirable to obtain scientific insight in that direction in order to enrich the literature in
the field of early and preschool education and indicate the significance of the professionalization of the
principal’s role.

Conclusion
Nowadays it is expected of the principals to develop and promote the vision, plans, politics and
action in cooperation with employees, parents and children/students in order to more efficiently and
successfully head the preschool institution. To do all this in a quality manner, the function of the principal
needs to become a profession, i.e. acquiring professional competence through continuous programmes
of education should be provided. Without the planned and systematic pursuit in this meaningful filed on
the level of a national educational policy, the management of preschool institutions boils down to individual
perception of the professional work of each principal within preschool institutions. Analysis of the research
on this topic in the field of educational management and early and preschool education has not found
similar studies, so the results of the present paper can contribute to understanding the complexity of
the principal’s role, therein its professionalization. The content and results of this research indicate the
significance of investing in this part of the education system on the part of educational policy’s creators,
emphasising the implementation of already existing competence standards (Staničić, Kovač and Đaković,
2016) in order to regulate the function of the principal into a profession. To realise the full potential of the
preschool institution and its stakeholders, it is necessary to define the qualifications and competences
the principals should possess before assuming this role, and then also provide continuous evaluation
of his/her work’s accomplishment and the acquired competences. Professionalization of the principals
would guarantee professionally competent, educated and aware experts managing education institutions,
thereby positioning national education policy on a higher level since Croatia is at the back of the list of
European countries when it comes to prescribing the standards for this important role in the education
system. To become and remain the principal of an education institution based on national standards will
empower the development of professional learning communities, thereby ensuring developmental quality
worthy of our society’s most important members: children.
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