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Acknowledgments

At the beginning of October 2002 the UNESCO mandated the School of Education of
the Zurich University of Applied Sciences (PHZH) to produce a case study on the
issue of instructional time and teaching subjects in the canton of Zurich. The working
paper on hand formulates the result of the survey, which took place in October and
November of this year.

The task was to depict the changes in time distribution and teaching subjects at kin-
dergarten, compulsory school and gymnasium (secondary level II) in the canton of
Zurich in the course of the last twelve years.

The study is based on the following documents and statements:

- The lesson timetables in the respective curricula

- Jurisdiction documents (legal basis)

- Specific evaluation reports

- Decisions of the Educational Council of the Canton of Zurich

- Recommendations of the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education

- Inquiries with various experts in the cantonal education administration,

- Inquiries with the headmasters of different gymnasiums

- Interviews with the headmasters of communal schools

- Interviews and discussions with teachers of secondary school and the gymnasium

- Visit in a high level and a middle level secondary school

Changes in time distributions are seldom. The most exciting finding was to realize the
fact that lesson timetables take precedence over curriculum subjects, academic
content, and school organisation. At school (and not only there) time is always
scarce: in contrast to the never-ending growing and changing amount of knowledge
time is limited. Structural transformation, new topics and projects obviously challenge
the school and its staff. This antagonism implies a fundamental question which can-
not be answered within the limited scope of this study: Why is in the field of educa-
tional systems the limitation of available time only debated indirectly? Why are ques-
tions such as «What is too much, what can be omitted» not discussed when new
contents or new subjects are introduced?

Anna-Verena Fries, Doris Edelmann

Zurich, 30 November 2002
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1. The structure of the education system

1.1 Introduction
Due to Switzerland’s federal structure – Switzerland is a confederation consisting of
26 cantons – the distribution of authority in the area of education is rather complex
and diverse. Each canton maintains its own Department of Education, which regu-
lates the educational system. For this reason, goals for compulsory schooling, upper
secondary education, and eight out of ten universities are regulated by the cantonal
school laws. Only the framework of the two ranges of post compulsory education at
secondary second level II (vocational education and gymnasium (grammar school) is
set up by national authorities. The responsibility for the national coordination is offi-
cially placed in the hands of the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Educa-
tion (EDK). Its resolutions are recommendations which are not mandatory for the
cantonal parliaments and administrations.

In all cantons of Switzerland compulsory education lasts for nine years, with a mini-
mum of thirty-eight weeks of schooling per year. It comprises primary and lower sec-
ondary education. In the canton of Zurich the responsibility for kindergarten is as-
sumed at the communal level.

In Switzerland the development of the curriculum thus takes place in a highly frag-
mented school system and in diversified processes of decision-making and opinion
formation. Hence, readers of this case study of the canton of Zurich need to be re-
minded of the fact that the following description provides a general outline, but there
are likely to be regional and institutional differences.

With its 1,2 million inhabitants, Zurich is the most populous canton in Switzerland (~7
million habitants). From kindergarten to university there are about 218,000 students –
the term student is used for registered pupils throughout all education phases – and
16,500 teachers.

Tab. 1The education system in the canton of Zurich (simplified)

Kindergarten: 1-2 years (communal)

Cantonal Guidelines
Ú

Primary school: 6 years

Curriculum of the Public School (Lehrplan der Volksschule)

Ú Selection of students in two ranges Ú

Range of secondary school: 3 years

Curriculum of the Public School

Ú Selection of students in two ranges             Ú

Range of gymnasium: 6 years

National Curriculum Framework &

Particular School Curricula Ú

Vocational education 2- 4 years

National Curriculum Framework
for the subjects of general edu-

cation

Final examination: Lehrab-
schlussprüfung / Berufsmatur

Gymnasium 4 years

National Curriculum Framework &

Particular School Curricula

Final examination: Matura

                      Ú

                      Ú

Final examination:
Matura

Nine year compulsory school
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1.2 A typical school career in the canton of Zurich
In order to make it easier to understand the cantonal system of education we give an
example of a typical school career.

Kindergarten

At the age of 4 Susan enters kindergarten. The communities at the local level organ-
ise this pre-school institution, and it is voluntary. Susan attends kindergarten just like
88% of all children for two years, having about 16 to 18 lessons (cantonal recom-
mendation) per week or even more. Besides recommended guidelines there is nei-
ther a curriculum nor a lesson timetable. Reading and writing is not taught at this
level.

Lower stage of primary school 1st to 3rd year

At the age of 6 Susan enters the first class of the lower stage of primary school in a
school situated in the vicinity of her home where she lives with her parents. During
the 38 weeks of the first year Susan attends school for 19 lessons a week, in the two
years following three hours more consecutively. Susan has one female teacher who
teaches the whole range of subjects in compliance with the lesson timetable stipu-
lated by the cantonal curriculum that covers the compulsory school as a whole.

Upper stage of primary school 4th to 6th year

Susan has to change the class when entering the upper stage of primary school. She
has a new teacher in the same school as before. In the 4th year of primary school she
is taught 27 hours per week, in the 5th and in the 6th the number of lessons rises to
29. By the end of the fifth year Susan’s teacher forces her to work hard during the
next year so that he will be able to allocate her to type A after the 6th grade of secon-
dary school. As Susan is growing and has problems typical of puberty her academic
performance declines except for mathematics, and she has to enter type B of secon-
dary school.1 Susan is far from entering the long-term gymnasium that includes the
first years of secondary school gymnasium.

First stage of secondary school 7th to 9th year

Susan attends the type B of secondary school for three years. As she lives in a
community that has introduced the model of the «divided secondary school» (geg-
liederte Sekundarschule), which consists of only two levels, she has the opportunity
to join a high achievement group in mathematics. Susan has three teachers – one for
languages and history, the others for mathematics, sciences, and physical education.
In the first two years her timetable amounts to 34 hours per week, in the third year -

                                                
1 Since 1998 in the canton of Zurich, all communities have to decide whether they want to introduce
the school type divided secondary school (selection of students in 2 levels; teaching of mathematics
and French in 3 achievement groups) at the lower grade of secondary school or whether they want to
keep selecting students in three levels in the type three parted secondary school without special
achievement groups in mathematics and language.
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because of the optional elective system (Wahlfachsystem) – to 36 hours.  After three
years she decides to enter a voluntary 10th school year in the city of Zurich. Her par-
ents agree to cover the costs. At the age of 16 Susan is accepted in the short-term
gymnasium after having passed an examination in mathematics and languages.

Second stage of secondary school 9th to 12th year

In the course of the next 4 years Susan prepares for graduation (matura), which
grants entrance to the universities. In the canton of Zurich she can choose between
five different types of gymnasiums. They either focus on languages (modern or clas-
sical), mathematics and science, law and economy or on music and visual arts. She
attends a profile of a gymnasium that corresponds with her abilities and interests.
Since Susan is very much interested in natural sciences she decides to attend a
gymnasium with a maths and science profile. In other words her mayor subjects will
be mathematics, biology, physics and chemistry. This special profile prepares her
especially for studies in these areas. Due to seven core subjects that are compulsory
for all students at any gymnasium profile, after her examinations (matura) she still
has the opportunity to study other subjects, should she decide to do so.

After the matura Susan has the opportunity to study at one of the ten universities in
Switzerland or abroad.

1.3 Jurisdiction
The kindergarten is within the jurisdiction of the communities, and there is no canto-
nal curriculum. In 1995 the educational council has formulated recommendations.

The educational council enacts the curriculum for compulsory schooling. It includes
the lesson timetables. The curriculum document has the status of a rule (Reglement)
and is a binding agreement for schools and teacher. It defines the content and the
distribution of instruction periods in the lesson timetables for each of the three
stages. In exceptional cases (deficiency of teachers, school trials) the educational
council is authorized to allow changes of the timetables.

The secondary level II consists of training programs that qualify the students for a
profession or prepare them for further (tertiary) studies as a supplement of the period
of compulsory education. The legal foundations for the secondary level II are regu-
lated, depending on the area, by the state or by the cantons. The following study,
however, deals only with the gymnasium.
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1.4 The number of teacher and pupil lessons

Kindergarten
The number of recommended weekly lessons is 14 in the first and 16 in the second
year of kindergarten. The guidelines describe the general topics without any regula-
tions pertaining to time structure. Kindergarten teachers are committed to work for 23
hours a week – 18 hours for class work and 5 hours to take care of children with no
siblings.

Compulsory school
In 1991 Zurich introduced three-year phases of advancement which can be consid-
ered as learning cycles. The idea was to give children the possibility to make pro-
gress at their own pace. Therefore the curriculum document defines content and
goals for each of the three stages and not for each year as was the case before.

Table 2: Lessons of pupils and teachers

Stage Teacher lessons per
week

Pupil lessons per week

1st 19

2nd 22

Lo
w

er
st

ag
e

3rd

29

25

4th 27

5th 29

P
rim

ar
y 

sc
ho

ol

M
id

dl
e

st
ag

e

6th

28

29

1st 34

2nd 34

S
ec

on
-

da
ry

sc
ho

ol

3rd

Level A

27/28

Level B/C

29

30-36

The duration of a lesson is 45 minutes; a school year lasts 38 weeks.

Secondary Level II
Schools at the secondary level II belong to post-compulsory education. They are
linked to the secondary level I, i.e. to the completed ninth year of compulsory educa-
tion. They cater for students aged 16 to 18 years (or older) and are generally divided
into the following types:

- Gymnasium (classical high school/grammar school), which prepares for university
entrance (chosen by some 20% of young people)
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- Other general academic schools preparing for certain non-university professions
(e.g. paramedical and social fields) (chosen by some 10% of young people)

- Vocational education (chosen by some 70% of young people)

The gymnasiums have a monopoly on admission to the universities, because they
expressly prepare for the matura (i.e. certificate required to enter university). There is
a national consensus that the gymnasiums should consist of four years of school at
least. The number of lessons for gymnasium students per week is about 36 lessons
(40 – 50 minutes), the school year lasts for at least 38 weeks. Due to the fact that
there are quite a variety of elective subjects, students frequently attend up to 40 les-
sons per week.

The average number of hours devoted to compulsory subjects during the four years
varies from 3,000 to 4,000 depending on the type of gymnasium and the duration of
the lessons. Among the different gymnasium there are minor differences with regard
to the number of lessons, because some school lessons last for of 40 minutes while
others last for 45 minutes. This is also the reason, why the teacher hours per week
differ slightly between different schools. At a 100% work rate language teachers work
24 (40 minutes)/ 22 (45 minutes) lessons per week. Mathematics and science teach-
ers work 25 (40 minutes)/ 23 (45 minutes) lessons per week.

2. Missing lesson timetables at kindergarten

There is neither a curriculum nor is there a lesson timetable for the level of pre-
primary school. The school law only stipulates for the communities to maintain kin-
dergartens and formulates recommendations for its organisation and supervision
(§74). Attendance at kindergarten is voluntary and free. The recommendation for the
weekly hours for the children is 16 hours in the first and 18 hours in the second year.
The cantonal guidelines describe four learning areas2 but without designing time allo-
cation.

                                                
2 Social Environment, Hard Facts, Cultural environment, Inner Worlds (ER, 1983: 8-13).
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3. Changes between 1991 and 2002 at compulsory school
The lesson timetables of compulsory schools are closely linked to the teaching con-
tract of the teachers. In general changes cannot surpass the given hours by this con-
tract. In case a particular change of the lesson timetable leads to an additional les-
son, the respective community has to cover the additional costs.

3.1 Distribution of instruction periods and teachings subjects in
1991 and in 2002

Primary school

Tab. 3: Lesson timetable in 1991 and in 2000: Lessons per week

Class

Subject area Subject

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th

Biblical History 1* 1* 1* 1* 1* 1*Man & Environ-
ment Realien (Sciences)

and Social Learn-
ing

2 1/2 3 1/2 5 5 5 5

German (including
Writing)

3 3 1/2 5 5 5 5Language

French - - - - 2 2

Handicraft 2 2  4 4 4

Drawing, Arts 3 2 2 2 2 2

Arts & Music

Music 2 2 2 2 2

Mathematics 5 5 5 5 5 5

Sports 3 3 3 3 3 3

Lessons per week 19 22 25 27 29 29

* Parents may ask for dispensation
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Secondary school

Tab. 4 Lesson timetables of 1991 & 2000: Lessons per week

Subject area

Level 1st 2nd 3rd *

Year

Subject

1991 2000 1991 2000 1991 2000

Religion 2 2 1 1 - -

Realien (Sci-
ences)

6 5 6 6 4-6 4-6

Man & Environ-
ment

Home eco-
nomics

4 3 - - 3/3 -3/3

German 5 5 5 5 1/3 1/3Language

French 4 4 4 4 1/1 1/1

English - 3 - 3 3/3 3

Italian - - - - 3/3 3/3

Handicrafts - - 4 3 3/3 3/3

Visual arts 2 2 2 2 2/4 2/4

Arts & Music

Music 1 1 1 1 1/2 1/2

Mathematics Mathematics/
Algebra

3/4 2/2

Geometry
6 6 6 6

2/2 2/2

Technical
Drawing

- - - - 1/2 1/2

Sports 3 3 3 3 3 3

Lessons per week 33 34 32 34 30-36 30-36

Additional subjects        Handi-
crafts

Home economics

English/Italian

2

-

-

2

-

-

-

2

3

-

2

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

*Since 1991 pupils at the third level elect optional subjects within the five subject areas.

Summary of changes of the lesson timetable between 1991 and 2002

- At the primary school level the allocation of instruction periods and the distribution
of teaching subjects have been maintained without any changes since 1991.

- In 1999/2000 three lessons English were introduced at secondary school. This
was possible because man & environment and home economics in the first, and
handicrafts in the second level were reduced: these subjects were cut by one
hour. In addition, pupils by then were taught one additional hour.
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Extraordinary regulations for changes in school trials:

- In the TaV project (Partially autonomous public school) the schools have certain
latitude as regards the teaching of a minimum or a maximum of given hours in
each instruction field (BR 2000b).

- In the school trial of block timing in the first two years, pupils of the first level have
one hour more – pupils of the second 2 hours (BR 2000d).

- The school project 21 must follow the official timetable. There is no special rule, in
spite of the fact that English and ICT are a kind of supplement to the official cur-
riculum (BiD 2001).

To sum up: adaptations and changes that have occurred since the last curriculum
reform are very limited. Time distribution seems to guarantee permanence and con-
stancy while the school development runs very fast and challenges teachers, school
administrations, parents and last but not least the pupils.

3.2 Changes: Background and reasons
Concerning the aspect of the change of time distribution at compulsory school in the
course of the past decade years three issues must be taken into account: The im-
plementation of the new curriculum, the growing importance of languages, and the
beginning of a rebuilding of the cantonal compulsory school.3

The curriculum reform of the late eighties
The implementation of the new curriculum with new lesson timetables had started
step by step in 1992. By 1998 all teachers were introduced and all classes in the
canton worked on the basis of it. Lesson timetables and the curriculum were com-
posed with regard to three goals:

- To guarantee equal opportunities with respect to gender: There are no more dif-
ferences in the timetables of girls and boys. (the subjects needlework, handicraft
and home economics are compulsory for all pupils).4

- To improve the equality of educational opportunities at secondary school. There
are no longer any differences between the timetables of the three different levels
(high, medium, low) of public secondary school (except for the first three years of
the gymnasium): the design of subjects and time distribution is exactly the same.

                                                
3 This paper was about to be finished when the public vote of 24th November 2002 refused the new
school law, which would have been the basis for the reform. By this historical vote the development of
schools in the canton of Zurich has been hindered considerably. Its consequences at the moment
cannot be foreseen.
4 Previously the subject needlework was only for girls during the nine years of compulsory school.
Boys at the two lower levels oft secondary school had handicrafts while the girls of this classes had
home economics.
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As a consequence pupils of the lowest level are taught the same number of les-
sons in each subject as the pupils from the medium and the high level.

- To counteract the division into a growing number of single subjects – a process
which has taken place during the last hundred years. The number of up to 16
subjects was heavily reduced to 5 learning areas. Man and environment (biblical
history / religion5, social education, natural sciences, geography, history and
home economics, languages (German, French, English, Italian), creative subjects,
mathematics and sports. Besides, a further interdisciplinary thematic field was
established– however without any time resources. The intention informing the
new structure was to permit more flexibility concerning the time units. The sophis-
ticated distribution of instruction periods to each subject of the previous curriculum
should be replaced by a simplified structure of the canon of subjects. But the in-
tention was almost undermined: The lesson timetable still allocated hours to par-
ticular subjects. However there is one exception: The time allocation to the sub-
ject area man & environment.

The introduction of English at secondary school
In 1998 the education council decided to introduce three lessons of English at sec-
ondary school as a second foreign language for all pupils. The main reason for this
decision can be found in the school law itself. It states in § 1 that the public school
has to teach the «elementary knowledge and know-how». In the course of the past
20 years, the English language has become – at least in Europe – a kind of lingua
franca and must therefore be considered as elementary.

Moreover, the topic of language was very much discussed in consequence of a na-
tional EDK project which published a report with the programmatic title «Which lan-
guages are pupils to learn at the compulsory school?» (Gesamtsprachenkonzept) in
July 1998. Language learning turned out to be utmost important.

The renewal of the cantonal public school (Zürcher Schulreform)
The project of a far-reaching renewal of the compulsory school in the canton of Zu-
rich is the basis of various school trials. As the implementation is uncertain and the
changes concerning time distribution are minimal, we restrict ourselves to pointing
out three reform components which deal with the distribution of instruction periods
marginally only.

The TaV-project

The school trial «Partially Autonomous Public School» (TaV) intends to enlarge the
latitude of the communal schools. This implies e.g. autonomous control of schools
and the formulation of pedagogical goals. In order to guarantee equality among the
communal schools, TaV-schools basically have to follow the curriculum’s lesson
timetable. However little latitude is given with regards to the structuring of time by the
possibility of using so-called «white hours» in each learning area as «local curriculum

                                                
5 Parents have the possibility to remove their child from religious instruction.
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hours». Nevertheless the aims and content of the curriculum cannot be neglected.
Therefore the latitude might be quite hypothetic.6

Block time units

The school trial «Block Time Units» (Blockzeiten) for primary school is a rather old
demand made by parents. In the canton of Zurich pupils of the first and second class
have quite a fragmented timetable with brief 2-hour blocks. This is especially prob-
lematic for parents who work. The introduction of block time units was already de-
manded in 1971. But only twenty years later was a test project launched. At the mo-
ment about 50 communities (of a total of 220 in the canton) gather experiences with
the new time model. With «Block Time Units» children can stay at school for at least
three or even four hours in the morning – having lessons or being looked after. The
model requires the addition of two lessons to the lesson timetable in the first and of
one lesson in the second class.

English and information technology at primary school

The pilot project «school project 21» (Schulprojekt 21) began in 1998 in one commu-
nity in the canton. In 1999 eleven further communities entered the project – at pre-
sent 14 communities are involved. The project will be prolonged from the original
three years to six years. The project includes three elements: changes with regard to
the organisation of learning, the integration of the computer, and English (CLIL: con-
tent and language integrated learning). Even though the project is challenging by
new content, too, the lesson timetable has not been altered.

3.3 Summary of the debates on the issue of allocation of instruc-
tion periods and teaching subjects

In the canton of Zurich debates which explicitly revolve around questions of time allo-
cation and teaching content are rare. In fact, the time frame for instruction is set and
limits the amount of content that can be worked through during a lesson 45 minutes.
However, the public school is obliged to do both, to lay a good educational back-
ground and to prepare pupils for vocational training. The two requirements challenge
schools: A good educational background nowadays includes e.g. English and applied
computer science – both surpass the traditional education contents and the given
time resources. In order to prepare pupils for vocational training or for post-
compulsory education some degree of specialisation in the last years of secondary
school is said to be constructive – either by secondary school teachers or by teach-
ing staff of post-compulsory education. But specialisation has its implications with
regard to time resources too: contents of educational background knowledge are
partially excluded (especially languages) as instructional time is limited. The debates

                                                
6 At the moment there are no results of evaluations available. The leader of the project said that only a
limited number of schools makes use of the possibility of «white hours».
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on the aforementioned issues do not directly focus on the time dimension, but the
debates reflect the time limits

Two most striking differences provide ample reason for debate: Gender differences
and social differences. The curriculum reform of 1991 intended to promote equality of
opportunities on the one hand for girls and boys, on the other hands for the pupils in
the different types of secondary school: Since this year all pupils at each class level
have to follow the same lesson timetable. Equality with regards to the structuring of
teaching time has been realized.

But this was not enough to improve the situation for girls and for pupils of lower social
classes. Time equality did not automatically lead to equality with regards to the ac-
quisition of knowledge. Still girls are less successful in mathematics than boys, and
lower-class pupils’ educational career is less prestigious than that of middle and high-
class families. On the contrary new problems arose and were discussed. By the in-
troduction of coeducation, separate lessons for girls and boys disappeared. Teachers
criticised that they had lost the possibility to instruct boys and girls separately.

Concerning class differences the intention that informed the 1991 curriculum was to
change the underlying principle for the instruction of less gifted pupils , who fre-
quently come from a lower class background. In secondary school pupils of the lower
school types used to be considered as gifted in handicrafts. This changed in 1991.
As mentioned before since then all secondary pupils have the same number of les-
sons in each subject. But still the question is often discussed: shall less gifted pupils
be dispensed from French or English? Should underprivileged pupils be deprived of
the opportunity to study those contents that are considered as basic in and for to-
day’s world?

A further question gives rise to debates: Which language first – the foreign language
English or the national language French.

3.4 Summary of research findings on allocation of instruction pe-
riods and distribution of subjects and student performance

Unfortunately explicit research findings on the issue are not available. The fact of
missing studies needs to be taken into account.

Three evaluations indirectly concern the changes of the lesson timetables: The
evaluation of the test version of the curriculum (Landert et.al. 1998), the evaluation of
the quality of primary schools (Moser & Rhyn, 1999) and the evaluation of the com-
pulsory introduction of English at secondary schools (Rhyn & Moser 2002). Research
findings concerning this study are lacking. Yet we can assume what the probable
conflict areas might be.

The report of the external scientific evaluation of the test version of the curriculum

The evaluation concludes: Teachers know the curriculum, they accept the main mes-
sages but they hardly ever use the document for lesson planning or evaluation. The
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curriculum offers to teachers a large content frame, but it does not have a significant
function to provide orientation for lesson planning. As stated before the 1991 cur-
riculum intended to simplify the structure and to limit the number of subjects by or-
ganizing them into learning areas. The time units increased.

The question arises: What is the relationship between allocated time units for areas
i.e. subjects and content? Is the fact that teachers rarely use the curriculum a reflec-
tion of the tension between scarce time resources and an excessive amount of
learning content?

The evaluation of the 6th grade in the canton of Zurich

The evaluation pinpoints the fact that – besides a teacher’s personality – gender and
social class have considerable influence on the achievements of pupils. We must
therefore assume that the goal of the 1991 curriculum could not be reached: Equal
time resources for girls and boys and for less gifted and gifted children does not neu-
tralize the learning effects of gender and class.

The question arises: How can time allocation be changed to improve the situation for
disadvantaged pupils?

The evaluation of the compulsory introduction of English at secondary I

According to the evaluation the introduction of English is beyond controversy. Less
gifted pupils sometimes seemed to be overwhelmed by having to study two foreign
languages (English and French). The evaluation mentions difficulties with the organi-
zation of the timetables (Rhyn & Moser, 2002: 30). It also has explored the effects on
other subjects, but without analysing the reasons for negative or positive effects and
without an investigation into the mechanism and the quality of effects.

The question arises: What are the consequences of the changes for the system as a
whole?

3.5  Comparison between officially intended and implemented al-
location of instruction periods / units and curriculum

Some observations: School visit and discussions with teachers

By the introduction of English, the subject man & environment has «lost» one lesson.
For timetable reasons secondary school teachers cut down on history rather than on
the natural sciences or on geography. The curriculum goals of history can thus
probably not be reached.

Home economics and needlework, too, have «lost» one lesson. Teachers of these
subsidiary subjects say that this creates a situation by which they are more stressed
out. Pupils often cannot make the necessary preparations for cooking or needlework
themselves as it would take too much time and the teachers have to do it. The in-
struction conditions for teachers have worsened the case.
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Since 1991 computer application and knowledge is part of the interdisciplinary sub-
ject area, but it is without any time allocation. The compulsory school in the canton
doesn’t’ know a subject called «computer application». Teachers today have quite a
good background of informatics and schools are well-equipped with computers. For
many teachers computers are a matter of course and the longer the more ICT seems
to be even helpful in saving time. It takes less time to look up a word on the internet
than in a dictionary. Language exercises with programmes are efficient. Several
teachers assume that the computer has the potential to save time.

The current curriculum does not arrange the content in single subjects, but rather in
subject areas in order to improve and promote an interdisciplinary approach to the
acquisition of knowledge. However, time distribution still follows – except in the sub-
ject area man & environment, where the rationale is that of a subject-oriented ap-
proach. This fact is reflected in the statements of secondary teachers. In the case of
man & environment the lesson timetables allocates lessons for the disciplines as a
whole - history, natural sciences, geography and social studies. At primary school
teachers are allrounders and guarantee the correspondences between different kinds
of knowledge. At secondary school teachers are either professionals in geography
and natural science or professionals in history and languages. The most important
principle for the time distribution is the discipline rather than the subject-area and the
weight of the subject is defined by the amount of the allocated lessons. Therefore
the principle of interdisciplinary is limited by the fact of the division of labour
among the teachers.

4. Changes between 1991 and 2002 in the gymnasium
(secondary level I and II)

Since 1968 the number of candidates for matura has increased greatly and rapidly in
Switzerland as elsewhere in Europe due to a general expansion of demand in edu-
cation («Bildungsexpansion»). After a few minor reforms, a new spirit arose, and the
Swiss Education Ministers Conference (EDK) had the goal of fundamentally chang-
ing gymnasium policy. They finally made up the concept of a matura that provides a
comprehensive general education to all students.

4.1. The National Framework Curriculum (MAR/MAV)

 Background
In Switzerland all 26 cantons operate gymnasiums yet only eight cantons have uni-
versities. Therefore there are vested interests on the part of the cantons to have na-
tional regulations, which guarantees access to university education for all graduates.
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Hence in 1994, the Swiss Education Ministers Conference (EDK) drew up a National
Framework Curriculum, which proposes general studying aims, general educational
and intellectual objectives at the gymnasium. This Framework Curriculum provides a
guideline for the elaboration of the lesson timetables for each gymnasium. The edu-
cation councils of each canton have to approve of the curriculum, which has been
established by each school.

The National Framework Curriculum focuses on four broad subject-areas of educa-
tion:

- Languages (mother tongue, second national language, English and classical lan-
guages)

- Social science, natural science, mathematics

- Arts or music

- Physical education

In 1995 an additional regulation was implemented by the MAR and MAV (Verordnung
des Bundesrates/Reglement der EDK über die Anerkennung von gymnasialen Matu-
ritätsausweisen und Verordnung über die Anerkennung von Maturitätsausweisen).

It has been in effect since August 1, 1995, providing eight years of time to the can-
tons for its implementation. These regulations are valid for all the gymnasiums in
Switzerland. They regulate the allocation of lesson time for each subject area. These
new regulations also introduced five types of matura profiles which all guarantee ac-
cess to the universities.

Allocation of time
The two regulations, the National Framework Curricula and the MAR/MAV are the
basis for the time that is allocated to each subject in all the gymnasiums in Switzer-
land. The elaborated curricula have to be approved by the education councils of each
canton. Federal law regulates physical education and all students (as well as all pu-
pils attending public school) are obliged to attend three hours per week.

Tab. 5: The proportion of the instruction devoted to the basic subject areas

Subject areas Allocated percentages

Languages 30 – 40 %

Mathematics and Natural Sciences 20 – 30 %

Social Sciences* 10 – 20 %

Art or Music   5 – 10 %

Specific and additional options and project work 15 – 25 %

* history as well as economics and law

Before the implementation of this new regulation, the amount of lessons of each
subject was defined by a national standard of a minimum and a maximum of lessons
for each subject. Already back than it used to be the task of each school to draw up
its own curriculum, and the approval of the education councils of each canton was
necessary.
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Five profiles of gymnasiums in the canton of Zurich
According to the regulation in effect, there are five types for matura profiles in Swit-
zerland, which, based on the MAV/MAR, are recognized at Federal level. Students
have to choose one of the profiles when beginning the secondary level II of the gym-
nasium.

Tab. 6: Five profiles of gymnasiums in the canton of Zurich

Profile Major subjects

Classical Languages Latin or Greek

Modern Languages English, Italian, Spanish or Russian

Economics Economics and Law

Mathematics and Science Mathematics, Biology, Chemistry or Phys-
ics

Artistic Music or Design and Art

The subjects, specific to each profile, are supplement by nine subjects, which are
common to all of the types of gymnasiums in Switzerland. In other words, a stan-
dardized matura training with a system of additional and optional subjects has been
in place since 1995. Most of the cantons offer the whole variety of matura profiles,
but they are not offered in all of the educational institutions. In the canton of Zurich
there are 21 gymnasiums, situated in six different cities. Every city offers at least one
gymnasium with the modern language and the artistic profile, five offer the mathe-
matic and science as well as the classical profile, only two cities have gymnasiums
which offer the economic profile.

In the gymnasium, classes are coeducational and constituted by age. Since the be-
ginning of the 1990ies there are more women than men attending the gymnasium
(Bundesamt für Statistik). The formation of classes by level is possible. Some gym-
nasiums offer bilingual training, mainly in English - German, including a bilingual
matura certificate. At the moment, this new type of gymnasium training runs on a trial
basis and is offered in two cities in the canton of Zurich.

4.2. Allocation of instruction periods and teaching subjects in 1991
and 2002

Interpretation of the change in lessons
The diminution of the lessons was done quite systematically and for practical rea-
sons. Hence, subjects which had a lot of allocated lessons where cut more heavily
than subjects that had only a few allocated lessons. Another reason for cutting down
the number of lessons was for example the introduction of new compulsory subjects,
e.g. English and computer science. Because of the introduction of English as a com-
pulsory subject for all students, French and Latin were allocated less lessons. It is
expected tough, that even with the smaller amount of lessons, the knowledge stan-
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dard can be kept up. The reason is because students have the possibility to choose a
profile. Hence, students interested in Latin who choose a classical language profile
will take more lessons in this subject. In the case of the reduction of the number of
lessons in French one needs to remember that since the beginning of the 1990ies
students have already been taught French in 5th and 6th grade of the comprehensive
school. Therefore they begin the matura training with basic skills.

Computer science is integrated in mathematics and only taught in the second se-
mester, in the short-term gymnasium as well as in the long-term gymnasium. Rea-
sons as to why it is taught in the second semester are based on the organisational
structure of the curricula and not on pedagogical intentions. Headmasters and teach-
ers would prefer that this subject would be taught already in the first semester. Com-
puter science is important during the whole gymnasium training and for all subjects.
Each gymnasium offers computer laboratories which can be used by the students.
Recent research findings also show, that the majority of Swiss students have a pri-
vate computer at their disposal.

There are discussions among teachers of the different subject areas, especially in
the area of social sciences and natural sciences as to when the students should be-
gin studying the different subjects. It seems like teachers generally think, that teach-
ing their subjects to advanced students in will be more effective. In the end, organ-
isational reasons decide this debate.
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Comparison of time distribution and teaching subjects in 1991 and 2002
Example: Long-term gymnasium (grade 7th to 12th), Classical Language (Latin), 45
minutes lessons

Tab.7: Comparison of time distribution in 1991 and 2002

1. (first/second semester) 2. (first/second semester) 3. (first/second semester) 4. (first/second semester) 5. (first/second semester)

School year 1991 2002 1991 2002 1991 2002 1991 2002 1991

German 5/5 5/4 4/4 4/5 4/4 4/4 4/4 3/3 4/4

Mathematics 6/6 5/5 4/4 5/5 4/4 4/4 4/4 3/3 4/4

French 4/4 4/4 4/4 4/3 4/4 4/3 4/4 3/3 3/3

Latin 5/5 5/5 4/4 4/3 6/6 5/5 5/5 4/4 5/5

English --- --- --- 4/4 4/4 3/3 4/4 3/3 3/4

History / Civics --- --- 3/3 3/3 3/2 3/3 3/2 3/3 2/3

Geography 2/3 3/4 2/2 --- 2/2 0/2 2/0 3/0 3/3

Law and eco-
nomics

--- --- ---- --- --- --- --- 0/2 ---

Chemistry --- --- --- ---- --- --- 0/3 3/2 2/3

Physics --- --- 2/2 2/2 --- --- ---- 3/3 3/2

Biology 2/2 3/4 2/2 --- 2/3 3/2 3/3 0/3 ---

Music/Arts 4/4 4/4 4/4 4/4 2/2* 2/2 2/2 2/2 2/0

Sports 3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3

Additional sub-
jects

--- 1/0** --- 1/0** --- 1/2 --- --- ---

Compulsory
hours per week

31/32 33/33 32/32 34/32 34/34 32/33 34/34 33/34 34/34

* From the beginning of the 3rd grade students choose either Music or Arts; ** additional hour with the class-teacher, *** 1990:
6th/7th semester: plus 10 or 8 lessons in different subjects (students choice) except for physics, music/arts and sports; **** 2002:
independent project carried out alone or as part of a team, addition subject and major subjects of the profile (plus 9 lessons).
Would the profile of the gymnasium be e.g. Modern Language, than the lessons allocated for Latin, as shown in the example,
would be distributed to the major subjects of the profile (English, Italian, Spanish or Russian)
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Summary of changes from 1991 to 2002 in the gymnasium

Tab. 8: Summary of changes of compulsory lessons from 1991 to 2002

Weekly compulsory lessons per
year and subject during the

gymnasium
(1st grade – matura)

Change of amount
of weekly compulsory lessons per
year and subject from 1991 to 2002

School year

Subjects

1991 2002

German 26.57 23.58 - 3

Mathematics 27.5 24.5 - 3

French 24 20 - 4

Latin 31 25 - 6

English* 13.5 15.5 + 2

History / Civics 14 12 - 2**

Geography 10.5 9 - 1.5

Law and economics 0 2 + 2***

Chemistry 5.5 5 - 0.5

Physics 9 8 - 1

Biology 11 9.5 - 1.5

Music/ Arts**** 11 10 - 1

Sports 19.5 18 - 1.5

Additional subjects

(voluntary)

9 7 - 2

Total of compulsory
hours until matura

221 198 - 23

* 1991: Students used to have a choice between English or Italian

2002: English is compulsory for all students, starting in 2nd semester of the gymnasium (secondary
level I)

** At some gymnasiums history is compulsory also in 6th Grade of the gymnasium (+2 hours => no
change)

*** 2002: Law and economics became a compulsory subject

4.3 Reasons for introducing the changes
The variety and speed of changes in today’s society, e.g. rapid growth of knowledge
and information, internationalisation, globalisation and rapid development of science,
lead to the question of what kind of education the young generation needs today in
order to have a successful career. Therefore an extensive discussion of educational
reforms has been going on in Switzerland since the late 1980ies.
                                                
7 For example: In 1991 students had an average of about 4,5 hours of German per week
8 For example: In 2002 students had an average of about 3,5 hours of German per week.



23

The main reason that led to a significant change and also to a shortening of the gym-
nasium training of about half a year was the discussion about the beginning of the
school year. In the canton of Zurich the school year traditionally started in spring.
Mainly in the French and Italian speaking cantons of Switzerland as in most of the
European countries and the USA, the school year starts in fall. Due to the growing
mobility as a result of societal change, there problems arose, which affected the
school career, when pupils and students had to move from one canton / country to
the other. In many cases students either had to repeat or make up the half year of
the curriculum content.

Since a vote in the canton of Zurich and in other cantons in the late1980ies the
school year has started in the fall in all of Switzerland. With the same duration of the
gymnasium (4 years at the short-time gymnasium and 6 years at the long-time gym-
nasium) students would have passed their final examinations (matura) in spring. Be-
cause most of the universities start their academic year in the fall, students would
have been forced to wait for half a year until the beginning of their studies. In order to
avoid this time lag, and due to the fact that the Swiss students – compared to other
European countries like the Scandinavian and South-European countries – graduate
from university at a higher age (average of about 28 years) the decision was made to
cut the gymnasium by half a year (Bundesamt für Statistik, 2002).

School directors note that more and more graduated students from the gymnasium –
the assumed average in 2002 was by 75% - take a break of at least one year until
they start their university career. This year is used e.g. for jobbing, travelling or the
acquisition of foreign language skills. Swiss men, who are obliged by law to attend
military service for at least 18 weeks, usually join the army before they begin with
their studies.

Not officially announced, but frequently discussed by teachers, headmasters and
those responsible for education planning is the following fact: The cutting down on
gymnasium training was also a possibility for the government to save money. This
has not been officially acknowledged, but is frequently being discussed among
teachers, headmasters and those responsible for education planing («less lessons
taught, less teachers needed»).

4.4  The rationale that justifies the new time distribution
The National Framework Curriculum is, as mentioned above, very open in its struc-
ture for individual interpretation by each school. Hence, there is no common structure
stating what students need to learn in order to be prepared for studies at the univer-
sity. The discussion of how general education and the intellectual capacity to study
can be achieved is therefore a decision made by each gymnasium (Criblez, 2000).

Due to the National Framework Curricula and the MAV/MAR regulation there are
seven basic subjects that are compulsory for all students at any type of gymnasium
in Switzerland. It guarantees comprehensive general education for all students.

80% of the lessons taught per year are allocated to these compulsory basic subjects.
16,5-18,5% of the lessons during the secondary level II per year are used for the
subjects constituting the special profile. The remaining lesson time is allocated to ad-
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ditional and optional subjects as well as to the time needed for the independent
matura project. This time allocation and the amount of percentages given to each
compulsory basic subject are therefore the basis for the decisions that inform the les-
son timetables. It seems as if the study contents are mainly determined by the time
allocation for each subject and not due to a comprehensive pedagogical plan of
learning goals of the maturity training.

Compulsory subjects leading to general education for all students at-
tending the gymnasium
- First language (Mother-Tongue Language: German, French, Italian, Rhaeto-

Romanic)
- Second national language (French, German, Italian, Rhaeto-Romanic)
- Third language (a third national language, English, Spanish, Russian or a classi-

cal language)
- Mathematics (including computer sciences)
- Natural sciences (chemistry, physics, biology)
- Social sciences (history, economics and law)
- Arts or music
- Physical education

In most of the gymnasiums history is chosen as a major subject of the social sci-
ences. Therefore students attend classes until the matura examinations. The reason
for the choice of this subject is the intention to reinforce general education and com-
prehensive knowledge about the political and social system in Switzerland (civics).

Table 9: Overview of the goals at the gymnasium

Gymnasium secondary level I  and II

M A T U R A

6th Grade Optional subjects,
additional subjects,
independent pro-
jects

5th Grade

4th Grade

3rd Grade

Enlargement and reinforcement of
knowledge in the compulsory subjects

80% of teaching M
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2nd Grade

1st Grade

Acquisition of basic skills in the compulsory subjects

The number of tested subjects (matura examination) has been reduced from eleven
to nine subjects due to the new regulation (MAV/MAR, 1995). At the end of the gym-
nasium students have to pass examinations in the following five subjects:

- Mother-tongue language

- Second national language
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- Mathematics

- Core subject

- One additional subject which is chosen by the school

Summary of changes of allocation of instruction periods and teaching
subjects
The most important change is concerned with the fact that all students attending
gymnasium in Switzerland are to acquire a comprehensive general education in
seven compulsory subjects. It seems reasonable that the generation of today is not
being prepared for a specific job but develops general education and competences
as a basic for different careers. It is also novelty the students can choose a profile at
secondary level II that corresponds with their personal interests and abilities.

The introduction of English and computer science as a compulsory subject for all
students was also important.. The allocation of a certain percentage to each subject
area instead of an amount of lessons to each subject is also new and leads to more
independence of curriculum design for each school. The independent matura project,
another novelty, seems to promote the intellectual capacity of the students to study. It
also leads to profound knowledge in an area that corresponds with the individual in-
terests of the students.

Another change seems to be that the goal of today’s gymnasiums lies on the devel-
opment of students’ personalities.. In the past the main emphasis was placed on the
development of scientific knowledge necessary for the university (Criblez 2000).

4.5 Summary of research findings on time-related factors and
learning outcomes

There exists almost no research on the secondary level I and II of the gymnasium
concerning the allocation of lessons to subject areas. It seems as if the gymnasium
still has to be discovered as an education research field (Criblez, 2000).

In 2002 the federal government and the EDK have initiated a first project of evalua-
tion (EVAMAR) of the new national framework and the MAR/MAV regulations. In the
first period of the project (2002-2004) the main subject of the evaluation will be the
implementation of the regulations in different gymnasiums. In the following research
periods there will also be a focus on student performance at the end of the gymna-
sium. Out of the research results consequences for the matura training all over Swit-
zerland will be drawn (see Projektbulletin, 2002).

An interesting research field would be the comparison among the different gymna-
sium in Switzerland, how and why the schools establish their curriculum among the
given Framework and percentages prescribed for each subject.
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4.6 Headmasters’ and teachers’ perspectives of the changes

Headmasters’ perspective of the changes
The limitation of the number of lessons that make up gymnasium training, the intro-
duction of the profiles and the concept of the general education led to intensive dis-
cussions among the teachers. Some schools had to work together with supervi-
sors/consultants to enable constructive solutions among the teachers of the different
subject groups. The headmasters make sure that in some way most of the teachers
had to give up part of the learning contents of their subject because of the lesson cut.
There is an agreement on the necessity of the compulsory introduction of English
and computer science for all the students. For some teachers it was not easy to re-
alize that the foreign language they had been teaching, had lost some of their stand-
ing (e.g. French, Latin). However, the headmasters make sure that none of the
teachers have lost their jobs because of the reduction in the number of lessons.

Headmasters believe that due to the reduction in education time the students have to
deal with more pressure, especially in the beginning and at the end of the gymna-
sium. Also the fact that students have to learn English, French and another foreign
language at the same time leads to problems mainly for less talented students.

The individual matura project is classified as important, but it is considered very time-
consuming for both student and teacher. Teachers need a lot of extra time to support
the students and are thus challenged by the task.

Headmasters note that there is much more organisational work to be done at their
schools due to the profile and election possibilities of the students. One of the main
difficulties in establishing the curricula and lesson timetables is the fact that those
responsible for the curricula development have to see the curricula and the time allo-
cation as a totality. Teachers are in many cases only aware of the importance of their
own teaching subject and not thinking about the gymnasiums as a whole general
education.

Teachers’ perspective
Even though the intention that informed the reform was to ensure general education
for all students, especially teachers note that, due to the choice of profiles and the
possibility to choose additional and elective subjects, knowledge and acquired skills
of the students are more varied than before. Also the independent matura project
leads to quite different knowledge. Besides this, teachers note emotional strain and
distress on the part of the students, especially in the last year of gymnasium because
of the independent matura project and the more limited time granted to achieve
knowledge, e.g. foreign languages. When talking about themselves, teachers men-
tion higher work rates because they have to offer additional and optional subjects
and support students with their independent matura project. The limitation of the
gymnasium is perceived very critically, and the teachers complain about the loss of
important study contents.
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Given the allocation of lessons to each subject and due to the fact that almost all
subjects lost lessons, the study contents of the curricula had to be restructured. Rea-
sons for cutting down or leaving out some study contents were mostly their perceived
relevance to the capacity to study at a university or to the international context. As an
example: in German Language students get to know only certain eras that are rele-
vant in the European context instead of a complete overview of the literature (as it
used to be with the old lesson timetables). The students also have less time to prac-
tice writing essays. The teachers, especially concerning the goal of the student’s ca-
pacity to study at the university view this fact very critically.

The cutting of lessons also caused some anxiety with regard to the possible loss of
one’s job. Altogether the loss of the old structure of the gymnasium and the uncer-
tainty about the new structure seem to cause some emotional strain and distress for
teachers. At the moment, the experiences gained with the new curricula still need to
be reflected on.
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7. Abbreviation

German Translation (if available)

BiD Bildungsdirektion Educational administration

BR Bildungsrat Educational Council

EDK Schweizerische Konferenz der kantonalen
Erziehungsdirektoren

Swiss Conference of Cantonal Min-
isters of Education

ER Erziehungsrat Educational Council

MAR Maturitätsanerkennungs Reglement

MAV Maturitätsanerkennungs Verordnung

TaV Teilautonome Volksschule Partially Autonomous Public School


