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There has been a long tradition (for more than 300 years) to train primary school teachers in 
teacher-training seminars in Estonia. 

Lower and upper secondary school (grades (6) 7-12) teachers have been trained at 
universities for a long time already. 

This paper is going to concentrate the main attention on primary school teachers training 
system. 

In many cases it is under discussion how to solve teacher-training problems administratively. 
It is often said that one possible way is to merge teacher-training seminars to universities. 
That step has been done in many countries (Sweden, Finland, UK, New Zeeland etc). The 
merge of academic and vocational institutions has usually been done to improve the 
academic level of seminars and real teaching activities in school system. 

On the other hand such kind of steps always initiate certain problems. These problems can 
be divided into several areas: 

Ø Problems concerning staff changes; 

Ø What is going to happen with the students; 

Ø Problems arising from academic changes of teaching style and content; 

Ø Problems of seminar identity in the university; 

Ø Problems coming from the seminar traditions and image; 

Ø Property ownership and management problems etc. 

In 1999 it was decided in Estonia that all teacher-training seminars will be merged to the 
universities from summer 2001. It means that all kind of teacher training is university 
education. 

Analysing this decision it can be said that it was not an easy decision because seminars had 
several strong points in their system and there is now a real danger to lose them. 

Strengths of the old system: 

• Almost all students (90%) started to work as primary school teachers after 
graduating. There is a real problem with teachers having their certificate from the 
university - very often they are not going to schools to work as teachers. Therefore, 



merging teacher-training seminars to the universities might result in fewer graduates 
who are willing to work as schoolteachers. 

• Graduates of the seminars are keeping the profession. It is common that during 
first years many young teachers change their profession and thus leave the school. It 
does not usually happen with primary school teachers - they work and keep their 
profession for a long time. 

• They are well -trained for bringing up children. One of the central units in the 
curricula of primary school teacher training is educational block training them for 
bringing up children. It is extremely important on primary level. Whereas in the 
university curricula the units of academic achievements are more stressed. 

At the same time, seminar system had several problems that could not be solved in frames 
of old conditions. Following the ideology of SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, threats, 
opportunities) it can be called: 

Weaknesses of seminar system: 

• System is closed and conservative. Seminars belonged to the state and were 
managed by the ministry of education. Director of the seminar was formally 
interested in keeping real educational research, discussion and development outside 
the institution. Therefore, the education provided by the seminar 60 years ago, being 
highly accepted in the society, became low prestige and primary school teachers 
poorly educated. 

• Weak preparation in subject area. Graduates of the seminar started to make more 
and more mistakes at school in subjects (miscorrections by the teachers, wrong 
descriptions and explanations in math and science area, etc.). On the other hand, 
school heads started to complain that more and more often primary school teachers 
refuse to teach math and science in forms 4 - 6 although their teacher's certificate 
notifies that they have been taught to do that. 

• Low prestige of the seminar graduates in the society. Seminar education had 
"dead end". To get a university degree they had to start their studies from the first 
year. Therefore, during the last decade, the students who were not able to enter a 
university entered the seminar or students who really wanted to become a primary 
school teacher - the last group was minority. The public opinion appeared - if you 
can’t do anything else - you can be a teacher. 

• Lack of possibilities to make professional career. To make a career in teaching a 
university degree is needed and to become a researcher in education a university 
degree is essential. Even if you were good enough in management to become a 
head teacher, a university degree would be necessary nevertheless. Thus, to make 
any teacher career at all, a university degree is of utmost importance. 

The merge was planned to keep the strengths and to overcome the weaknesses. The result 
should be the following opportunities for the future students and teachers: 

• Study system is more open and as the university profession is more prestigious, it 
gives much more possibilities for the students. After merging (the summer of the year 
2001) certain changes were made in the seminar curricula and it was integrated into 
the university system. It means that students can take their elective and free courses 
from different faculties of the university (for example, medicine or law), all study and 
training problems are discussed on much wider bases and after graduating students 
receive a university degree. 

• Academic level of subject training is improved. The University has very certain 
rules for academic staff and therefore, staff election procedure has been changed in 
the seminar as well. It means that professionally "better" trained staff will work with 



future teachers. In several cases seminar subject based courses have been changed 
to university courses. 

• Teacher’s position in the society will be improved. A myth about poorly trained 
teachers should disappear. The teachers with a university degree have much wider 
possibilities for further career in the society (different schools, training units of private 
firms, research etc). On the other hand, a seminar as a university college has higher 
competing abilities on "student market" to attract them to be a teacher (better input 
and better output). 

• Primary school teachers can continue academic postgraduate studies. All 
teachers having university education can continue on doctoral level. In long 
perspective it means that a new generation of researchers born familiar with primary 
education. 

• Much more modern technology and teaching methods are introduced. Society 
is changing more and more informative. It means that teachers can’t any more 
survive knowing nothing about ICT and being not able to use it. The University as a 
huge organisation has more power and funds to introduce modern technology and 
new teaching methods into teacher training (include in-service training). 

At the same time merging two systems is related to certain threats: 

• Primary school teacher training will be too academic and teachers later can’t 
"find" the child. Primary school education should be integrative and without "high 
walls" between different subjects. Unfortunately in universities very often there are 
these "high walls" between the faculties and departments (it means between different 
subjects). 

• "Better" educated teachers are not keeping so well their profession. "Better" 
educated teachers have additional challenges in other fields. But who likes to be 
educated by a teacher who is teaching just because he/she can do nothing else? 
Therefore, the educational system has to take into account certain mobility of 
teachers and solve the problem any other way. 

• In a large university special teacher training spirit will be lost. It can happen, but 
usually each faculty in the university has its own traditions and identity - a new 
college has to work to that direction and sooner or later everybody in the university 
feels its "special spirit". 

In conclusion the author states that primary school teacher training at the university has 
much more possibilities to be improved. The decision makers have to reatain the strengths 
of the new college, overcome the weaknesses, realise the opportunities and consider the 
threats. 

 
 


