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UNITED STATES OF AMERICA  
& GERMANY

Silke Bakenhus and Jeramy Donovan

A Comparison of Primary School Teacher 
Education Programmes: University of 
Greifswald (Germany) and University of 
Michigan-Flint (USA)

Abstract 
This article presents a comparative analysis of primary school teacher edu-
cation programmes at the University of Greifswald (Germany) and the 
University of Michigan-Flint (USA). The German model is shaped by cen-
tralised regulations and a nationally standardised system, whereas the U.S. 
approach is characterised by decentralisation and institutional autonomy. 
The comparison examines both structural differences and the respective 
strengths and limitations of each system. Key areas of focus include the 
integration of theory and practice, admission criteria, programme duration, 
and the design of practical training components. The overarching aim is to 
identify opportunities for cross-national learning that can inform the con-
tinued development of teacher education in both contexts. By providing a 
concise overview of two contrasting models, the article contributes to the 
international discourse on enhancing the quality and effectiveness of tea-
cher training programmes.
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Introduction 
Teacher education is a fundamental component of educational systems world-
wide, yet its structure and organisation differ markedly across, and often with-
in, national contexts. This article explores the similarities and differences be-
tween two specific primary school teacher education programmes, one at the 
University of Greifswald in Germany and the other at the University of Mich-
igan-Flint in the United States. Although both institutions aim to prepare as-
piring primary school teachers for their future profession, they operate within 
distinct educational systems shaped by differing cultural, political, and institu-
tional frameworks (Wilmers & Ylimaki, 2021). Teacher education in Germany 
is characterised by a significant degree of centralisation and standardisation, 
influenced by national regulations and frameworks (Kultusministerkonferenz, 
2022). In contrast, the United States’ system of teacher education is distin-
guished by its decentralised and more flexible structure. The aim of this com-
parison is to analyse the respective strengths and weaknesses of both primary 
school teacher education programmes and to identify areas for potential im-
provement. The present article seeks to generate insights that can contribute 
to the ongoing development and refinement of teacher education in both 
countries. A deeper understanding of these divergent approaches may offer 
valuable guidance to students, educators, and policymakers alike, providing 
meaningful impetus for future reforms and fostering international dialogue on 
the optimisation of teacher education programmes.
The article is divided into four main sections. The first explores teacher edu-
cation in Germany, using the primary school teacher education programme 
at the University of Greifswald as an illustrative example. It discusses the his-
torical context, the state examination system, the German bachelor’s–master’s 
system, and the significance of internships. The second section turns to the 
United States, focusing on the corresponding programme at the University of 
Michigan-Flint. It examines the historical roots, accreditation standards, and 
the role of clinical education. The third section presents a comparative analysis 
of the two programmes, with particular attention to their structure, duration, 
practical components, and the integration of theory and practice. The final 
section synthesises the main findings and proposes recommendations aimed 
at enhancing the effectiveness of teacher education in both contexts.



424

Silke Bakenhus and Jeramy Donovan

doi.org/10.35468/6239-16

1	 University of Greifswald

1.1	 Overview of Primary School Teacher Training in Germany: A 
Brief Historical Background

The education and training of primary school teachers in Germany has a long 
and complex history, shaped by broader social and educational policy devel-
opments (Götz, 2019). A significant milestone came after the First World War 
and the 1918/19 revolution, when the Weimar National Assembly established 
compulsory education in the constitution of Germany’s first democracy. Ar-
ticle 146 called for the creation of a “common primary school for all”, mark-
ing a major victory for educational reformers (Steinmeier, 2019). The primary 
school thus celebrated its centenary in 2019 (Dühlmeier & Sandfuchs, 2019b).
The origins of teacher education in Germany date back to the 18th century, 
when it was largely under ecclesiastical control. Prospective teachers were 
trained in special seminaries or through practical, hands-on instruction, with 
curricula focused mainly on religious and basic subjects. These early centres 
of teacher training, known as preparatory schools or teacher training colleg-
es, laid the foundation for the formalisation of teacher education (Sandfuchs, 
2023).
The 19th century marked a period of increasing professionalisation and stand-
ardisation in German teacher education (Terhart, 2016). The introduction of 
compulsory schooling in Prussia in 1794 (and subsequently in other German 
states) led to a growing demand for qualified teachers (Blömeke, 2002; Caru-
so, 2019; Ingvarson et al., 2013;). In response, teacher training centres evolved 
into formal institutions offering multi-year programmes that gradually incor-
porated didactic and pedagogical content. Despite these advances, instruc-
tion within these teacher seminars was often authoritarian in nature, with a 
strong emphasis on discipline (Terhart, 2016). 
Significant reform efforts emerged during the Weimar Republic (1918–1933), 
as progressive educational ideals gained traction. These reforms focused on 
enhancing teachers’ pedagogical competencies and supporting the individual 
needs of pupils. However, this momentum was abruptly interrupted with the 
rise of the National Socialist regime in 1933. Under Nazi rule (1933–1945), ed-
ucation became a vehicle for ideological indoctrination, and teacher training 
was reoriented toward preparing educators to serve the authoritarian state. 
Prospective teachers were systematically aligned with National Socialist ide-
ology through specially designated “teacher training colleges” (Dühlmeier & 
Sandfuchs, 2019a; Viehhauser & Lehmann, 2022).
In the post-World War II period, Germany’s division into East and West re-
sulted in two distinct systems of teacher education. In the Federal Republic 
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of Germany (FRG), traditional teacher seminaries were gradually phased out 
and replaced by teacher training colleges, which were later integrated into 
the university system. This led to the development of a two-phase model: an 
academic university programme followed by a practical traineeship.
Conversely, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) adopted a centralised, 
state-controlled model of teacher education. Training was conducted in ped-
agogical institutes or specialised universities, with a strong emphasis on prac-
tical preparation aligned with the ideological aims of the socialist state (Vieh-
hauser & Lehmann, 2022; Miller, 2023).
Following German reunification in 1990, the previously separate systems 
were harmonised into a unified national framework. This process involved the 
alignment of teacher education standards and structures across the former 
East and West, leading to a largely standardised model across Germany today 
(Miller, 2023).
Currently, primary school teacher education is primarily university-based and 
includes two main pathways: the traditional state examination and the Bach-
elor’s/Master’s degree system. Both routes are complemented by a practical 
traineeship designed to provide in-depth school-based experience. The choice 
of pathway – first state examination or Bachelor/Master – depends on the 
policies of individual federal states (Sandfuchs, 2023; Vogt, 2019), a reflection 
of the continued influence of federalism in the German education system. The 
following sections describe these qualification routes in more detail.
State Examination. One established route to becoming a primary school 
teacher in Germany is the state examination system, which remains prevalent 
in federal states such as Saxony, Bavaria, Hesse, and Mecklenburg-Western 
Pomerania (LAVO, 2011; LehbildG M-V, 2014). This model involves two phas-
es. Initially, students complete a university degree, concluding with the First 
State Examination. This assessment covers both disciplinary and pedagogical 
content. Subsequently, students undertake a school-based traineeship, orig-
inally two years in duration. This has since been revised, ranging from 12 
months in Brandenburg to 24 months in Bavaria (Terhart, 2000). The teacher 
training programme for primary school teachers in Greifswald, and therefore 
also in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, lasts 18 months.
Bachelor-Master-System. As part of the Bologna Process, many German 
universities have introduced a Bachelor-Master structure. Prospective teach-
ers complete a three-year Bachelor’s degree followed by a two-year Mas-
ter’s degree. This path qualifies graduates for the school-based traineeship 
and supports greater academic mobility across Europe (Röhner et al., 2009; 
Schmees, 2020). Nonetheless, the state examination continues to operate in 
several federal states (e.g., Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania), resulting in a 
dual-track system.
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Internships in Teacher Training. Internships represent a foundational ele-
ment of teacher education in Germany, serving as a bridge between theo-
retical instruction and practical application. These school-based placements 
allow prospective teachers to engage directly with classroom environments, 
develop professional competencies, and reflect on their emerging teaching 
identities. In most federal states, internships are distributed across multiple 
phases throughout the entirety of the degree programme, ensuring sustained 
contact with school settings (Vogt, 2019).
Students typically begin with an orientation internship (Orientierungsprakti-
kum), which offers an initial introduction to school life, institutional culture, 
and basic teaching activities. This experience provides students with early 
exposure to the practical realities of teaching and supports informed career 
decision-making. Following this, students undertake a didactic or pedagogical 
internship, during which they begin to assume instructional responsibilities – 
such as lesson planning, classroom delivery, and the application of pedagog-
ical strategies. These internships are closely supervised and provide opportu-
nities for formative feedback and reflection (Hascher, 2012).
In most programmes, a longer practicum phase – commonly referred to as 
the practical semester (Praxissemester) – occurs later in the degree. During this 
intensive placement, students spend several months fully immersed in school 
routines, assuming greater responsibility for lesson delivery, student support, 
and collaboration with mentor teachers. This extended experience is designed 
to strengthen the integration of theoretical learning with practice and to deep-
en students’ understanding of classroom dynamics and professional ethics.
Although the duration, timing, and specific structure of internships may vary 
across universities and federal states, they share a common purpose: to en-
sure that future teachers are adequately prepared for the multifaceted de-
mands of the teaching profession. Internships complement university-based 
coursework by offering authentic contexts in which students can experiment 
with instructional strategies, reflect on their practice, and cultivate a sense of 
professional agency. In this way, they form a core pillar of Germany’s teacher 
education framework.
The German Primary School. The German education system is shaped by 
the principle of federalism, which delegates educational policymaking to the 
16 individual federal states (Länder) (Kultusministerkonferenz, 2022). This de-
centralised structure results in some regional variation in curricula, assessment 
methods, and school structures; however, the overarching framework and in-
stitutional progression remain broadly consistent across the country (Terhart, 
2016).
Primary school (Grundschule) constitutes the first stage of compulsory educa-
tion and is attended by all children regardless of their social or cultural back-
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ground (Fölling-Albers, 2019; Terhart, 2000; Vogt, 2019). Typically, primary ed-
ucation spans Years 1 to 4. Exceptions exist in Berlin and Brandenburg, where 
primary schooling continues through Year 6. During these formative years, 
pupils acquire foundational skills in reading, writing, and mathematics, as well 
as instruction in science and social studies (Sachunterricht), physical education, 
and the arts. The extended duration in Berlin and Brandenburg is intended to 
provide a more gradual transition into differentiated secondary school tracks.
Primary schools play a pivotal role in shaping students’ educational trajecto-
ries. They are designed to establish the academic and social groundwork for 
lifelong learning and civic participation (Sandfuchs, 2023). In addition to basic 
academic skills, primary education fosters critical competencies such as col-
laboration, responsibility, and conflict resolution – contributing significantly to 
personality development and social integration (Brandt et al., 2021).
An essential feature of the system is the school type recommendation (Emp-
fehlung), which is issued at the end of primary school. This recommendation 
influences the subsequent placement of pupils into secondary school tracks, 
such as grammar schools (Gymnasien), intermediate schools (Realschulen), or 
comprehensive schools (Gesamtschulen). As such, it has a lasting impact on 
students’ academic and professional futures (Götz, 2023).
While the German primary school is often viewed as a levelling institution, 
empirical research suggests that it does not always fulfil this role equitably. 
Although it aspires to offer equal opportunities, various studies have shown 
that it may inadvertently perpetuate or even deepen educational inequali-
ties (Krüger-Potratz, 2019). Children’s socioeconomic background, migration 
status, and access to learning resources significantly affect their academic 
performance and the recommendations they receive. The school type rec-
ommendation, in particular, has been criticised for its susceptibility to bias 
and subjective interpretation, leading to divergent educational outcomes even 
among equally capable students (Götz, 2023).
In this context, primary schools may function not only as sites of foundational 
learning but also as institutions that reflect and reproduce broader societal in-
equities. Rather than mitigating initial disadvantages, they can – intentionally 
or unintentionally – contribute to the stratification of educational opportuni-
ties (Krüger-Potratz, 2019). Recognising and addressing these challenges is 
essential for strengthening the equity and inclusiveness of the German edu-
cation system.
Importance of the Kultusministerkonferenz (KMK) (The Standing Con-
ference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs). The Standing 
Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the federal 
states (KMK) plays a pivotal role in shaping and regulating teacher education 
across Germany. As the central coordinating body, the KMK is responsible for 
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establishing overarching standards and framework conditions that govern the 
training of teachers. Its work ensures a level of nationwide consistency while 
allowing for the flexibility inherent in Germany’s federal system of education. 
One of the KMK’s most significant contributions is the formulation of national 
standards for teacher education. These standards are binding across all 16 fed-
eral states and define essential parameters for programme content, structural 
design, and expected teacher competencies. For example, the KMK outlines 
the core educational and subject-specific knowledge that prospective teachers 
must acquire, as well as pedagogical and didactic principles. These guidelines 
underpin both the traditional state examination route and the Bachelor’s/
Master’s degree model, ensuring that either pathway meets uniform criteria 
for academic and professional quality.
Additionally, the KMK establishes specific regulations for the state examina-
tion, including content expectations, formats, and timelines. It also determines 
the framework for practical training – defining not only the duration but also 
the objectives and integration of internships within teacher education pro-
grammes. These guidelines ensure that practical experience aligns meaning-
fully with theoretical study and that graduates are well-prepared for the de-
mands of classroom teaching.
Beyond setting structural standards, the KMK actively responds to contempo-
rary challenges in education through the publication of strategic documents 
and policy recommendations. Recent initiatives have addressed the digital 
transformation of education, calling for the integration of digital media and 
technologies into teacher preparation. Other focal areas include strengthen-
ing inclusive education, promoting intercultural competencies, and advancing 
sustainability in the curriculum. These position papers serve as important ref-
erence points for universities, ministries, and teacher education institutions.
By coordinating efforts across states and aligning teacher education with 
broader societal needs, the KMK plays a vital role in both standardisation 
and innovation. Its authoritative status ensures that teacher education in Ger-
many is not only coherent and high quality but also responsive to emerging 
educational trends and policy imperatives. In this way, the KMK contributes 
significantly to the continuous development and professionalisation of teacher 
training nationwide.

1.2	 Special Features of the Greifswald Location
The University of Greifswald, located in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, is 
one of Germany’s oldest universities, founded in 1456. The “Primary School 
Teaching Training” degree programme was launched in the winter semester 
of 2020/21 and features a distinct emphasis on practical experience and struc-
tured progression.
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The “Primary School Teaching Training” degree programme at the University 
of Greifswald was newly introduced in the winter semester of 2020/2021. It is 
distinguished by several structural and pedagogical features that make it both 
practically oriented and clearly organised, setting it apart from comparable 
programmes in Germany. Designed to meet the specific demands of primary 
teacher education, the curriculum offers a coherent progression and strong 
alignment with the competencies required for the profession. The standard 
duration of the programme is ten semesters, with the final semester dedicated 
to preparation for and completion of the First State Examination. The full pro-
gramme comprises 9,000 hours of study, corresponding to 300 credit points 
(CP), and is structured around five main academic areas: educational sciences, 
German (as the first primary school subject), mathematics (as the second), and 
two additional primary school subjects. The distribution of credit points is as 
follows: educational Sciences accounts for 2,700 hours (90 CP), German 1,500 
hours (50 CP), mathematics 1,200 hours (40 CP), and each of the other two pri-
mary school subjects 1,350 hours (45 CP each). In addition, students complete 
a practical semester (school internship) and an academic thesis, each compris-
ing 450 hours (15 CP). The workload across subject areas also incorporates 3 
CP per subject for oral or practical components of the state examination.

Table 1:	Structure of the Degree Programme (University of Greifswald)

Semester 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Total 
CP

Educational science 15 15 5 5 10 15 15 5 5 90

1st subject: German 5 10 5 7 3 5 5 5 1 4 50

2nd subject: Mathematics 12 5 5 5 8 1 4 40

3rd subject (e.g. Sachun-
terricht*, Niederdeutsch**) 10 5 5 5 5 10 1 4 45

4th subject (e.g. english, 
philosophy with kids) 5 10 5 5 5 10 1 4 45

Practical day one day a week at school to gain prac-
tical experience in different subjects

Practical semester 15 15
Academic final thesis 3 12 15
Total CP 32 30 30 32 31 30 30 30 27 28 300

Note. CP = Credit points; These reflect the workload associated with the course; one credit point 
corresponds to 30 hours of work. * Sachunterricht: subject that combines social studies and sci-
ence education for primary school **Niederdeutsch: Low German is a West Germanic language 
spoken mainly in northern Germany and the east of the Netherlands. It is a dialectal form of the 
German language.
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A defining feature of the Greifswald model is the class teacher principle, which 
reflects the integrated nature of primary education in Germany. German and 
Mathematics are compulsory subjects within the degree programme. The 
third subject is generally recommended to be subject teaching (Sachunter-
richt), though students may opt instead for Polish or Low German. A broader 
range of subjects is available for the fourth area of study, including English, 
Protestant religion, art and design, philosophising with children, Low Ger-
man, and Polish (University of Greifswald, 2024). While students in the pro-
gramme’s early years selected their third and fourth subjects upon enrolment, 
this now typically occurs in the third semester.
Admission to the programme is regulated through a numerus clausus (NC) 
system. Thirty percent of places are allocated based on the best Abitur grades, 
10 % through an additional aptitude quota, and the remaining 60 % via the 
university’s selection procedure. In the winter semester of 2023/24, the ad-
mission threshold was 600 Abitur points (equivalent to an average grade of 
2.3), whereas in 2020/21 it was 654 points (grade 2.0). The Abitur represents 
the highest general school-leaving qualification in Germany and is broadly 
equivalent to a U.S. high school diploma. In addition to academic criteria, pro-
spective students must complete the Career Counselling for Teachers (CCT) 
online self-assessment to qualify for admission.
This structured and differentiated programme ensures that graduates develop 
strong subject-specific knowledge alongside pedagogical skills that prepare 
them for classroom teaching. Another distinctive element is the three-group 
cohort system, which provides a supportive and consistent learning environ-
ment. Seminars are capped at 25 students and grouped according to individ-
ual preferences, facilitating stable academic communities. Most lectures are 
delivered to the full cohort; however, only a small number – such as devel-
opmental psychology in the first semester and educational psychology in the 
fifth – are shared with students from other degree programmes. The accom-
panying seminars remain exclusive to teacher training students.
One of the programme’s logistical strengths lies in its pre-planned timetable, 
which guarantees course availability and simplifies enrolment procedures. 
This clarity reduces administrative stress and enables students to concentrate 
on their studies.
Practical training is another central feature. From the first semester onward, 
students participate in a weekly “practical day” in schools, with placements 
matched to their preferences. After the fourth semester, students are reas-
signed to a different school to broaden their exposure to varied school types 
and sponsors. These days typically involve at least two classroom sessions per 
semester. Beginning in the third semester, students also prepare and deliver 
lessons. Although these lessons are not graded, they are discussed in reflec-
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tive dialogues with mentor teachers. This practical experience is supported by 
a practice coordinator, who is responsible for school assignments, monitoring 
attendance, and providing guidance.
The eighth and ninth semesters include a transitional internship and a prac-
tical semester, respectively. Unlike the earlier school placements, these must 
be independently arranged by the students, fostering autonomy and personal 
responsibility. Both experiences are supported by block seminars that provide 
theoretical grounding for the applied work.
An additional strength of the programme is the collaborative culture fostered 
among academic staff and students. Regular closed meetings, student-faculty 
exchanges, programme management sessions, and the primary school work-
ing group contribute to ongoing curriculum development and pedagogical 
responsiveness. The student council also plays an active role in shaping pro-
gramme delivery and enhancing the learning experience.
In summary, the University of Greifswald offers a robust, practice-oriented 
primary teacher education programme that combines a well-organised curric-
ulum with extensive classroom engagement. Its unique structure and features 
ensure that graduates are thoroughly prepared for the demands of the teach-
ing profession and adaptable to the evolving educational landscape.

2	 University of Michigan-Flint 

2.1	 General US Education: Brief Historical Overview of Primary 
School Teacher Training

The preparation of primary school teachers in the United States reflects the 
country’s decentralised educational system, shaped by its history of adapting 
to societal and policy changes. Unlike many nations with centralised systems, 
the U.S. places educational authority largely in the hands of states and local 
districts, as implied by the Tenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. This 
decentralised framework has resulted in a diverse landscape of teacher prepa-
ration programmes that reflect the cultural, economic, and educational prior-
ities of individual communities. While this variability fosters innovation and 
localised solutions, it also presents challenges in achieving equity, consistency, 
and portability of teacher qualifications nationwide (Mayer, 2021). The histo-
ry of teacher training in the U.S. is marked by its progression from informal 
beginnings to a more structured and professionalised system, evolving into 
a game of “tug-of-war” between state and national policy makers vying for 
control (Bales, 2006, p. 395). 
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The Colonial Period and Early Foundations of Primary School Teacher Training
During the colonial era, formal teacher training was virtually non-existent. 
Teaching was often viewed as a vocation requiring little specialised training, 
with individuals of basic literacy and good moral character considered suita-
ble for instructing children. Education largely took place in homes or church-
es, with minimal emphasis on formalised teacher training. The establishment 
of the first public schools, such as the Boston Latin School in the mid 17th 
century, signalled a gradual shift towards structured educational settings and 
highlighted the need for a more systematic approach to teacher training (Or-
tlieb et al., 2018).
As the 18th century progressed, the foundations for state-level public school 
systems began to take shape. This period saw the expansion of primary ed-
ucation and growing recognition of the importance of prepared educators. 
However, the training of teachers remained informal, with little standardisa-
tion, reflecting the decentralised nature of education in the United States (La-
Bue, 1960).
The Establishment of Normal Schools. The 19th century marked a turning 
point in teacher training with the establishment of normal schools: institutions 
specifically designed to prepare teachers. The first American normal school, 
founded by Cyrus Peirce in Lexington, Massachusetts, in 1839, was modelled 
after European institutions and emphasised both academic study and practical 
training. Normal schools focused on pedagogy, subject matter expertise, child 
psychology, and classroom management, providing a more structured frame-
work for teacher training (McCaul, 1958).
By the late 19th century, normal schools had spread across the country, becom-
ing the primary institutions for training teachers. They played a pivotal role 
in professionalising teaching and standardising practices for primary schools. 
However, some scholars argue that the initial focus on cultural and holistic as-
pects of teacher training gave way to a more technical, skills-based approach, 
shaping the field of teacher training in ways that persist today (McCaul, 1958). 
Over time, many normal schools transitioned into state colleges and universi-
ties, reflecting the growing demand for more comprehensive teacher educa-
tion (Fraser, 2007).
The Emergence of Teacher Training Programmes. Between the 1890s and 
1930s, teacher training underwent significant transitions influenced by soci-
etal changes, including modernisation, professionalisation, and the rising de-
mand for formal credentials. Many normal schools expanded their curricula 
and evolved into teachers’ colleges, integrating collegiate level coursework 
and seeking accreditation to establish themselves within higher education 
(Whitford & Villaume, 2014). 
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During this period, prestigious institutions like Teachers College at Columbia 
University and Harvard prioritised graduate studies and research over under-
graduate teacher preparation, distancing themselves from practical teacher 
training. Historians documented this shift, noting how these universities em-
phasised education as a theoretical discipline, contributing to the marginal-
isation of practical teacher training within elite institutions (Labaree, 2008). 
Despite this, regional universities, smaller colleges, and Historically Black Col-
leges and Universities played a critical role in sustaining teacher preparation, 
blending academic rigour with practical training and addressing the unique 
needs of their communities.
The Accreditation Movement and the Professionalisation of Teach-
er Training. The late 19th and early 20th centuries also witnessed the rise of 
accreditation efforts aimed at standardising and professionalising teach-
er training. Organisations such as the National Council for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education and its successor, the Council for the Accreditation of Ed-
ucator Preparation (CAEP), established quality standards for teacher training 
programmes across the United States. Accreditation efforts sought to ensure 
consistent and rigorous training for prospective teachers, addressing concerns 
about the variability in teacher training programmes due to the decentralised 
nature of the U.S. education system (Prakasha & Kenneth, 2023).
While these efforts elevated the professional status of teaching, they also 
introduced challenges. Some critics argued that the focus on accreditation 
and academic rigour sometimes overshadowed the importance of practical, 
hands-on experience in teacher training (American Association of State Col-
leges and Universities, 2017). Nonetheless, accreditation has continued to 
shape teacher training, fostering debates about balancing theory, practice, 
and local control in the preparation of teachers. While some states see value 
in national accreditation for ensuring rigour and consistency, others believe 
that localised control and evaluation better serve their educational systems. 
This balance often reflects broader debates about the role of federal versus 
state authority in education policy.
Bachelor-Master-Alternative Route Systems. In the United States, the path-
ways to primary teacher certification reflect the decentralised education system, 
offering both traditional and alternative options. The traditional route involves 
earning a bachelor’s degree in primary education, which includes coursework 
in pedagogy, child development, subject content, and classroom management, 
alongside a supervised teaching experience. Graduates must pass state-spe-
cific certification exams, to obtain licensure. Alternative routes, such as Teach 
For America and state-specific programmes, provide expedited entry for those 
with noneducation bachelor’s degrees, often allowing candidates to teach un-
der provisional licences while completing certification requirements. 
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To address teacher shortages, some states offer emergency or provisional cer-
tifications, enabling individuals to teach while meeting qualification require-
ments. National certifications, like those from the National Board for Profes-
sional Teaching Standards, provide advanced credentials and facilitate cross 
state certification. Flexible options, including online and hybrid programmes, 
cater to career changers and those with other responsibilities. Whereas alter-
native pathways help diversify the workforce and address shortages in urban 
and rural areas, particularly in high need schools, further research is needed 
to evaluate their long-term effects on teacher quality, student outcomes, and 
educational equity (Mensah et al., 2020).
Clinical Teacher Training and the Emphasis on Practical Experience. In 
recent decades, teacher training programmes have increasingly emphasised 
clinical preparation, recognising the importance of hands-on experience and 
field-based learning in preparing effective educators. Feiman-Nemser (2001) 
argued that teacher preparation must provide “more powerful learning op-
portunities to teachers” through extensive time spent in real world classroom 
settings (p. 1014). This shift towards clinical preparation addresses concerns 
about the disconnect between theory and practice in traditional programmes 
and reflects the need to better prepare prospective teachers for the complex-
ities of modern classrooms (Baum & Korth, 2013).
The United States Primary School. The purpose of primary school in the 
United States is broad and foundational, focusing on equipping students with 
essential literacy and numeracy skills, fostering cognitive development, sup-
porting emotional and social growth, instilling civic responsibility, and prepar-
ing them for future academic challenges (Pyle et al., 2020; Santamaría-Villar 
et al., 2021; Yeboah, 2002). The curriculum is generally structured to promote 
permanent literacy, numeracy proficiency, and effective communication, 
while encouraging critical and scientific thinking (Olibie et al., 2015), also em-
phasising character building, moral development, and nurturing attitudes that 
prepare students for responsible citizenship and social participation (Smith, 
2013).
The process of curriculum selection and implementation presents significant 
challenges, as federal law prohibits the imposition of specific curricula, state 
policies vary considerably, and many local schools and districts lack the ca-
pacity for comprehensive material evaluations and sustained teacher training 
in high-quality curricula (Pickford & Poteet, 2024). Further complicating the 
issue, cultural and political debates often create additional barriers to effective 
curriculum decision-making. Despite these obstacles, some states have suc-
cessfully introduced policies and initiatives that support districts in selecting 
and utilising quality instructional materials while maintaining local control. 
These states, diverse in size, geography, and political context, demonstrate 
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that improving curriculum selection is both achievable and necessary, high-
lighting the crucial role that state boards of education can play in facilitating 
these efforts (Pickford & Poteet, 2024).
Conclusion. The evolution of primary school teacher training in the United 
States demonstrates the interplay between local control, professionalisation, 
and the changing needs of society. From the informal practices of the colo-
nial period to the establishment of normal schools and the development of 
university-based teacher education, each phase reflects efforts to balance the 
unique demands of a decentralised system with the goal of standardising and 
elevating the teaching profession. Accreditation movements and the rise of 
clinical preparation further highlight the ongoing challenges and innovations 
in teacher training. As the field continues to adapt, it remains shaped by the 
tension between localised autonomy and national aspirations for high quality, 
equitable education.

2.2	 Special Features of the Michigan-Flint Location
The University of Michigan-Flint (UM-Flint), founded in 1956, is a region-
al comprehensive public university located in Flint, Michigan, in the United 
States, and is part of the University of Michigan system. Situated in a city with 
a rich automotive history and a legacy of economic and social challenges, in-
cluding the infamous Flint water crisis in 2014, UM-Flint leverages its location 
to foster meaningful community partnerships and support diverse student 
populations, including first-generation university students and working adults. 
The university is recognised as one of Michigan’s five Doctoral/Professional 
Universities under the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Edu-
cation and is an active member of the Coalition of Urban and Metropolitan 
Universities, promoting community engagement and social equity through its 
teaching and research efforts.
At UM-Flint, undergraduate courses are typically three credit hours, with 
students generally taking four courses per each 14-week semester. Full-time 
undergraduate status is achieved by enrolling in at least 12 credit hours per 
semester, a designation that plays a critical role in determining eligibility for 
financial aid, campus housing, and other university services. Full-time under-
graduate students can anticipate dedicating approximately 12 hours per week 
to in class instruction across four courses, accompanied by an estimated 24 
hours of academic work outside the university classroom.
Paths to Certification. The University of Michigan-Flint’s Bachelor of Sci-
ence in Elementary Education programme prepares future educators through 
a phased approach blending foundational knowledge, practical application, 
and advanced pedagogy. Prospective teachers begin with at least 30 General 
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Education credits, covering areas such as English, communication, quantita-
tive literacy, and sciences. These courses foster critical thinking and interdisci-
plinary understanding. 
The teacher training programme is divided into three phases. Phase I: Foun-
dations (56 credits) introduces core teaching principles, focusing on literacy, 
social foundations, and creative instruction, while allowing students to select 
a certification track (PreK–3 or Grades 3–6). Phase II: Practical Application 
(30 credits) integrates hands-on fieldwork in local schools, where students 
develop skills in classroom management, inclusivity, and assessment under 
the mentorship of experienced teachers. Phase III: Advanced Pedagogy and 
Student Teaching (27 credits) deepens instructional expertise in subjects like 
mathematics and science. It culminates in a 14-week full-time teaching intern-
ship, where candidates assume lead teaching roles while engaging in reflec-
tive seminars. By graduation, students are equipped with strong theoretical 
foundations, extensive practical experience, and professional insight, ready to 
make a meaningful impact in primary education. 

Table 2:	Structure of the Degree Programme (University of Michigan-Flint)

Phase/Semester Phase I 
(1-4)

Phase 2 
(5-7)

Phase 3 
(8-9)

Total 
Credits

General Education Requirements (Not 
Specific to Teacher Preparation (e.g., 
Humanities, Fine Arts, et.)

15 15 30

Initial Education Studies (e.g., Learning 
Sciences, Social Foundations of Educa-
tion, etc.,)

21 12 15 48

Education-Mathematics 6 6 3 15

Education-Special Education 3 6 9

Education-Reading 6 3 3 12

Education-English 6 6

Education-Linguistics 3 3

Education-Science 8 4 12

Education-Psychology 3 3

Education-Social Studies 3 3 6

Field Placement (Hours in a classroom) 180 Hours 120 Hours
Student Teaching 14 Weeks

Total Credits 71 45 28 144



437

A Comparison of Primary School Teacher Education Programmes

doi.org/10.35468/6239-16

Alternative Route to Certification. The Michigan Alternate Route to Certifi-
cation (MARC) provides a flexible option for those seeking certification while 
actively teaching. Participants in MARC receive an interim teaching certif-
icate and engage in a three-year programme that includes mentoring and 
professional development, culminating in a standard teaching certificate. This 
pathway reflects UM-Flint’s commitment to preparing effective and adaptable 
educators and is a necessary step to addressing the teacher shortage in the 
state of Michigan. 
State Test. In addition to completing the three phases of the teacher training 
programme, prospective teachers must pass a battery of subject area tests 
corresponding to the specific endorsements they are seeking. The Michigan 
Test for Teacher Certification (MTTC) is a series of examinations mandated 
by the Michigan Department of Education to ensure that prospective educa-
tors possess the necessary professional readiness, pedagogical, and content 
knowledge to effectively teach in Michigan schools.
A Typical Design of Teacher Preparation in Michigan. The teacher training 
programme at the UM-Flint reflects the standards established by the Michi-
gan Department of Education (MDE), ensuring alignment with state require-
ments for teacher preparation. In addition, the MDE requires teacher training 
programmes to achieve national accreditation, with the Council for the Ac-
creditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) recognised by the MDE as the 
“gold standard”. 
Atypical Design of Teacher Preparation at UM-Flint. The University of Mich-
igan-Flint’s teacher preparation programme stands out for its focus on diverse 
teaching environments and student populations, equipping future educators 
to meet the varied needs of students. While adhering to state and national 
standards, UM-Flint enhances teacher training through unique opportunities 
to work in both urban and rural settings. Situated in Flint, one of Michigan’s 
few urban university locations, the programme provides candidates with val-
uable experience in schools serving urban communities, addressing distinct 
educational challenges and strengths. Furthermore, Flint’s proximity to rural 
areas allows prospective teachers to engage with different socioeconomic and 
cultural dynamics, fostering adaptability and cultural competence essential for 
modern classrooms.
The university’s commitment to diversity is further reflected in its high percent-
age of nontraditional students, with 35.9 % of undergraduates aged 25 or older. 
These individuals bring varied life experiences and professional backgrounds, 
enriching classroom discussions and collaborative learning. Their practical in-
sights and mature perspectives enhance the programme, offering prospective 
teachers a broader understanding of teaching practices and student needs. By 
bridging urban and rural environments and promoting diverse perspectives, 
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UM-Flint prepares educators to excel in a range of classroom contexts with the 
skills and cultural awareness necessary for effective teaching.
Despite the University of Michigan-Flint’s location in an urban centre, the pri-
mary teacher preparation programme remains predominantly white and fe-
male. This trend is not unique to UM-Flint but reflects national patterns in the 
teaching workforce. According to the National Center for Education Statistics 
(2023), in the 2020–2021 school year, 89 % of primary school teachers in the 
United States were female, and 79.9 % were white. At UM-Flint, autumn 2024 
enrolment data for the primary teacher preparation programme indicates that 
of the 171 students, 87.13 % were female, and 82.46 % identify as white (Uni-
versity of Michigan-Flint, 2024). While such demographics align with broader 
national trends, they highlight a persistent challenge in achieving greater di-
versity within teacher preparation programmes, even in urban settings where 
proximity and accessibility might suggest a more representative enrolment.
The lack of diversity among preservice teachers has significant implications 
for the education system, particularly as student demographics become in-
creasingly diverse. In 2020, less than half (46 %) of U.S. state school students 
were non-Hispanic white, with Hispanic (28 %), Black (15 %), Asian (5 %), 
multiracial (4 %), and other racial and ethnic groups comprising the majority 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). A racially and linguistically 
homogenous teaching workforce limits the breadth of cultural perspectives 
integrated into curriculum development and instructional strategies. Research 
suggests that teachers from underrepresented backgrounds bring valuable 
cultural insights and pedagogical approaches that can enhance learning expe-
riences for all students (Hughes, 2010). Furthermore, diverse educators serve 
as important role models, fostering a sense of belonging and academic con-
fidence among students of colour (Carver-Thomas, 2018). Recognising this 
need, UM-Flint participates in initiatives such as “Growl Your Own”, a pro-
gramme designed to recruit and train teachers from within the communities 
they will serve (Michigan Department of Education, 2025). Such efforts are 
essential in addressing disparities, ensuring that the next generation of edu-
cators better reflects the students they teach, and fostering a more equitable 
and inclusive educational environment.
Conclusion. The University of Michigan-Flint’s teacher preparation pro-
gramme stands out by integrating diverse clinical opportunities and nontradi-
tional student population into its framework. These unique features not only 
enhance the quality of teacher education but also prepare future educators to 
meet the challenges of diverse classroom environments with confidence and 
competence. By fostering adaptability, cultural awareness, and student cen-
tred teaching practices, UM-Flint exemplifies how institutional characteristics 
can enrich the broader mission of preparing effective, inclusive educators.
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3 	Comparison of Two Programmes 
A comparative analysis of the structure and duration of the teacher educa-
tion programmes at the University of Greifswald and the University of Mich-
igan-Flint reveals substantial differences in duration, structure, specialisation, 
and flexibility. At Greifswald, the teacher training programme spans 10 semes-
ters (five years), comprising 9,000 hours and 300 credit points. This culminates 
in either a Master’s degree or the First State Examination. The curriculum is 
highly structured and includes a pre-planned timetable, which significantly 
reduces organisational complexity – an approach not commonly found in uni-
versity settings. Approximately 75 students are admitted annually and divid-
ed into three cohorts of 25. Students select two core subjects (German and 
Mathematics) alongside two additional subjects such as Polish, Low German, 
or Art and Design. This broad subject combination supports the class teacher 
principle, preparing graduates to deliver a substantial portion of instruction in 
their own classrooms.
Currently, no pathway exists at Greifswald for lateral entrants – individuals 
entering teaching from other professions – though such a route is in devel-
opment to address teacher shortages. In Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, 
lateral entry is presently limited to vocational education and involves an 
18-month programme (LehVDVO M-V, 2024). This standard route concludes 
with the Second State Examination.
In contrast, the University of Michigan-Flint offers a four-year programme 
leading to a Bachelor’s degree with 120–128 credit hours. The curriculum 
combines general education with pedagogical and content-specific courses. 
While the programme provides flexibility in course selection, it typically al-
lows for less specialisation than Greifswald’s model. Several alternative path-
ways to certification exist, including graduate-level programmes and acceler-
ated licensure options.
Greifswald’s longer duration allows for deeper subject engagement and 
broader training, albeit at the cost of delayed entry into the workforce. By 
comparison, UM-Flint’s shorter, more adaptable programme facilitates faster 
certification but offers less curricular breadth. These differences reflect broad-
er educational structures and priorities in each national context.
Practical training is a cornerstone of both programmes, though the timing 
and intensity of this component vary markedly. At Greifswald, practice is 
embedded from the outset. Students begin school placements in their first 
semester, participating in a weekly “Practical Day” dedicated exclusively to 
in-school experience. By the third semester, they are actively teaching, and 
later placements include a transitional internship (eighth semester) and a full 
practical semester (ninth semester). These experiences are scaffolded, pro-
gressively building students’ pedagogical competence. Practical learning is 
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supported by mentorship and close supervision, fostering reflective connec-
tions between theory and classroom practice. As Hascher (2014) and Müller 
and Dieck (2011) note, the effectiveness of practical training depends less on 
its duration than on its integration into the degree structure and the quality of 
reflective engagement.
At UM-Flint, practical experience begins later, during Phase II of the pro-
gramme. Students typically complete around 300 hours of school-based contact 
prior to the capstone student teaching placement. The final semester features 
a 14-week full-time internship, also totalling approximately 300 hours. This in-
tensive practicum focuses on inclusive teaching, classroom management, and 
differentiated instruction. While more concentrated than Greifswald’s model, it 
provides comprehensive preparation for diverse classroom settings.
Both institutions emphasise the importance of practical experience. Gre-
ifswald’s approach, with its early and continuous exposure, encourages itera-
tive learning and professional maturation. UM-Flint, though offering a more 
compressed timeline, ensures targeted, skills-based training. These differences 
reflect systemic priorities and assumptions about when and how teaching ex-
pertise is best cultivated.
Admission and selection procedures at both universities reflect differing phi-
losophies around access to the teaching profession. At Greifswald, admission 
includes a mandatory online self-assessment – the Career Counselling for 
Teachers (CCT) – which encourages applicants to reflect on their motivation 
and suitability. Admission is further regulated through a numerus clausus sys-
tem: 30 % of places go to applicants with the highest Abitur grades, 10 % are 
reserved for those demonstrating aptitude, and 60 % are allocated through 
institutional selection.
UM-Flint, by contrast, maintains an open admissions policy for the general 
education phase of the programme. Entry into the teaching phase, howev-
er, requires students to meet specific academic and dispositional criteria. This 
staged approach allows broad initial access while maintaining gatekeeping 
standards later in the programme. While Greifswald emphasises upfront as-
sessment of suitability, Flint focuses on in-programme development and mon-
itoring. Both models share an inclusive ethos – “anyone can become a teach-
er” – but implement this principle differently.
Both universities aim to integrate academic coursework with practical train-
ing, but their models differ in emphasis and organisation. At Greifswald, the 
linkage between integration of theory and practice is tightly woven into the 
programme structure. The three-group cohort model fosters strong collab-
oration between students and faculty, allowing for real-time adaptation of 
content to meet emerging needs. Regular exchanges among lecturers and 
students contribute to a responsive and dynamic learning environment.
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At UM-Flint, the theory-practice nexus is achieved through a blend of gen-
eral education, pedagogy, and reflective coursework. Flexibility is a defining 
feature, enabling the programme to align with diverse state-specific require-
ments. This adaptability allows individualisation, although it may come at the 
expense of a unified theoretical framework.
Overall, Greifswald’s programme offers a cohesive and systemic integration of 
theoretical and practical elements, whereas Flint prioritises individual flexibil-
ity and context responsiveness. Each model has strengths: Greifswald’s tight 
alignment may ensure more consistent outcomes, while Flint’s flexibility caters 
to a wider range of learners and educational settings.
Teacher education in both Germany and the United States is shaped by nation-
al and regional regulatory frameworks and flexibility that establish programme 
standards and certification requirements. At Greifswald, teacher education 
operates under the KMK (Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education 
and Cultural Affairs), which ensures a high degree of standardisation across 
Germany. Despite this, the programme allows for subject customisation, offer-
ing a mix of regulation and adaptability.
UM-Flint must meet requirements set by both the Michigan Department 
of Education and the Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation 
(CAEP). These bodies mandate strict certification protocols, creating a par-
adox in which a decentralised system imposes centralised constraints. While 
Greifswald’s model offers flexibility within a rigid national framework, UM-
Flint’s operates within a prescriptive, standards-based system that limits struc-
tural flexibility despite its local autonomy.

4 	Mutual Lessons and Future Directions
Teacher education programmes around the world stand to gain significantly 
from cross-cultural comparison, particularly by identifying opportunities for 
growth through mutual learning. The University of Greifswald in Germany 
and the University of Michigan-Flint in the United States exemplify contrast-
ing yet complementary approaches to primary teacher preparation. By en-
gaging in critical reflection on these differences, both institutions can enhance 
their training models to better equip future educators for the multifaceted 
realities of teaching.
The University of Greifswald’s programme could be strengthened by incorpo-
rating more flexible and accelerated pathways tailored to mid-career changers 
and non-traditional candidates – a key feature of UM-Flint’s approach. By 
developing alternative certification routes or streamlined entry points into the 
profession, Greifswald could expand access to teaching and attract individuals 
with diverse life experiences and professional backgrounds. These additions 
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would not only contribute to addressing Germany’s growing teacher shortage 
but would also diversify the teaching workforce, enriching educational set-
tings with broader perspectives and skillsets. Tailored support structures and 
modular course offerings could further enhance the accessibility and respon-
siveness of the programme.
Conversely, the University of Michigan-Flint could draw valuable insights from 
Greifswald’s integration of early and sustained practical experience. Embed-
ding school-based placements from the first semester would allow students to 
develop their pedagogical skills progressively and establish deeper connec-
tions between theoretical coursework and professional practice. Greifswald’s 
use of smaller, consistent student cohorts fosters collaboration, peer mentor-
ing, and relational learning – elements that could be adapted within UM-Flint’s 
framework to enhance student support and professional identity formation.
Moreover, UM-Flint may benefit from exploring strategies used in Germany 
to elevate the societal status of the teaching profession. These include more 
selective admission procedures, increased academic rigour, and policies that 
advocate for competitive salaries and long-term career development. Such 
measures can help attract highly qualified candidates and enhance the pres-
tige of the teaching field.
Both institutions would benefit from striving for an optimal balance between 
structural coherence and curricular flexibility. This could be achieved through 
the integration of regular feedback mechanisms, collaborative learning envi-
ronments, and opportunities for reflective practice. Strengthening the connec-
tion between theoretical instruction and classroom application would further 
support students in developing into confident, competent, and adaptive ed-
ucators.
Ultimately, fostering a shared culture of innovation, collaboration, and contin-
uous improvement across both programmes would enhance their capacity to 
meet the evolving demands of education in diverse and globalised contexts. 
Through these mutual lessons, the University of Greifswald and the Univer-
sity of Michigan-Flint can refine and enrich their teacher education offerings, 
ensuring that future teachers are well-prepared to lead inclusive, responsive, 
and effective classrooms.

5 	Conclusion
The comparative study of teacher education at the University of Greifswald 
and the University of Michigan-Flint reveals distinctive strengths rooted in 
each country’s educational philosophy. Germany’s model prioritises structure, 
academic depth, and early practical immersion, while the U.S. system values 
flexibility, access, and diversity. By learning from one another – Greifswald 
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adopting more inclusive entry pathways and Flint enhancing its practicum 
structure – both programmes can evolve to better prepare primary teachers 
for the complexities of modern classrooms. Through mutual reflection and ad-
aptation, international collaboration can raise the quality and equity of teach-
er preparation globally.
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