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Teacher Education in Germany:
Trends and Perspectives

Wolfgang Mitter

1. Teacher and their position in society in a
period of change

“The school is worth precisely what the teacher is worth and for
this reason an improvement in teacher education is a first step in any
education reform.” These were the words of the German educationist
Friedrich Adolph Diesterweg in 1865 ®. Such a proposition, and no
doubt numerous others, may appear as platitudes to the superficial
observer. But it is obvious that they clarify a problem which has not, up
to the present time, been given enough consideration in international
educational comparison.

This paper will be focussed on teacher education in Germany.
Needless to add that this concentration should not be understood as an
attempt to neglect the European and, moreover, the global range of

teacher education. Nevertheless it seems legitimate to make this

(1]
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concentration, since there are special problems which are relevant to
Germany in particular.

When referring to Germany, we have to consider at first the history
of a country which hsas been divided and re-unified in this century. In
this context it must be added that, apart from the Nazi totalitarianism,
Germany has never been a centralised State. The Grundgesetz (Basic
Law) of the Federal Republic of Germany has distinctly confirmed its
federal character which is entirely manifested by the Kulturhoheit
(cultural responsibility) of the Laender (states). Therefore all the legal
provisions for length, curricula and examinations in teacher education
are the Laender’s responsibility., However, as the result of
socioeconomic, cultural and political foundations and processess, federal
autonomy has to compete with the widespread conviction of the need
for unity and equivalence in substantial matters. This basic fact
legitimates, in my mind, the concentration of this paper on teacher
education in Germany (as a whole). @

The partition between 1945 and 1989/90, however, was based
upon separation resulting from the establishment and existence of two
contrasting socioeconomic and political-ideological systems. The
development since October 3, 1990 ( the day of re-unification ) has
been marked by the “accession” of East Germany to the
FederalRepublicincluding the inclusion of the( re-) established
Laender in the federalstructure.

One might take for granted that, in school systems where reforms

have been conceived and implemented,the adequate inclusion of
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teachers in innovative procedures play a decisive role. The same
expectation encompasses teacher education. International comparison
shows us, however, that in most countries the involvement of teachers
appears to be weakest link in the chain of measures to put theoretical
plans and political declarations into legal regulations and, moreover,
into everyday practice.

Teachers have to translate educational reforms into the reality of
the school. Equally,of course, to implement this “translation ” the
teacher needs a student who is ready to co-operate in realising reforms.It
is also up to the parents and the local communities to participate
insustaining the reforms since they are quite capable of breaking
orblocking them. The recent development in West Germany has revealed
considerable progress in participatory networks. Nevertheless,the teacher
is the keystone in educational innovation. ®

Now, the question arises of how fast school systems are concerned
and in a position to encourage teachers to participate. One fundamental
justification for such an ability is, of course, an appropriate initial and
in-service training which this paper will deal with. The other
justification is determined by the conditions of service provided by
those responsible for the functioning of the education system. In this
paper explicit attention will not be given to this second justification,
which does not mean, however, that it can or should be disregarded.

If it seems that not enough has been done about involving teachers
in political and educational practice, this does not mean that education

and its contiguous social sciences are not aware of the problem. There is
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no shortage of theoretical studies. Rather the oversight is in the
translation of these studies into the reality of training and the school-
which reflects the general situation among educational theory, political
decision making and school practice.

The first section of this paper is devoted to considerations which
appear to be fundamental to the teacher’s position in contemporary
society from an international perspective and are applicable to
Germany in an exemplary way. They are focussed on a conceptual
analysis and they are, as will become clear, of immediate relevance to
decision making and everyday practice. The focus is set on the
parameters of the teacher’s position which come to the fore during
teacher education, since they define the objectives of the training
curriculum.

The significance of this correlation between the teacher’s position
in society and the objectives set for teacher education is explained as
follows: unless we agree what parameters are set for the teacher’s
position in a particular socio-political situation at a particular moment
in time,then from the beginning we run the danger of building up our
analysis on false suppositions and thus arriving at erroneous conclusions
- a danger which commonly brings international comparison into
disrepute. Parameters are predominantly determined by the responsible
politicians and are evident in legal regulations at different levels: from
laws of general importance to instructions explaining procedures at the
grassroots level. Beyond this, however, there are in every society explicit

and latent expectations of characteristics which the teacher should
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exhibit and possess, at least in the performance of his/her professional
duties. Thus, the teacher’s position in society - and the corresponding
goals assigned to teacher education - are very closely bound up with the
picture that society has of its teachers.

After these introduotory remarks about the teacher’s position in
society and the objectives of teacher education, let us now turn our
attention to the individual goal aspects, such as:

- the economic aspect which indicates the teacher’s income within a
given structure of income distribution;

- the social aspect which explains the status of a teacher;

- the formal/legal aspect which defines the teacher’s position
within the administrative structure and affects the amount of his/her
free- dom (or restraint) within the political order;

- the professional aspect (in the narrow sense of this term)which
describes the teacher’s everyday activities;

- the socio-educational aspect which determines his/her place in the

education system, as reflecting dominant expectations in a given society.

The economic aspect

Comparative studies of teacher’s salaries have brought to light a
remarkable scale of differences between countries both in Western and
Eastern Europe. @Of Course, the incomes and traditional grants cannot
be regarded in isolation as indicators of the value a society puts on its

teachers. On the other hand, it would be equally erroneous to neglect this
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factor in estimating the worth of the teacher within the income
structure of the given society as a whole.

It is the income which, as a rule, lays the ground for the teacher’s
way of life, as expressed by his ability to afford, housing,
clothing,opportunities for buying books and visiting theatres and
cinemas, etc., and thus exerting a significant influence upon his well-
being and social status. Income expectations, moreover, play a
remarkable role in youngsters’ vocational choices, which explains why
in many countries teacher trainers, politicians, school administrators
and parents complain about the effects of “negative selection” in
training institutions and among school staffs. If such appraisals prove to
be true, they necessarily affect organisational and curricular strategies
both in teacher education and school practice.

The history of teachers’ remuneration in Germany was
characterised by a significant diversity which was rooted in the duality
between academic and non-academic teachers. In the Federal Republic
since the end of the sixties the gap has been considerably narrowed, in
conncection with a general up-grading of the salaries. Today West
German teachers can certainly be allocated to the upper scales in
European comparison. This observation must not be regarded in an
isolated way, of course, but related to the general income structure

which is comparatively high.

The social aspect
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The influence which material income exercises on the teacher’s
position can be extended to social status as a whole. Among its
components,social origins and sex play an important role. The
feminisation of the teaching profession, in particular at the primary
level, has contributed to changes in the picture of the teahcer in the
society concerns; of course, the correlation between the feminisation of
the teaching profession and the overall women’s status, as specified by
cultural and religious traditions, must be taken into special
consideration. One has to pay particular attention to the change which
has taken place in the social origins of the bulk of primary school-
teachers who used to be peasants’ sons and are now middle-class women.
In this connection one must not overloock, however, that the
feminisation of the teaching profession, in many cases, has not been
supported by any adequate social upgrading of women in terms of
prestige and career expectations. In particular, females are still
significantly underrepresented among headteachers, let alone among
university professors.

Mentioning the latter issue leads directly to the fundamental
question concerning the identity of the teaching profession as a whole.
Leaving the special case of teachers in the higher education system
outside our deliberations, one can ask this question: is there a common
awareness of belonging to one professional and social group among
kindergarten, primary and secondary school-teachers? While the current
trend suggests a reply in the affirmative, it reveals, at the same time, a

process which has started only two or three decades ago. Up to then most
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secondary school-teachers felt affiliated more to university professors
than to their colleagues in primary or non-academic secondary schools.
The title of “professor” , still being used in Bavaria and Baden-
Wuerttemberg for highly reputed and “experienced” teachers of
academic secondary schools, lends support to this historical
identification issue.

Looking for the historical roots of this phenomenon, we have to
take into account the duality of the teaching profession as the second
element of a three-tier structure, the first of which contains the
education system, while the third is represented by the system of teacher
education. ® It traces back to the aforementioned duality between
academic and non-academic teachers. In West Germany the training of
primary school-teachers was transferred to universities or, at least, to
Paedagogische Hochschulen(teachers colleges) at university level.
Nonetheless, a certain- though moderated-kind of duality has been
maintained with regard, above all, to the length of studies and the rank
of diploma awarded as a pre-condition for the graduate’s allocation to a
certain rank in the civil service or employment hierarchy. This
observation can be exemplified by the present situation in Eastern
Germany where the integration process is complicated by the fact that
primary school-teachers, contrary to their colleagues in Western
Germany, have only completed an education, which can be ranked at
the upper secondary or, at the best, post-secondary 1eve1\. It seems
important that this diversification must not be simplistically subsumed

in the formal/legal aspect, but has to be seen in the wider dimension of



