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1. Initial teacher education: the heart of the matter 
Initial teacher education (ITE) is the first crucial stage in a teacher’s professional journey. It lays the 
foundations of a professional mindset and provides the new teacher with a basic toolbox to make 
meaningful learning happen in the classroom. As a taster of future daily practice, it offers the opportunity 
to experiment in the reality of the school within a ‘safe’ and supported environment where teachers can 
discuss, reflect, share ideas or experiences with peers and experts. Above all, building awareness of the 
complexities of teaching also helps to develop dispositions to learn, re-learn and un-learn, adjusting to 
specific situations and needs.  

Initial teacher education is an intensive experience that requires student teachers to be both learners and 
teachers simultaneously – being supported in learning how to teach, and supporting pupils in how to learn. 
It is intellectually demanding as it requires analysing, questioning and reviewing ideas in the context of 
practice. It involves the whole person - attitudes, beliefs and emotions. The first and foremost resources 
teachers use are themselves; their personal characteristics can be catalysts for their own and others’ 
learning, as much as their knowledge and competences.  
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All pupils have an entitlement to be taught by skilled professionals who can actually make a difference to 
their learning. The selection, preparation and guidance of teachers throughout initial teacher education 
and the following stages of their careers are therefore crucial. Public policy has an important role in 
ensuring this is achieved - having the right policy objectives in place, implementing them and evaluating 
results can help to create, monitor and maintain favourable organizational structures, conditions and 
opportunities for teachers. 

2. Teacher quality matters 
The need for more effective and equitable education systems, globally, has been underscored by wide 
variations in students’ outcomes, both between and within nations, regions and schools. The latest PISA 
report confirms that students’ socio-economic status has a strong impact on academic performance – 
accounting for 15% of performance variation in mathematics (OECD 2013a, 2013b, 2013c). Within 
education institutions, teachers are widely recognised in the research as the most powerful determinants 
of pupil achievement (Hattie 2003). However, they  face unprecedented challenges in their role (European 
Commission 2012a).  

Future world citizens need not only subject knowledge, but also a wide range of skills and attitudes -  
communication and collaboration skills, the ability to solve problems and make decisions, creativity, critical 
thinking and positive attitudes towards learning.  These are competences which teachers and teacher 
educators themselves need to master, as models for their students (Asia Society 2011; OECD 2011). The 
sheer quantity of learning resources now available in the worldwide web also makes it essential for 
educators and pupils to be competent in retrieving and selecting reliable digital sources.  

Teachers do matter – but so do the ways in which schools are organised and run (Conway et al. 2009). The 
teacher’s task is made increasingly complex by the shifting role of school institutions, which compete with 
an increasing number of knowledge providers offering multiple, diverse opportunities for informal and non-
formal learning. In this context, teachers need to build mental habits for innovating and adapting to 
different students or contexts. In order to bring about improvements in teaching  as parts of a strategic 
agenda for change, teachers also need to be able to make value judgements about choices and trade-offs in 
specific situations, about specific students (Biesta 2012).  

Such demands can be tackled only by teachers working together, in cooperation and dialogue, as 
researchers who reflect on their own and others’ practices. Evidence links improvement in pupil learning 
with collaborative teaching that embeds professional dialogue and enquiry in everyday practice - by peer 
coaching and experimentation on specific strategies, content and outcomes (Cordingley and Bell 2012). For 
these to thrive, a supportive school context is fundamental: collective participation, good communication, 
regular observation and feedback – starting from school practice in ITE and going on with continuous 
professional development (OECD TALIS 2009; Day 2011). 

The whole set of competences that teaching professionals require cannot be fully mastered by any 
individual, let alone at the very beginning of the career. It should rather be viewed from an incremental 
perspective (competences develop over the career), and within a teaching team and a system (not every 
member of a teaching team will need all the competences to the same degree).  Across different cultures 
and school systems, there seems to be agreement on some core competence requirements that all 
teachers need (European Commission 2013a): 

 sound knowledge frameworks (e.g. about school curricula, education theories, assessment), supported 
by effective knowledge management strategies;  

 a deep knowledge of how to teach specific subjects, connected with digital competences and students’ 
learning; 

 classroom teaching/management skills and strategies; 

 interpersonal, reflective and research skills, for cooperative work in schools as professional 
communities of practice; 
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 critical attitudes towards their own professional actions, based on sources of different kinds – students’ 
outcomes, theory and professional dialogue – to engage in innovation; 

 positive attitudes to continuous professional development, collaboration, diversity and inclusion; 

 the capability of adapting plans and practices to contexts and students’ needs. 

Thus, the intellectual, cognitive and emotional demands of teacher preparation can often appear 
formidable to student teachers. These demands cannot be met simply by ‘learning the tricks of the trade’ in 
a working context. Teacher education cannot be boiled down to a short, intensive immersion in a school 
setting where future teachers, like apprentices, are placed to observe, imitate and acquire the ‘craft of 
teaching’ of expert practitioners  (Korthagen et al. 2006). 

3. The continuum of teacher education 
In order to ensure teachers can and will keep working with the expertise and commitment required, a 
continuum approach to teacher education is required - aligning school and teacher education curricula is 
not enough. This entails ensuring cooperation and dialogue between policy makers, education institutions 
and professional communities. It also means a shift from piecemeal policy actions to consistent, 
comprehensive teacher policy that spans all stages of teachers’ professional lives, with a pivotal place for 
initial teacher education. A continuum perspective should take into account all key roles and 
responsibilities: the education ministry, ITE providers, school leaders, teaching professionals and other 
education stakeholder groups.  

The following cornerstones of teacher policy are suggested by research and peer learning1:  

 a clear reference framework for the competences of teachers, to provide common ground between 
different teaching/learning settings, stages (e.g. ITE, induction, CPD), activities and actors (European 
Commission 2013a); 

 multiple selection mechanisms, placed at different points of teachers’ professional continuum (e.g. 
entry/exit stages of ITE; induction completion; further career levels acknowledging advanced expertise), 
with flexibility in ‘selection filters’ to fit specific needs and contexts  (European Commission 2012b) 

 consistency in teacher assessment and feedback (across ITE, induction, CPD), with key structures and 
procedures that define what, how, why and when to assess and who should do it, in different settings 
and career stages (European Commission 2013b); 

 careful selection, preparation, professional development and support of teacher educators, so that they 
can offer optimal conditions for developing teachers’ potential, in school and university settings; 

 a common policy framework for effective school leadership, to ensure quality school leaders who can 
monitor and support teachers’ motivation and practice, for improvement in teaching and learning 
(European Commission 2012a, 2012b). 

These policy cornerstones should be embedded in an overall strategy linking initial teacher education, 
selection, recruitment, induction and professional development, with clear roles and responsibilities for 
support and quality assurance. 

The benefits of a continuum approach that aligns ITE with induction and CPD are confirmed by evidence 
(Eurydice 2011c; Vaillant and Manso 2013), which recommends: 

  (induction) mentoring extended to ITE, with long-term guidance of student teachers by experienced 
mentors, who themselves undergo relevant training in the ITE institution (Schneider 2008); 

                                                           

1
  Peer learning outcomes of the Thematic Working Group ‘Professional development of teachers’ in the period 

2010-2013 concern the topics of teacher selection and professional development, teacher competence 
frameworks, teacher educators and school leadership. 
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 dialogue and collaboration of school and university communities in ITE as a form of effective 
professional development – since collegial discussion, observation, inquiry and reflection on practice are 
found to boost school improvement (Day et al. 2006); 

 innovation and creativity in teaching and learning by consistent approaches along the teacher education 
continuum – with a key role for informal, self-directed learning (Learnovation 2009).  

4. The complexities of initial teacher education 
Initial teacher education has been the subject of sustained reform and debate over the last decade. It is 
often defined as complicated, as it poses a number of challenges for policymakers and providers – within 
each country: 

 the fragmentation of responsibilities for ITE, induction and CPD hinders the development of a long-term 
system strategy and implementation policy; 

 related employment and job market issues – teacher supply and demand, broader economic issues, 
employment conditions, standards and access to the profession – can  affect ITE priorities;  

 the selection of teacher candidates is influenced by other policy strands (school/higher education; 
teacher status and recruitment);    

 there can be specific national requirements for ITE, but also varying degrees of autonomy granted to ITE 
providers across countries; 

 diversity of regulations and priorities about education, governance, teaching and teacher development 
– within and between countries – are reflected in the content and delivery of ITE; 

 this wide heterogeneity in ITE programmes within a Member State can hamper professional quality and 
mobility; 

 there are organizational issues of coordination, communication and consistency in ITE, across different 
contexts and teacher educators – schools and universities, presence and virtual environments;  

 there is the challenge of integrating subject knowledge, teaching practice and interdisciplinary aspects 
in ITE curricula;  

 quality assurance is key to ensure that an ITE programme is delivered according to stated objectives, 
actually meets teacher learning needs and yields expected results;  

 clear-cut structures and roles for monitoring ITE programmes are needed, within a shared quality 
framework (about consistent aims, outcomes and assessment - e.g. threshold competence levels of 
teacher candidates) (Menter et al. 2010; Zgaga 2013).  

Initial teacher education has been increasingly influenced by international developments such as the 
Education & Training 2020 strategies and the European Higher Education Area development (EHEA) (Biesta 
2012). Becoming ‘universitized’ and increasingly master-level, teacher education has been affected by the 
changes affecting universities across Europe, following the Bologna process. Trends of ‘comparability and 
compatibility’ have meant pressure towards convergent teacher education practices, strengthening 
international academic cooperation – e.g. in the TUNING project, with EHEA-consistent guidelines for 
teacher education programmes and competence-based outcomes (TUNING 2005).  

However, there have been challenges for teacher education arising from the implementation of the EHEA, 
with diverse national interpretations. This is due to the frequent mismatch between national teacher 
qualifications and general higher education requirements. There can also be quality assurance issues in 
teacher education, characterised by the competing pressures of international influences, university 
autonomy and state control. Student mobility in European teacher education is another major issue: it lags 
far behind other study areas, due to national obstacles of time frames and regulations (Zgaga 2013).  
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5. What counts for effective2 initial teacher education  
Teachers need “highly refined knowledge and skills for assessing pupil learning… and a wide repertoire of 
practice – along with the knowledge to know when to use different strategies for different purposes 
(Darling-Hammond 2006).” They must be prepared to recognize and address problems in a complex 
classroom, juggling the learning needs of all – continuing to learn themselves as adaptive experts.  

If they need to become ‘practically wise’, making sound choices that fit education aims and specific needs, 
they can only learn in a wide range of practical situations, and by ‘studying’ mastery examples (Biesta 
2012). Teachers must learn for practice but also from practice and initial teacher education must not only 
provide knowledge, but also help teachers to access it and reflect on their practice.  

Initial teacher education needs to provide student teachers with the opportunity to engage in reflective 
discussions with experienced teachers and teacher educators. The knowledge that is necessary for expert 
teaching (planning and thinking before, during and after action) is embedded in the context of the 
classroom. It requires student teachers analysing and discussing ideas about teaching with experienced 
teachers and teacher educators – to make explicit what is often tacit for experts, and link it to their own 
learning to teach. Initial teacher education must also be powerful enough to break student teachers’ 
conditioning – helping them understand that teaching is different from what they remember from being 
students (Darling-Hammond 2006). 

Such complexities suggest three key priorities in preparing for the profession:  

 enabling teachers to acquire basic classroom teaching competence to do satisfactory work from the 
start of the career; 

 preparing them for situations where they will need to keep on learning on their own, on the basis of 
classroom experience; 

 preparing them to respond critically to demands for innovation and improvement (Hagger and 
McIntyre 2006). 

Research suggests a number of factors for effective initial teacher education (Darling-Hammond 2006; 
Hagger and McIntyre 2006): 

(a) an extensive, structured teaching practice, with different learning opportunities (including informal 
work-based learning) and incremental levels of difficulty, to fit student teachers’ development; 

(b) sustained, structured mentoring, with set time and opportunities for modelling, practice, assessment, 
support and feedback, by school professionals who are trained for the task; 

(c) an individualized focus on student teachers as reflective learners – whose beliefs, experiences and 
concerns should be taken into account and discussed in ITE, in order to allow for successful learning; 

(d) opportunities for student teachers’ ‘reflective practice’  – critically examining their own ideas about 
teaching against a variety of sources – by observation of teaching, practice in class, debate with expert 
teachers and peers, research, dialogue with teacher educators and mentors; 

(e) an integrated ITE curriculum that can support student teachers’ critical thinking, teaching and learning 
with relevant knowledge, understanding and research; 

(f)  effective partnerships between ITE providers/universities and schools, with joint responsibilities and 
structured roles for planning, management, monitoring and assessment. 

These perspectives tie in with key aspects of effective initial teacher education programmes shown by case 
studies (Zeichner and Conklin 2008): 
                                                           

2
  Throughout the text, ‘effective’ means ‘related to intended results’ – what works in specific situations and 

contexts. Although research finds little hard evidence of causal links between teacher quality, teacher education 
and pupil outcomes, there is widespread professional agreement that they are related. The difficulty of connecting 
teacher preparation and pupil outcomes is due to the complex nature of factors in schooling and experimental 
studies (Menter et al. 2010). 
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 a common vision of good teaching and defined standards of professional practice; 
 clarity and consistency of aims, outcomes and curriculum content; 
 effective organization and coordination of activities and assessment,  
 consistent selection procedures of candidates along ITE and across different roles or contexts; 
 preparation and collaboration of quality teacher educators, in school and university; 
 experimentation, reflection on innovation and practice-based research in instructional practices; 
 extended teaching practice in a school’s professional community that shares the vision and values of 

the ITE programme. 
Implications and issues for key aspects are discussed in detail in the following subchapters. 

5.1. Consistency of aims and organization  
ITE programmes need clearly articulated aims so that all stakeholders (student teachers, university teacher 
educators, school educators and others) follow the same guiding principles and share a good awareness of 
the key programme components – providing student teachers with consistent support in all areas of their 
professional practice. Connectedness and coherence are extremely important, since the guiding ideas of 
the ITE programme have the greatest impact on teacher learning (Zeichner and Conklin 2008). Programme 
slogans, therefore, should  be checked in the particular contexts where they are enacted.  

In internal evaluation, an effective use of a variety of evaluation data at grassroots level is important for 
guiding programme improvement: decision making can be informed by surveys and interviews of staff and 
students, case studies, follow-up monitoring of student teachers’ induction and retention, and observation 
of practices involving different institutions and actors (Kirby et al. 2006). A quality feedback loop, 
recurrently linking internal evaluation, improvement plans and external evaluation can bring further 
benefits (Harford et al. 2012).  

5.2. Selection and support of candidates and teacher educators 
The criteria for selecting teacher candidates into ITE should be clearly linked with key programme aims, 
processes and roles; the degree of selectivity applied at different stages also matters. In entry assessment 
procedures, academic excellence in subject knowledge should count as it is has been proven to be 
beneficial to student learning (Goe 2007). Attitudes to teaching and young people should also be 
considered. The assessment of student teachers at the end of ITE should span knowledge about 
pedagogical practices, contents and environments, as well as professional skills and attitudes to help all 
students learn – against reference frameworks of competences (European Commission 2012b; Vaillant and 
Manso 2013). 

Clear distinctions between formative and summative assessment should inform student monitoring 
throughout initial teacher education – separating formative assessment processes for orientation, support 
and growth (e.g. professional dialogues and reflection between teacher educators and student teachers) 
from summative assessment linked to selection stages (e.g. academic assignments) (Howe 2006). 

The selection of qualified teacher educators should be based on their profiles as professional practice 
models in the academic and teaching field, including the capacity for self-assessment related to their 
students’ learning and teaching. It should be followed up by systematic monitoring of their performance 
and professional development support (NCATE 2008; European Commission 2013b). 

5.3. Integration of ITE curriculum areas  
Teacher education curricula need to reflect the changing needs of the school system. The modern 
professional role involves “… teaching an increasingly diverse range of learners, values education, literacy 
and numeracy across the curriculum, using assessment data effectively, engaging in action research and 
self-review, collaborating in school teams (including inter-agency working) and integrating technology 
effectively” (Menter et al. 2010). 

Three integrated core curriculum areas can generally be found in effective ITE curricula: 
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 subject area aspects/methodologies; 

 transversal/pedagogical aspects (linking knowledge of pupils’ ways of learning, school curricula and 
strategies to deal with diversity in the classroom); 

 teaching practice and supervision (Snoek and Žogla 2009). 

The integration of the three core areas is strategic for student teachers’ learning, with a pivotal role for 
reflective practice and dialogue, addressing prior beliefs and experiences about schooling (Conway et al. 
2009). The weight, balance and placement of the curricular areas also matter; they mirror views on 
education aims and the roles of teaching professionals (Snoek and Žogla 2009). A good balance between 
theory and practice enables teaching to be viewed as a problem-solving or research-in-action activity, 
closely linked to students’ learning and progress (Garbe et al. 2009). 

The way of dealing with fundamental aspects of teaching counts. For instance, the diversity issue ought to 
be infused into several programme elements; likewise, research should permeate different curricular areas 
– research methodologies, practice-based research in schools, supervised research project assignments 
(Niemi 2008). Initial teacher education is also crucial to provide teachers with knowledge of innovative 
approaches to ICT, encourage them to experiment with digital technologies and reflect on their impact in 
teaching specific subjects. The impact of ICT on effective learning seems to depend on the approach (Ala-
Mutka, Punie and Redecker 2008); supporting teachers’ use of ICT for learning ‘as an aware choice’ rather 
than an external imperative can boost their role as catalysts of innovation (Learnovation Consortium 2009). 
Consistency of pedagogies in curriculum delivery, the way student teachers are taught should reflect what 
is advocated for pupils: they should learn innovative teaching practices firsthand to compare and consider 
their value, and be assisted in implementing those practices themselves. Case studies say that effective 
programmes integrate learning about teaching and the actual problems of practice by means of strategies 
such as case studies, practice-based research, portfolios and performance assessments (Darling-Hammond 
2006). 

5.4. The key role of school practice and partnerships  
 Evidence strongly recommends an extended school practice (at least 30 weeks), interwoven with 
coursework and carefully mentored3 (Darling-Hammond 2006). Student teachers should be actively 
involved in planning the practice activities and defining learning outcomes (European Commission 2009). 
The amount and sequence of specific coursework, supervision and reflection activities in relation to 
teaching practice are key, to help develop teachers’ ‘practical wisdom’ as related to professional values. 
Applying knowledge to practice experience can thus provide opportunities for reconstructing prior beliefs 
that are inconsistent with effective teaching (Darling-Hammond 2000).  

The choice of teaching practice sites and mentors is crucial for effectiveness; it should align what is 
advocated in university courses about teaching and learning, and what is practised in school contexts 
(Hammerness 2006). Another relevant factor is the way each practice experience builds on the previous 
ones - in adding more responsibility and complexity, while fitting individual needs and development stages 
of the student teacher (Brouwer and Korthagen 2005).  

Evidence suggests that teacher learning is enhanced in school practice contexts as professional 
communities - where teachers get along and have regular professional dialogue with one another, with 
strong leadership and adequate teaching resources. Sustained observation and feedback opportunities for 
student teachers - to observe and be observed, discuss teaching and get regular feedback on their 
performance - are of paramount importance in providing both instructional and emotional support. 
Teacher educators’ joint planning and responsibility for practice, with mixed school-university steering 
teams, have proved to be effective, together with joint assessment of student teachers, in long-standing 
school-university partnerships (Hagger and McIntyre 2006). 

                                                           

3
 Throughout the text, ‘mentor’ means ‘school-based teacher educator’, and ‘mentoring’ means the support of 

student teachers by expert teachers/teacher educators in schools. 
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6. A comparative overview on initial teacher education in Europe4 

6.1. Main features of ITE  
Qualifications and routes. ITE qualifications in Europe tend to be four- or five-year university degrees; ITE is 
mostly at master level for upper secondary teachers (Eurydice 2013). Flexibility in teacher education routes 
is provided by alternative pathways into teaching – shorter, employment-based, fast-track programmes 
(e.g. for career changers). However, they are not very widespread in Europe. They are present in eight 
countries (DE, LU, LV, NL, NO, PL, SE, UK en5), sometimes only for specific school levels or subjects, with the 
stated purpose of tackling the shortage or uneven distribution of teachers in disadvantaged schools. While 
small-scale providers, embedded in the local education community system, can better promote 
professional identity building and integrate teachers’ learning experiences across career stages, larger 
higher education institutions can give knowledge input by high-level experts, access to research and 
superior resources (Lewin and Stuart 2003). 

Structure. For teachers of lower school levels (ISCED 0-1), the concurrent model of ITE is largely 
predominant. The concurrent model provides general course components (e.g. subject and educational 
studies) and professional ones (with a specific focus on teaching, including school practice) at the same 
time, from the start of the programme. The consecutive model (providing professional components after 
general ones) is offered mostly to upper secondary teachers, usually after a subject specific undergraduate 
degree. The situation is more mixed for lower secondary education, where there can be either models, or 
both allowed across countries. The weight of professional components in the ITE programme is generally 
higher for lower level teachers, ranging from an average of 20 % (ISCED 2-3) to one third/one fourth of the 
whole programme (ISCED 0-1).  

After ITE and teacher qualification, formal induction (structured, extended support for beginning teachers) 
is present to some degree in seventeen countries (in Luxembourg it is embedded in professional ITE, for 
secondary teachers). Induction mainly involves mentoring in schools with experienced teachers, who are 
sometimes specifically trained. It usually includes regular meetings, assistance or advice about lesson 
planning, job shadowing; it can often entail also course modules, seminars or workshops at ITE institutions. 
Although there is cooperation between school and university providers, its extent may vary. If formal 
induction programmes are absent, at least mentoring support measures for new teachers are generally in 
place.  

6.2. Evaluation and quality assurance 6 
In most countries, evaluation regulations for higher education apply to ITE. Evaluation is compulsory or 
recommended in most countries (Eurydice 2006, 2013). There can be specific criteria for ITE, sometimes 
about a specific stage or aspect (evaluation of school practice provision in Ireland; final ‘on-the-job’ phase 
in Germany). Regulations often entail more than one procedure, with external and internal evaluation. 
Given the complexity of ITE, there might be separate evaluations for different components, organization 
aspects, settings or stages.  

External evaluation for ITE programmes is often carried out by independent quality assurance agencies for 
tertiary education. In four countries, responsibility lies only with top-level education authorities (the 

                                                           

4
  The following overview draws on several sources, covering the period 2006-2013: Eurydice, European Schoolnet 

and Joint Research Centre reports; studies on ITE and the teaching profession funded by the European 
Commission; European project reports (TUNING, Teacher Education for Inclusion); studies supporting ITE policy 
reform in Ireland and Scotland; OECD studies on education, teachers and teacher education. Eurydice data refer to 
the 30 Eurydice countries; other documents may cover a smaller number. Efforts have been made for a 
representative picture to be as wide and updated as possible.  

5
  Where it is not specified, UK means the United Kingdom; specific distinctions for Scotland and England are noted. 

6
  This subchapter refers to the 30 Eurydice countries. 
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ministry) that in turn can appoint external evaluation teams (AT, DE, ES, TR). In some national contexts (CY, 
FR, NL, RO, UK en) the Inspectorate for school education is involved, or the Teaching Council (IE, UK sc). The 
external evaluation team can thus include peers, evaluation experts, inspectors and foreign experts; in 
some countries (BE nl, FI, NL, NO, SE) it is compulsory or recommended to include students. 

External evaluation criteria usually refer to higher education legislation and ITE regulations; qualification 
standards for teachers are also used in ten countries (BE, DE, EE, LT, LV, NL, PL, RO, SE, UK). As for scope, 
many countries focus on almost all of the following: internal evaluation results, curriculum content and 
balance, instructional strategies, assessment, management of school practice and partnerships, human 
resources management (qualifications and CPD of teacher educators), infrastructures. Half of the countries 
also take into account students’ attitudes and opinions. In four countries with no regulations about 
evaluation scope (AT, DK, FI, SE), it is decided by the external evaluator or evaluated institutions. In Finland, 
the evaluation body can agree evaluation details with the ministry, and receive suggestions from ITE 
institutions and student unions. 

Internal evaluation results are often the bases for external evaluation, and have to be considered in almost 
all countries. In a feedback loop, internal evaluation is obliged or advised to take into account external 
evaluation results in thirteen countries. Guidelines about internal evaluation for ITE providers are given in 
many countries (e.g. BE fr, BG, EL, ES, HU, IS, LT, NL, PL, PT); on the other hand, no regulations about 
internal evaluation criteria exist in several cases (AT, CZ, DK, FI, LU, SE, SI, UK en).  

External evaluation usually relies on site visits (interviews of students, staff and management) and internal 
evaluation reports. In Finland, additional methods are used (portfolios, peer evaluation, self-evaluation 
reports and benchmarking). In some countries, class observations of student teachers are compulsory (BE, 
BG, CZ, CY, EE, ES, LV, UK en). The frequency of external evaluation can vary greatly between and within 
countries; the highest frequency is one year (e.g. IE and UK en), the lowest twelve years (e.g. in CZ). Regular 
evaluation intervals are usually determined centrally, and linked to ITE accreditation or renewal; their 
timing is usually adjusted to tie with internal evaluations – whose highest frequency is one year (e.g. CZ, DE, 
HU, UK sc).  

In most countries, external evaluation can be linked with penalties or incentives (accreditation and funding) 
as well as follow-up. In five countries, the purpose of external evaluation is mainly formative (BE nl, EL, FI, 
IE, IS). In internal evaluation regulations, an improvement plan is compulsory or recommended in several 
countries (seventeen), but it is not contemplated in many others (ten), due to institutional autonomy.  

6.3. Competence frameworks 
Teacher competence frameworks – reference sets describing what teachers should know and be able to do 
– exist in different forms and degrees of development in the vast majority of countries. Their value, use and 
recognition - as related to teacher education and other policy areas - widely vary, as do the roles of 
stakeholders (Eurydice 2013).  

Usually, the competence areas in these statements include subject and pedagogical knowledge, assessment 
skills, teamwork abilities, the social and interpersonal skills necessary for teaching, awareness of diversity 
issues, research skills, as well as organisational and leadership skills; they all make references to the eight 
European key competences for lifelong learning.  

The teacher competences may be grouped in thematic strands, according to the level of detail in the 
frameworks. These can be broad and consist of general statements or basic competence areas – e.g. 
assessment competences (e.g. BE fr, DK, FR, LT, IT, SI), which can be broken down into specific subject 
profile requirements (DE). At the other end of the range, competence frameworks can be detailed (e.g. ES, 
IE, NL, UK) - structured lists of knowledge, skills and attitudes, with indicators or can-do statements, 
distinguished by school level. 
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The majority of countries include the list of expected competences in guidelines for initial teacher 
education, as aims and outcomes – sometimes within an overall national education regulatory framework 
(AT, DK). In a few countries (EE, LV, NL, UK, RO), competence frameworks are issued as professional 
standards, and can be linked to career advancement or a teacher evaluation framework; in some cases they 
describe different levels of expertise, such as for provisional and full registration, career-long professional 
learning and middle leadership (e.g. UK sc).  

A continuum perspective about teacher competences, linking initial teacher education, induction and CPD, 
can increasingly be detected in policy reform across countries, for instance in Austria, Ireland, Latvia and 
Sweden; a long-standing tradition of comprehensive competence frameworks can be found in the 
Netherlands and Scotland, where frameworks are regularly revised and monitored by the responsible 
stakeholder bodies (European Commission 2013a).  

6.4. Selection of candidates  
Admission criteria and selection methods vary for content and number; decision making and 
responsibilities can involve the education authority, the ITE institution, or both (Eurydice 2013). The main 
prerequisite - holding the final upper secondary qualification (the only requirement in Austria and Belgium) 
- is complemented by bachelor qualification for access to master-level ITE programmes. Performance in 
upper secondary education is taken into account in about half of the countries; the outcomes of bachelor 
studies are considered in fourteen countries.  

Admission to initial teacher education seems to be governed mainly by entrance requirements for tertiary 
education – which entail a general examination in a large number of countries. Only a third of European 
countries have specific selection methods for ITE in place. Aptitude tests or interviews about candidates’ 
motivation to become a teacher are not administered in many countries, and are generally entrusted to 
programme providers. Specific selection methods are centrally determined in three countries (IT, LT, UK sc); 
on the other hand, selection is only determined at institutional level in five countries (DK, FI, PT, RO, SK). In 
several countries, further admission criteria and tests can be added by providers to central minimum 
requirements – sometimes as audits with formative and orientation aims, and follow-up support (BE nl, NL). 

In terms of competence in key skills such as literacy, numeracy, ICT, students' access to higher education 
institutions in ten countries is dependent on adequate outcomes of centrally developed tests or exams, 
about reading or the language of instruction (Eurydice 2011b). These tests set the competence 
requirements expected of students leaving secondary education or entering higher education; they do not 
only focus on reading skills but test other competences as well. In the United Kingdom (en), all student 
teachers, regardless of the training route, have to pass skills tests in numeracy, literacy and ICT before they 
can begin their induction period. The tests cover the core skills needed to fulfil a wider professional role in 
schools, rather than subject knowledge. 

6.5. Selection of teacher educators 
In most countries, teacher educators’ profiles are extremely varied because they work in wide-ranging 
settings. In 21 countries, qualifications required of university teacher educators are the same as those 
required of other academic teaching staff (a master’s or PhD degree). Teacher educators working in specific 
stages and settings (school mentoring, induction) are often expected to have specific training and 
experience (e.g. CY, EE, FR, PT). In half of European countries, teacher educators must have a teaching 
qualification themselves (in twelve countries, of the same school level as student teachers). In several 
countries, ITE providers have wide autonomy in deciding the qualifications of teacher educators (BE nl, CZ, 
LT, NL, SE, UK). In the Netherlands, the Dutch association of teacher educators (VELON) has set up a 
voluntary register and professional standards for teacher educators of all education levels.  

6.6. Key features of the curriculum 
In most European countries, ITE higher education providers enjoy a fair amount of autonomy in 
determining the curriculum, against national guidelines. These usually outline programme aims, contents 
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and outcomes, with varying degrees of detail - reflecting education policy priorities and links with school 
curricula. Some aspects of relevance are highlighted as follows. 

Teaching literacy and numeracy. There is a growing awareness that developing pupils' reading skills is an 
important issue for teachers teaching subjects other than the language of instruction. In three countries 
(FR, SE, UK) there are explicit initial teacher education recommendations for teaching reading that apply to 
all prospective teachers of other subjects. The skill of reading electronic texts via communication 
technologies is increasingly recommended as important in initial teacher education (International Reading 
Association 2009). However, only five European countries (CY, LV, LT, PL, UK sc) have central guidelines that 
explicitly mention enabling teachers to make pupils more proficient in reading via the new media. 

The maths subject knowledge of generalist teachers is assessed in about half of European countries - not 
only at the end of the ITE programme, but also with an entry examination (central exams in NL, FR, EL, UK). 
In countries where central regulations for ITE programmes specify curriculum areas and knowledge, 
mathematics teachers are often assessed also on subject teaching skills. The issues that are less frequently 
mentioned in math teacher education curricula include engagement with mathematical research and 
assessing students in mathematics (Eurydice 2011b).  

ICT for teaching and learning. The effective use of ICT for teaching and learning is included in ITE studies in 
over half of European countries (Eurydice 2011a). References to digital skills are present in many official 
guidelines on higher education and ITE; however, practical ICT-related pedagogical skills are rarely 
addressed. Actual implementation depends on the national governance and quality assurance system, and 
on the autonomy granted to providers. Where ITE curriculum regulations about ICT exist, they usually 
concern pedagogical issues and in most cases subject specific training. Seven countries specify a range of 
ICT skills that should be acquired (AT, ES, FR, LT, HU, PL, SK).  

European Schoolnet’s country reports on ICT in education provide some additional pointers for reflection. 
In Austria, teacher education institutions focus on e-learning strategies development and the pedagogical 
dimension of ICT, integrating instructional and technical aspects; however, there are no requirements 
about ICT use in school practice. In Norway, although ICT is conceived as embedded in relevant subjects in 
ITE, stakeholders think that it is not sufficiently integrated, and that new teachers lack necessary ICT 
competences (European Schoolnet 2013a, c).  

In Hungary, instead, ICT is included in the general, transversal methodological training module, regardless 
of specialist subjects. In Spain, ICT is compulsory in ITE for all levels of schooling; a mixture of theoretical 
and hands-on approach should enable teachers to use ICT in the classroom, reflect and investigate. In 
Switzerland, digital competences are considered as key, and integrated in the ITE curriculum as 
compulsory; ITE providers often have their own Media Centres for resources and support (European 
Schoolnet 2013b, d, e). 

Assessment and diversity. As regards the development of assessment strategies and skills within the ITE 
curriculum, a European survey (SITEP)7 indicates that portfolio assessment (which can well suit a 
competence-based ITE approach) is not covered in about a third of the generalist (primary/lower 
secondary) ITE programmes and in about a quarter of specialist mathematics/ science ITE programmes 
(Eurydice 2011b). On the other hand, prospective teachers are often assessed using portfolios – which 
might prepare them to use this type of assessment in their teaching. This seems to indicate that innovative 
forms of assessment are practiced, but not explicitly discussed during teacher education. Furthermore, few 

                                                           

7
  The SITEP survey on ITE Programmes in Mathematics and Science, carried out in 2010, included 815 higher 

education institutions across Europe that provide 2,225 ITE programmes for generalist primary/lower secondary 
education teachers. It aimed at information on the content of ITE programmes beyond official recommendations 
for higher education, and the way key competences for future math and science teachers are integrated in ITE 
programmes. 
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countries explicitly mention guidelines about preparing teachers to carry out various forms of literacy and 
reading assessment (Eurydice 2011c). 

The role of research. In most countries, central guidelines for ITE programmes require the development of 
student-teachers' knowledge about and skills in educational research - understanding of research, 
methodologies and practice research work (often linked to a dissertation) (Eurydice 2011c). Involving 
student teachers in practice-based research is recommended in 12 countries.  

The set of final competences to be mastered usually contains clear references to research skills - with 
Finland’s foremost example of  a research-based ITE curriculum. In Belgium (Fr), one of the competences to 
be developed relates to a critical overview of past developments and future trends in educational research. 
In Belgium (nl), one of the basic competences is linked to the idea of the teacher as researcher. In Spain, 
central teacher education requirements mention the capacity to critically analyse the teaching process on 
the basis of quality indicators; guidelines on research modules mention the ability to develop and 
implement research, innovation and evaluation projects.  

In the United Kingdom, one of the professional standards for qualified teachers is the ability to evaluate the 
effectiveness of one’s own teaching and identify areas for improvement. ITE providers usually set written 
assignments based on professional enquiry, underpinned by one’s own and others’ research. In Scotland, 
students are usually asked to undertake a research project on teaching practice, reporting results in a 
dissertation; in one-year ITE routes (e.g. Post-Graduate Diploma in Education), students are expected to 
plan an investigation, and encouraged to implement it during induction.  

Only a minority of teacher education programmes report using partnerships with external stakeholders 
(e.g. schools) for carrying out research (Eurydice 2011b). Therefore, there seems to be further 
opportunities for enhancing collaboration with external institutions for research on innovative teaching 
approaches in educating teachers.  

6.7. School practice8 
School practice varies greatly between countries, and is usually longer for teachers of lower school levels 
(though it is the same for all levels in one third of EU countries). The minimum recommended length can 
range from 20 hours (HR) to 1,065 hours (UK en); in many countries it totals 200 hours, while it is below 
that figure in ten countries. In eight countries there is no regulation about the minimum length of practice, 
which is decided by ITE providers (Eurydice 2013).  

Practice is considered an essential and integrated part of ITE in several countries, and is planned with 
incremental degrees of difficulty throughout the programme, under the joint supervision and assessment 
of university and school teacher educators; the final year often entails student teachers’ experiencing the 
full range of teaching responsibilities. In some countries, university teacher educators carry out regular 
class observations and feedback discussions with student teachers; school practice assessment may 
condition programme completion (DK, IE). Practice schools may be selected by ITE institutions and/or the 
ministry, according to the country; regulations can define several criteria for school selection (e.g. the 
availability of experienced mentors), such as in Lithuania. In some countries student teachers have a say in 
the choice of the school, among a range of options (e.g. BE nl, EE) (EADSNE TE4I Country reports 2010).  

In Denmark (compulsory education) school practice is defined as an individual subject (36 ECTS), and 
integrated with coursework, with joint implementation and review by university and school. A close 
integration between pedagogical courses in ITE and school practice is prescribed also in Finland and 
Norway. In Austria, where school practice is usually organized in weekly blocks, monitoring and support 

                                                           

8
  The information in this section comes from Eurydice 2013 key data, complemented by country reports from the 

‘Teacher Education for Inclusion/TE4I’ project, based on 2010 data. Country examples are given when relevant for 
effective ITE aspects mentioned in chapter 5.  
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processes have been developed by ITE institutions to allow a close interaction of theory and practice (e.g. 
whole-day practical experience with after-school supervision) (EADSNE TE4I Country reports 2010). 

In Estonia, regular feedback on teaching practice and self-assessment support by teacher educators are 
complemented by student teachers’ construction of a portfolio, finally discussed with peers and teacher 
educators. A final discussion on the practice experience, involving all actors (student teachers, teacher 
educators and mentors, school administration) is also prescribed in Lithuanian ITE. In Germany, the so-
called ‘second stage’ of ITE, of variable length in different regions (usually more than a year) integrates 
guided and independent teaching practice in schools with subject-related didactics seminars at ITE 
institutions. In Sweden, an ITE institution for compulsory schooling (Borås University College) integrates the 
standard 30-week supervised practice with small ‘mentor groups’ where student teachers, led by a mentor, 
regularly reflect and discuss their development, teaching experiences and issues. Cyprus links school 
practice and induction through the ESF-programme ‘Mentor’, which trains expert teachers as mentors for 
new teachers in schools (EADSNE TE4I Country reports 2010).   

6.8. Policy context 
Governance. At the system level, the balance between autonomy/trust (in ITE providers) and control/ 
prescription (by education authorities or other bodies) reflects prevailing traditions and trends of 
centralized or decentralized administration in each country.  

In 24 countries, general national guidelines about ITE are centrally provided by the ministry and are mainly 
concerned with issues of programme length, qualifications, overall content, outcomes and implementation 
frameworks (e.g. ECTS credits for each module and the whole programme), within the Bologna process and 
national qualification framework. In federal countries (AT, DE, ES, UK) each state has a specific ITE 
jurisdiction, against the national legislation background. In three countries only, ITE institutions have full 
independence in defining ITE curricula (EL, LU, MT); at the other end of the range, ITE curricula in France 
and the UK are largely defined at national level (Finnish Institute for Educational Research 2009).  

Countries’ accountability cultures, together with policy priorities about teacher quality, retention and the 
attractiveness of the profession, are relevant for their approaches to ITE implementation and reform – 
against the background of European policy trends. In countries where the national accountability system 
supports innovation on the local and school level backed by strong leadership, with the alignment and 
synergy of aims and goals in different education subsystems, the chances of successful implementation of 
reforms about ITE and teacher quality are higher (Michel and Halász 2011).  

Recruitment, employment status and the labour market. Open recruitment – where the responsibility for 
screening and selecting teachers for posts is decentralized and lies with the school or local education 
authority – is becoming predominant across Europe. Competitive recruitment is still present as the only 
method in a minority of countries (EL, ES, FR, MT, TR) – usually in the form of central, selective 
examinations. Candidate lists submitted to education authorities are used in few countries (e.g. BE fr, CY, 
LU, PT), sometimes as parallel to other recruitment forms (IT). In many countries, teachers are employees 
with contractual status; in a number of others, teachers have civil servant status, sometimes alongside 
other contractual options. Teacher demand/ supply ratios usually reflect issues of shortage and retention in 
those countries where teachers have more freedom to apply for jobs, choose or change schools (open 
recruitment), while surplus of supply is predominant where teachers are selected and appointed to schools 
according to selective examination results and national grading systems (competitive recruitment). 

6.9. Policy reform and the teacher education continuum: country examples 
Some countries have endeavoured to develop and implement ITE policy as embedded in comprehensive 
education system reforms, with the involvement of key stakeholders. 

In Sweden, national reform of ITE study programmes with the 2010 Education Act ‘Top of the Class’, 
following up Bologna requirements, has led to a clearer definition of the three main ITE curriculum areas - 
subject studies, educational studies (60 ECTS), practice (30 ECTS) - with four professional degrees according 
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to school levels. Within decentralized governance, initial teacher education is steered by centrally 
determined goals and learning outcomes under the responsibility of higher education institution providers. 
Since July 2012 new teachers completing ITE and induction have to register to get permanent employment; 
registration certifies teachers are able to carry out assessment and mentoring, and can be withdrawn in 
case of misconduct or neglect. A related 2010 Education Act introduces career progression for senior 
teachers with advanced qualifications who demonstrate excellent teaching for at least 4 years, and tightens 
requirements for permanent teacher employment. Recent legislation also links national quality assurance 
for higher education providers with incentives in order to promote better learning outcomes, intensifying 
the frequency of regular quality evaluations by the HEI national agency.   

Finland has developed a successful model for research-based ITE (in place for 30 years now) within an 
overall collaborative system of curriculum reform, based in education institutions (schools and universities). 
The system is founded on flexibility and loose standards - building on good practices and innovations, the 
setting of learning targets and networking - through steering by information and support. Intelligent 
accountability policies have gradually built a culture of trust-based professionalism which values the 
judgement of teacher educators, teachers and school leaders. ITE entry selection is high stakes, due to the 
high professional status and application rate; assessment emphasis during ITE, however, is on formative 
support for reflective practice. Student teachers are asked to complete small-scale inquiries before 
submitting a practice-based research MA thesis; although induction is not compulsory, there are national 
mentoring programmes to support new teachers, as well as professional development schools. Studies 
highlight Finnish ITE’s successful elements: student teachers’ practice research in the classroom and 
teacher educators’ variety of methods to prepare teachers who reflect and experiment, with a focus on 
pupil learning (Menter et al. 2010).  

Ireland is another country where teacher professional status is quite high. A 2009 study commissioned by 
the Teaching Council underpinned recent ITE policy development, outlining key recommendations for 
effective, career-long teacher learning (Conway et al. 2009). The drive for change did not originate from 
widespread pressure for major reform, but rather from national reviews recommending greater coherence 
and integration for the teacher education continuum. The establishment of the Teaching Council in 2006 
boosted debate and strategic planning on how to link the three I’s – Initial Teacher Education, Induction 
and In-service professional development. The continuum of teacher education framework in Ireland is 
focused on five linked dimensions – teachers’ roles, quality teaching, the professional life-cycle, teacher 
learning and relationships. It highlights teacher’s expanding, collegial professionalism and interactive work, 
the need for multiple context-related career pathways, and the key role of induction. The development, 
implementation and revision of a teacher competence framework was managed by the Teaching Council, 
and reflects the ownership and involvement of the profession by means of repeated consultation rounds. It 
comprised the development of a professional code of conduct, a strategy for the review and accreditation 
of ITE programmes (inputs, processes and outcomes), and developing competence standards for the career 
entry stage (standards for full registration).  The guidelines for accreditation of ITE programmes were aimed 
at setting a limited number of general, flexible, accessible programme outcomes and achievable, 
measurable, assessable student learning outcomes.  

The Netherlands’ tradition of decentralized education governance leaves responsibility for curriculum 
content to ITE providers, within national frameworks for teacher competences and the knowledge base of 
ITE curricula (subject specific and general requirements). The two frameworks aim to provide common 
theoretical ground for ITE curricula, highlighting basic requirements for teachers’ competences 
(interpersonal, organizational, pedagogical, subject teaching) in working with others, in workplaces and on 
their own. The competence frameworks are subjected to regular evaluation processes, with clear 
definitions of roles and responsibilities of stakeholders involved. Teachers’ professional development and 
recruitment are entrusted to school institutions – against the background of the professional standards and 
register, which give a key role to unions and professional bodies. Current education policy (the Teacher 
2020 action plan) aims at raising the standard of education from good to outstanding, addressing teacher 
recruitment and retention, employment conditions for teachers and education governance. It includes a 
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teacher development grant (for additional university qualifications, or special needs education), more job 
diversification about posts and salary scales, as well as a register for teachers’ professional development 
(compulsory from 2017). Other related strategies for teacher quality include action plans for school 
improvement, secondary education and vocational education, tightening up examination requirements, as 
well as boosting the quality of school leaders.  

Scotland’s initial teacher education is embedded in a system characterized by the action of the General 
Teaching Council (since 1996) and the presence of four sets of professional standards describing career 
stages (introduced in 2000, revised in 2013) – with an emphasis on research, attitudes and values (such as 
social justice) rather than on technical skills. With a continuum perspective, the 2001 agreement Teacher 
Education for the 21st century introduced CPD entitlement of 35 hours per year for all teachers, a 
professional learning scheme, an induction scheme and a two-stage review of ITE. The 2001 agreement 
involved government, employers and unions, reflecting a high level of trust and respect among policy 
stakeholders. Peer-based policy evaluation characterizes teacher education, together with the promotion 
of self-evaluation, cooperation and reflection. Local and national education authorities (including inspector 
bodies) have supported teachers’ learning communities to promote change in teaching and assessment, as 
well as school-university collaborative projects.  The induction system established in 2002 provides 
structured mentoring and continuing support after induction. Career progression options were introduced 
with the chartered teacher programme (about MA or vocational qualifications) and the programme for 
headship development. The introduction of the 2010 Curriculum for Excellence school policy action has 
influenced teacher education at all levels, increasing teachers’ responsibilities, with a focus on links 
between teacher education, curriculum and educational outcomes. Scotland’s ITE has been praised for its 
‘developmental’ approach focused on teacher learning rather than on a regulatory use of professional 
standards (Conway et al. 2009).  
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7. Policy pointers  
The following pointers highlight priorities and recurring issues of initial teacher education as embedded in 
the wider education system. They are concerned with roles, responsibilities and strategies for effective 
policy implementation and improvement.   

Policy priorities  Recurring issues in member states 

 clear reference frameworks for selection along teacher education, 
with basic competence requirements for different stages, linked to 
education priorities; 

 attracting a wider, diverse pool of teacher applicants – e.g. by 
flexible, multiple entry and exit pathways along teacher education; 

 effective mechanisms for (re-)orientation and support of 
weak/struggling candidates and professionals along the teacher 
education continuum 

 close links between teacher education institutions and schools 
(with a two-way flow of expertise and knowledge on learning and 
teaching) 

 lack of shared, clear, effective indications about 
key pre-requisites of teacher candidates’ 
knowledge, skills and attitudes 

 absent/inadequate ITE entry selection  

 ITE selection focus on subject/academic 
requirements (overlooking professional attitudes) 

 selection filters in few, fixed stages of teacher 
education  

 teacher demand/supply mismatch (lack/surplus 
of ITE candidates, retention issues) 

 teaching career/attractiveness issues 
(professional incentives, working conditions, age 
profiles) 

 a consistent use of teacher competence frameworks along the 
teacher education continuum, with a focus  on teacher, school and 
pupil improvement 

 stakeholders’ agreement on key teacher competence 
requirements – starting with core/threshold competences as ITE 
outcomes  

 consistent, realistic teacher assessment mechanisms in ITE, 
actually shared by schools and university providers (linking ITE aims 
and outcomes, assessment criteria and learning opportunities) 

 alignment of key assessment criteria/ mechanisms in ITE, 
induction and CPD  

 this requires policy on ITE to be embedded in a broader policy on 
the whole continuum of teacher education  

 teacher competence descriptions in regulations 
remain on paper 

 diversity, inconsistency or autonomy in ITE, 
induction and CPD provision 

 fragmentation of responsibilities and roles across 
the teacher education continuum 

 diversity of teacher educator profiles, 
preparation, coordination and commitment in 
ITE, induction and CPD  

 low professional/academic mobility of teaching 
candidates/professionals abroad  

 quality control of ITE with a focus on:  
o ITE outcomes (core teacher competence requirements) 
o key ITE curriculum features: 

- integration of areas 
- research on practice 
- reflective practice 
- ICT 
- inclusion 
- delivery. 

o ITE organization: 
- school practice length 
- mentoring 
- school partnerships, with clear roles/responsibilities 
- teacher educator selection and professional development. 

 an overall quality assurance system for ITE and education 
improvement, with: 
- regular quality loops linking internal and external evaluation of 

ITE providers 
- flexible criteria, to fit context needs and stakeholder requests  
- links between teacher, school and system evaluation (aims 

and outcomes) 
- alignment of key evaluation aims, roles and processes on 

different levels (ministry, teacher education providers, school 
leaders, teacher educators) 

- specific preparation/training of school leaders and teacher 
educators in assessing/supervising student teachers’ school 
practice. 

 bureaucratic approaches to teacher competence 
requirements or standards, focused on 
compliance to regulations and procedures 

 fragmented or weak responsibilities of key 
stakeholders for ITE quality control, monitoring 
and  improvement  

 bureaucratic or weak quality assurance 
approaches in education  
 

 



17 
 

Finally, the following mind-map gives a system view of Initial Teacher Education as linked with other 
subsystems, such as school education, quality assurance and governance.  
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