Education in Switzerland


It’s not a very controversial thing to claim that education is important. 





Taking a look at a country’s educational system, we can learn a lot about the country. What does the country want to give to it’s young and their future? What does it give them? ...and so on. 





So let’s take a look at Education in Switzerland! 





We will look at the basic facts about how long the Swiss go to school and that sort of thing, what Swiss students and teachers say about their school and finally my first impression of a Swiss school. 





The system


Being a confederation of states, or Cantons, that are often very determined to keep as much independence as possible, Switzerland has a long constitutional text that regulates in great detail how thing should work in the country. It’s first chapter, in English called ”General Provisions”, is mostly about what is the Confederation’s business and what it should keep it’s big nose out of. This is what the ”General Provisions”-chapter has to say about education:





	Article 27 [Educational System]


	(1) The Confederation is entitled to set up, in addition to the existing polytechnic, a federal	university and other establishments for higher education or to subsidize such institutions.


	(2) The Cantons shall provide for adequate primary education which shall be placed 	wholly under state control. Such education shall be compulsory and, in public schools, free of	charge. 


	(3) It shall be possible for the adherents of all religious beliefs to attend public schools without	being affected in any way in their freedom of belief or conscience. 


	(3bis) For the period of compulsory schooling the school year shall begin between mid August	and mid September.


	(4) The Confederation shall take appropriate measures against Cantons which fail to meet these 	requirements.





In sub-articles 27quater and -quinquies it is said that the Confederation has the right to issue money for scholarships and to make laws regarding Physical Education, and also, very importantly, that ”The autonomy of the Cantons in the field of education shall always be upheld”. 





This means that, at least in theory, every Canton has its own educational system, but if someone on confederational level doesn’t think it’s working, ”appropriate measures” can be taken. 





Every Canton has its own educational system, but they all turn out quite alike. There are differences, but the base is always 9 years of compulsory education, split between primary and secondary education either5+4 or 6+3, followed by the choice between college and apprenticeship.





This choice isn’t quite as simple as it may sound. The secondary school-graduate basically has 5 things to choose from, not including quitting school altogether (since not many people do): 





1.Doing an apprenticeship (French: apprentissage / German: Lehrling). That means going to school a few days a week and working a few others for a real employer, who pays real money. 


If all goes well, you get a Federal Certificate of Capacity at the end of all this. Then you can call yourself a skilled worker and your employer will have to pay you a little more. You don’t have to look for work, you can almost always stay where you have done your apprenticeship. 


2. Going to technical school to become a technician or engineer. This is the same as an engineer in Germany or England. I don’t know exactly what this means, but it is obvious that this isn’t a higher technical education or even the usual choice to make for a Swiss person who wants such an education. 


3. Going to Gymnasium/Gymnasee/Lycee for4 years, and get a Federal Certificate of Maturity (Note that all of these certificates are Federal!) in Science, Letters or General Matters. (The latter isn’t really Federal. There are agreements between some Cantons to acknowledge General education.) 


4. Going to Commercial School and get another Federal Certificate of Maturity. 


5. Going to private school, where you can get similar degrees. Private schools include schools for dropouts who still want to stay in some kind of education, expensive Elitist schools, and Religious schools. 





Of course, not everyone is interested in all of these things. Private school, for example, isn’t always considered as an alternative. I suppose most people have decided quite early whether to study full-time and probably go to University or Federal Institute of Technology, eventually, or to do an apprenticeship and get working. Then they just have to choose what kind of topics to study or what kind of job to get working with. 





Those who go to college (Gymnasium or Commercial School), and choose to continue studying, have 7 Universities across Switzerland to choose from, and 2 Federal Institutes of Technology (ETH/EPF). These institutions have zillions of different courses on the most varying subjects, not differing in that aspect from Universities in general. A lot of foreigners choose to go to University in Switzerland because of the unusual language situation there.





Through all of this, from the first year of primary school to the last year of University, the Swiss school children get grades. They get them often, after each one of the many small tests they do all through the year. Finally, these test results are plainly averaged and a student’s average in a subject, as I understand it, is the student’s result in that subject. If the results aren’t good enough, the student may have to do that whole school year all over. 





You do not carry all these results on paper through life. The Federal Certificates, for example, you either manage to get or you don’t. They do not say anything about how well you have managed. With a Certificate of Maturity, you are more or less guaranteed a place at a Swiss University, if I understand correctly.





Interwiews 


In Sweden, a few weeks before our trip to Switzerland, I spoke to Martin Walker. It was very much because of him this whole Sweden-Switzerland project got started. A few years ago, Martin finished his last year of education at College St. Michel in Fribourg. He wanted to study abroad for a year, but not in the USA. He went to Lerum, Sweden. 





In Lerum, teacher Urban Bothzén asked him if he knew any Swiss schools that would be interested in taking part in an international exchange project. Martin suggested his own college, St. Michel in Fribourg. And that was how it started... 





When I first met Martin, he was back in Sweden on a short visit. He dropped by our International Communications class to prepare us for our week. He impressed us with his fluent Swedish and answered quite a lot of questions. 





Most important for me, he drew interesting comparisons between school in Sweden and Switzerland. Basically, he said that you learn more facts in Switzerland, but you learn more about working independently and using computers in Sweden. He couldn’t really say which was better. 





In Switzerland I interviewed teachers Franziska Schumacher and Berbel Rab and students Sara Schärrer and Darius Marti, all from ”La College St. Michel” in Fribourg.





Mrs. Rab is of German origin and has been a teacher for quite long periods of time in both Germany and Switzerland. She teaches German as Mother Tongue and History. 





Miss Schumacher has been born and raised in Switzerland. She teaches English. 





The students are both from the German-speaking Science class 4C at St. Michel, INT3 98/99’s Swiss hosts, and this is their last year in college. 





Sara was interviewed very casually and more or less by incident, in the cafeteria and because she happened to be at hand. I interviewed miss Schumacher little by little, also in the school cafeteria and in hard competion about her attention. Mrs. Rab answered most of my questions in German. Darius functioned as interpretor in this interview.





First of all, I asked Sara about the cantonal differences. She told me that they aren’t really that big. Little things differ. In one Canton, philosophy is obligatory for college students. In another it isn’t. Some Cantons have more Physical Education, some have less. There are other differences, however, that she considers more significant. Sara said she wouldn’t like to go to school in Bern, where she lives. She doesn’t think the teachers there give the individual students the kind of attention they get at St. Michel.





Mrs. Rab said she couldn’t speak of differences between Switzerland and Germany since each Swiss Canton has its own system of education! Hearing this, I asked her too about differences between the Cantons. She thought about it for a short while. Then she told me the differences weren’t very big at all. She explained that since the final exams, the ”Matura”, are the same all across the country the Cantons’ control of the college education is really quite limited. On the other hand, mrs. Rab as well as Sara spoke of significant cultural differences. As an example she mentioned that she wouldn’t like to teach in Bern, where teachers traditionally have less freedom. 





Mrs. Rab did tell me of one important difference between Germany and Fribourg. (I believe one could just as well say ”between Germany and Switzerland”, but mrs. Rab chose to stick with the ”26 systems concept” and say Fribourg.) In Germany, the first big choice of education has to be made already in the fourth year of school. ”College” in Germany (Gymnasium) starts in school year 5 and goes on up to year 13. This, according to mrs. Rab, gives the German students a feeling of continuity which her pupils in Fribourg lack.





I had a few more questions, and they were answered exemplary: ”How many subjects does the average teacher teach?” Two, as in mrs. Rab’s combination of German and History, is quite a common number. ”How big are the classes?” There is a limit at 27 for college classes in Fribourg. Most classes are smaller. 





”Is it problematic to have both German- and French speaking students at the school?” (Fribourg/Freiburg is situated right on the ”language border” and 4C is part of the German speaking minority.) No, it’s not really a problem. Each student is unique when it comes to background and language, so it isn’t really as dividing as one might think. Many people are more or less bilingual. Still, to some extent the German students stick to themselves and the French students stick to themselves. After all they have different buildings and different classes, though bilingual classes have been started recently. It’s not a problem. 





”But what about the German school library?” I had seen it and I hadn’t liked it. It was narrow and ugly and didn’t seem to have too many interesting books. The teachers (and Darius) said no, it’s not so bad. Of course, it could be better, but we have the University library more or less right across the street, and it’s always a question of money. They’ve bought 32...Darius, who was speaking, had to think for a second or two about what to say, and somebody added...computers.





A few minutes later, walking with me across the school yard, Darius told me that he agreed with me about that library. He said it was like a primary school library and not very good at all. He hadn’t wanted to say computers, he had wanted to say fighting planes. There had recently been a referendum to decide, essentially, whether to give more money to the military or to the schools, and those crazy people, ”not the young people!”, had decided to give it to the military. It was crystal clear that Darius wasn’t altogether happy about this.





But before crossing the yard with Darius, I asked mrs. Rab: ”Is there anything you wanna change?” I got a surprising answer to this. 





Mrs. Rab said a lot of the things she had wanted to change had been changed with the recent Matura-reform, ”at least on paper”. (Mrs. Rab said this in English and smiled when she stressed the words ”on paper”.) From now on, all Swiss college students are to work with themes, studying things from different angles and with different teachers. They are to have block hours, thus avoiding what is called (at least in Sweden) ”the 40 minute terror”, to always have to jump to a new subject just as you have ”gotten into” the first. Last of all, the programmes (Science, Letters, General matters) are going to disappear. Instead, Switzerland will have a system more like the German one, in which it is up to the student exactly which courses to take in addition to the ones obligatory to everyone. 





I spoke to ms. Schumacher about grades. When I asked her about it, she said grades aren’t a subject of debate in Switzerland. It didn’t seem to me she had felt a need for such a debate, but I didn’t ask her about that. She listened to my questions, questions that may have been a bit along the lines of ”Don’t you think we should have a school without grades, isn’t that what you think, really?”. She took them very seriously and gave me good answers, defending grades quite successfully with ”the usual arguments”. Students need the motivation. Universities need to know that applicants have some basic competence. Etc. From what she said, I also understood that tests play a much greater part for the final marks than in Sweden. (See above for details.)





What I saw and thought at St Michel


I was at a Fribourg college, St. Michel, at a couple of occasions between 26 September and 2 October. Here follows a few of my observations from those visits. 





St. Michel is an ancient school, though not as ancient as some of its buildings. We, INT3 (and our hosts), were taken on a guided tour of the school. We saw beautiful parqueted floors, huge portraits of historical men of the church, a school church that was more impressive in many ways than the Dome of Gothenburg, and many other wondrous things. We also learned the reason for all of this. Hundreds of years ago a monastery was built at this place, a great fort for the Catholic struggle against the Reformed Churches. It was of no little importance, and it had stayed an important centre of the Roman Catholic Church for a long time. They started a priest seminar at the monastery, and eventually they had to build lodgements for those who studied there. And time went by, and the monastery and the seminar flourished. And then, Fribourg grew less important to the weakened Catholic Church. And then, one day, there was no monastery and no seminar, but there was a public college. The students are, naturally, aware of the fact that their school is special. This wasn’t the first time our hosts did that guided tour. They also know their school is special because their teams win all big college sport events in Switzerland. Of course, they are proud of this. On the other hand, St Michel is their school. It’s the place they drag themselves to every morning to learn things mostly because they have to if they want to go University and in time get what they consider an acceptable job. Their view of the place can’t be too romantic. 


Somebody said if a Swedish college had looked like this the students would have torn it to pieces in three minutes. I said that, well, I didn’t know about that. People grow with responsibility, it’s really not a big percentage of us who would draw a moustache on the original Mona Lisa, even fewer would do it if they had the chance every day...Maybe I disproved this myself later in the week by scribbling my name on the wall of a medieval castle, but that’s really another story. I stick with my theory but admit that the trust they have in their students at St Michel is quite impressive.





The element of guessing in it is not small, but I want to say that I don’t think the classroom situation differs that much between Lerum and Fribourg. It’s at least a qualified guess. I’ve been to classrooms and classes in both places. Well, I’ve been to one classroom and one class in Fribourg. I heard a real Fribourgian History teacher speaking about Switzerland in English too a Swedish class (with two or three Swiss people hiding in it and) with me in it. I don’t think anything happened during the lesson that couldn’t just as well have taken place in Lerum, Sweden and the teacher didn’t seem very shocked by our horrible, relentless, Swedish, undisciplined behaviour.So College St Michel is just school, not even School with a capital ”S”, I think. I wouldn’t dream of saying there’s anything wrong with that. It’s a very nice school, too, if it only hadn’t been for that library. It was depressing to see, really. It had yellow metal shelves.





In conclusion, ”Gymnasium” in Fribourg seems pretty much the same as ”gymnasium” in Lerum, but also pretty much different. In Fribourg, you learn a little more facts. In Lerum you learn more about using computers (and writing things like this). I don’t know which is better. It’s the little differences.


My thanks to everyone in Switzerland, my special thanks to everyone in Fribourg, my very special thanks to everyone at St Michel, my really special thanks to 4C and finally my seriously very very very special thanks to everyone mentioned above and also to my more personal hosts Pascal, Sonja and Yves Vonlanthen, their cats and André, to the webmaster of ”Welcome to Switzerland” and last but not least to Dominique Grisard, the only person to answer my question about ”School in Switzerland” at sixdegrees.





Source (my only one except for the interviews and all that): Welcome to Switzerland 
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