Annali della Facolta di Studi Umanistici  ISSN 0001-494X
dell’Universita degli Studi di Milano elSSN 2282-0035

The Congregation of the Sisters of Notre Dame Training Paola Spazzali
Female Teachersin Prussia: Foreign Languages in Vechtas
Lehrerinnenseminar ©® 0000-0002-1433-3258

La formazione delle insegnanti nella Congregazione delle Suore di Nostra
Signora: le lingue straniere nel Lefrerinnenseminar di Vechta

paola.spazzali@unimi.it

doi: 10.54103/2282-0035/3088
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[EN] This article examines the Lehrerinnenseminar
(normal school) in Vechta, a private teacher-training
institution operated by the Sisters of Notre Dame Received: 14/02/2025
(Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau) from 1877 to 1926. Accepted: 17/04/2025

Founded in the Grand Duchy of Oldenburg yet closely tied Published: ../04/2026

to the Prussian educational system, the seminary trained
both elementary school teachers and language teachers
and is characterised by the breadth and social diversity
of its catchment area, drawing predominantly from the
provinces of Westphalia and the Rhineland. Using the
institutional chronicle, the enrolment register (1904-
1926), and other archival material, this study attempts to
reconstruct the role of modern foreign languages - above
all French - within female teacher formation, as well as
to describe the seminary’s diocese-based catchment area.
Evidence showsthatin addition to being aimed atteaching
in public schools, foreign-language study was regarded as
professional credential for private employment: at least
1,039 women were trained at Vechta, all taking French at
first-level examination and some qualifying for language
teaching in the Hohere Mddchenschule. The example of
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the Vechta seminary confirms the importance of congregations in the
expansion and professionalisation of girls’ schooling in late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century Germany, until the nationalisation of teacher
training in 1926 reconfigured the field.

Keyworps: foreign language teaching, history of female teaching,
Lehrerinnenseminar, Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau,teaching congregations

[IT] L'indagine si sofferma sul Lehrerinnenseminar di Vechta, un istituto
per la formazione delle insegnanti fondato dalle Suore di Nostra Signora
(Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau), che lo gestirono dal 1877 al 1926.
Aperto nel Granducato di Oldenburgo ma strettamente legato al sistema
educativo prussiano, il seminario formava insegnanti sia delle elementari
sia di lingua straniera, e si caratterizzo per la varieta delle classi sociali
e l'ampiezza di un bacino di utenza prevalentemente vestfalico e renano.
Attingendo ai dati contenuti nella Cronaca del seminario, nel registro delle
iscrizioni (1904-1926) e in altro materiale di archivio, si ricostruiscono il
ruolo rivestito dalle lingue straniere (e in particolare dal francese) nella
formazione delle insegnanti e la composizione del bacino di utenza,
con il suo forte riferimento alla diocesi di Miinster. Si evidenzia come
lo studio delle lingue straniere non solo fosse necessario per ottenere
la certificazione di insegnante, ma venisse anche considerato rilevante
per I'impiego nel settore privato. L’istituto di Vechta formo almeno 1039
insegnanti; tutte aggiunsero il francese alle materie obbligatorie per
l'esame di qualificazione di primo livello, e alcune sostennero lo specifico
esame per diventare insegnante di lingua straniera nei licei femminili.
La storia di questo seminario conferma dunque I'importanza rivestita in
Germania dalle congregazioni religiose nella diffusione dell'istruzione
femminile nel tardo XIX secolo e nel primo ventennio del XX secolo, fino
alla nazionalizzazione della formazione degli insegnanti.

KEyworbps: insegnamento delle lingue straniere, storia dell'insegnamento
femminile, Lehrerinnenseminar, Suore di Nostra Signora, congregazioni per
I'insegnamento
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The normal school (Lehrerinnenseminar) in Vechta was a pri-
vate institution founded and run by a congregation of nuns, the
Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau (Sisters of Notre Dame). It operat-
ed between 1877 and 1926, preparing students to work either as
teachers for various school grades, or as language teachers. The
seminary set itself apart from other institutions of the time that
were training female teachers through the social composition of
its student body: the catchment area was more diverse than ex-
pected, as it provided pupils belonging to a wide array of social
classes and from a varied range of geographical origins. Since the
Seminar provided a significant service in the region - it trained
1039 female teachers from 1877 to 1926, when it closed following
the complete nationalisation of teacher training - this paper seeks
to contribute to the reconstruction of the role played by women’s
congregations in the history of German education during the last
decades of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth centu-
ry. Although the available archival evidence is limited, the focus
is on the role played by foreign languages in the seminary, given
their importance in women’s education and particularly in teach-
er training.'

1T am grateful to Dr. Peter Sieve of the Bischoflich Miinstersches Offizialat for
providing me with the material.
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1. GIRLS’ SCHOOLING IN PRUSSIA IN THE SECOND HALF OF THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY

1.1. FEducation and foreign languages

Schooling in Prussia had become compulsory in 1839, but for a
long time there was little interest in women’s education and in the
training of female teachers. The education of future civil servants
was far more important for the state, which explains the tighter
control exercised over boys’ schools. Primary and secondary edu-
cation for girls lacked systematic organisation: in nineteenth-cen-
tury Prussia, girls’ schools were not a clearly defined segment of
the educational system. The state’s attention was directed pri-
marily towards elementary education, while higher secondary
schools were largely neglected for a long time and remained pre-
dominantly privately run. Only in 1874 was a division of the girls’
high school system introduced, based not on curriculum, but on
examination regulations and teaching qualifications.? The same
legislation also established specific guidelines for the certifica-
tion of language teachers’ examination.?

Compulsory schooling ended with elementary school (Volksschu-
le), which lasted eight years, but very often grouped together pupils
from different years in co-educational classes. The usual practice,
especially in small villages and towns, was to place students in a
single class containing several grades while maintaining three lev-

2ZYMEK - NEGHABIAN - ZIOB 2005, p. 32.
31vi, p. 33.
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els of instruction. The teaching of a foreign language (French) was
exceptional and limited to schools that had at least six different
classes, which was typical in bigger towns and cities.*

Girls belonging to the middle class went to the Hohere Mad-
chenschule, a generic term for “secondary” schools for girls, which
often included elementary school and stopped at age fifteen or
sixteen.s In these “higher girls’ schools”, the most common for-
eign language that was taught was French, while English could be
added in the upper classes.

As a form of intermediate education, in 1872 the Prussian Min-
istry of education combined all schools that had previously been
situated between elementary schools and high schools - i.e., all
those schools that had outgrown primary school status - to form
the Mittelschule. In most public women’s Mittelschulen, only one for-
eign language was taught, but the majority of the private schools
taught both French and English.

It was not until 1908 that a comprehensive restructuring of girls’
schooling was introduced. The reform occurred in response to
the pressure of the middle class, who wanted a form of education
beyond middle school, and it created different courses leading to
the high-school diploma (Abitur), thus introducing a possibility for
women to enrol in university. All Studienanstalten for girls (Ober-
realschule, Realgymnasium, Gymnasium) taught French and English,
with the exception of the Gymnasium, where in the last years learn-

4+ SCHOPPA 1909, p. 5.

5 ALBISETTI 1988, p. 24. After 1912, the official designation for those Prussian
schools recognized as ‘secondary’ under the new regulations was Lyzeum.

¢ KUHLEMANN 1991, p. 219.
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ers followed only one of the two modern foreign languages.” The
reform also created the Women’s school (Frauenschule), which was
intended to provide some kind of professional training through
technical courses - including a course for language teachers. These
were then abolished in 1917.%

Before and alongside the reform, the other driving force for the
progress of the women’s education system had been the develop-
ment of the Lehrerinnenseminare, as teaching was the only suitable
field of work for middle-class girls, and seminaries were, until 1908,
the only form of higher education open to women. As a result, all
aspiring female teachers - including language teachers, who at this
stage did not receive separate training - enrolled in a Seminar to
receive their education. Women'’s seminaries thus served two func-
tions: providing job-oriented training as well as cultural education.

1.2. Female teacher qualifications

Since the number of schools for girls had risen sharply during the
second half of the nineteenth century, girls’ education had be-
come an expanding occupational field for women, who increas-
ingly found regular employment in elementary and higher girls’
schools - both public and private - after obtaining their teacher
qualification.

Certification had become compulsory in 1845.° Future female
teachers could undertake their preparation in both public or pri-

7 SCHOPPA 1909, pp. 95-98.
8 ZYMEK - NEGHABIAN - ZIOB 2005, pp. 86, 92.
° This varies according to the state (ALBISETTI 1988, p. 64).
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vate Lehrerinnenseminare — which consisted of three years of edu-
cation, the last of which provided classroom training - and they
sat an examination that included French at a state-recognised
institution. Until 1874, this certification permitted teaching in el-
ementary schools as well as in higher girls’ schools, though usu-
ally in the lower grades.” For headmistresses there was a second
examination.

In 1874 regulations changed. The certification obtained from the
first examination without French allowed teaching only in elemen-
tary schools; candidates who also passed examinations in French
and English could teach in the lower grades of higher girls’ schools.
To become language teachers at any grade of a higher girls’ school
there was a specific examination for French and English.”?

Throughout most of the century, women were not allowed to
teach in the upper grades of secondary schools, since they didn’t
have access to academic training. These positions were reserved
for academically qualified male teachers. It was only in the last
decade of the nineteenth century that advanced courses for wom-
en teachers were introduced, so that they could teach in the upper
grades; between 1894 and 1913, those institutions prepared women
for the Oberlehrerinnenpriifung, an examination that could be taken
after completing five or six semesters of university-level courses
in two subjects.” Such courses were offered exclusively by institu-

1 Seminaries were initially two-year courses, and later three. In 1908 they were
transformed into Oberlyzeum with three years of “scientific” training and one
year of practical training.

" ALBISETTI 1988, p. 24.

2 SCHOPPA 1909, p. 269.

13 ALBISETTI 1988, p. 253.
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tions created for this purpose.”* French and English were among
the subjects included, so the courses trained language teachers for
the upper level as well.

Whilst certifications were regulated, there was a legislative vac-
uum regarding the syllabus. This gave individual seminaries a mar-
gin of freedom: as Prussia did not prescribe a curriculum for the
Lehrerinnenseminare, private institutions — which grew alongside
public ones - were able to develop their own identity.

1.3. Private institutions: The congregations

The history of girls’ education in the German states is deeply in-
tertwined with the history of female orders, particularly congre-
gations. Throughout the nineteenth century, the schooling system
depended not only on public initiatives, but also on private, region-
al, and local ones. Local authorities were responsible for providing
primary schools to the population; in instances where they were
unable to establish an adequate number of public schools, there
was room for the expansion of schools run by congregations.’s The
need to compensate for the state’s inadequate provision of educa-
tion, especially for the weaker social classes, was soon acknowl-
edged by women’s religious associations, which had begun to flour-
ish towards the end of the eighteenth century.

As in other countries, in the nineteenth century Germany wit-
nessed the establishment of numerous new congregations that re-

“ 1vi, pp. 219-220.
5 SCHAFFER 1988, pp. 12-14; ZYMEK - NEGHABIAN - ZIOB 2005, p. 205.
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defined women’s religious roles from contemplative life to active
ministry, which entailed undertaking a vital work in fields such
as education, nursing, and social service. Unlike the old monas-
tic orders, where charitable aims were of secondary importance,
congregations placed education and social assistance at the core of
their ministry: joining together in monastic life served as a means
to achieve these aims more effectively. In Prussia, twenty-three new
female congregations were founded between 1803 and 1872/73.*
This expansion was so significant that the period came to be regard-
ed as an Ordensfriihling (“Monastic Spring”) and became known as
the Age of the Teaching Congregations.”

Between 1840 and 1860, Prussia’s liberal policy towards religious
associations facilitated the establishment of numerous new foun-
dations. The accelerating process of urbanisation, in particular,
brought to light social problems such as the issue of female edu-
cation, to which the congregations sought to offer solutions.® It is
therefore no coincidence that the new congregations were created
in cities of the Catholic regions, with only five founded in rural ar-
eas. Most of them were dedicated to caring for the sick, and those
that devoted themselves to education initially concentrated on the
education of orphans, as well as teaching pre-school and elementa-
ry classes to lower class children, only later extending their activity
to young women from all social classes. An exception to this are the
Schwestern der christlichen Liebe (Sisters of Christian Charity) and the

6 MEIWES 2000, p. 75.
7 BART HELLINCKS - DEPAEPE 2009, p. 10.
8 MEIWES 2000, p. 86.
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Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau, which recognised the importance of
educating girls and young women in order to prepare them for em-
ployment or a profession and therefore provided higher education
from the outset — unlike other congregations, who only integrat-
ed higher education into their mission years after beginning their
teaching activity.”

In the course of the following decades, these and other religious
orders and congregations evolved into an institutional instrument
and a driving force for the development of modern girls’ schools.?
One of the areas over which they exerted their influence was teach-
er training, which had been a focus of interest from the very be-
ginning of these foundations, as running schools required nuns
to earn qualifications in order to teach at different levels. Their
members therefore needed to be prepared for state teacher exam-
inations. However, until the 1870s there was a marked scarcity of
state teacher training colleges for women - for instance, as late as
1877 only two colleges, located in Paderborn and Miinster, existed
in the provinces of the Rhineland and Westphalia. Consequently,
most women’s congregations prepared their members in their own
teacher training colleges. This was also the case for the Sisters of
Notre Dame.

v Ivi, p. 189.
20 ZYMEK - NEGHABIAN - ZIOB 2005, p. 207.

Paola Spazzali, The Congregation of the Sisters of Notre Dame Training Female Teachers



ACME V.79,n.1(2026)

2. THE LEHRERINNENSEMINAR IN VECHTA

2.1. Theorigin

Of the three seminaries founded by the Sisters of Notre Dame in
Germany, the one with the longest history and of which the most
archival documents exist is that of Vechta, a town in the Grand
Duchy of Oldenburg at the time. Though it was outside of Prussia,
its history is inseparable from Prussia and the Prussian school
system: its origins were rooted in the educational complex that
the Sisters of Notre Dame had created in Prussia in the mid-19% cen-
tury; it always had a very high percentage of Prussian trainees;
the certification was recognised by Prussia; and, finally, many
trainees went to teach in Prussia.

The Seminar was originally founded in 1852 in Coesfeld within
the Prussian province of Westphalia, by the German Congregation
of the Sisters of Notre Dame. Its main aim was training young wom-
en who wished to join the Congregation, whose main purpose was
education and teaching. The foundation charter of the first institu-
tion (1853) explicitly mentions the education of female youth as the
main purpose of the Congregation, and when taking their vows, the
members professed not only chastity, poverty and obedience, but
also resolved to devote themselves to children’s education.* The
primary aim of the Sisters of Notre Dame was educating girls in order
to help them find a role in society; therefore, the seminary formed,

2 Satzungen und Regeln 1850, § 24. This is later expressly stated in the Coesfelder
Rules of 1855 and following versions (e.g. Konstitutionen 1936, ch. 1, § 4).
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in addition to aspiring members of the Congregation, lay teachers
who could be employed by public Volksschulen. The number of lay
girls who enrolled steadily increased through the years.

The founders of the Coesfeld Seminar were two qualified profes-
sionals: Hilligonde Wolbring and Elisabeth Kiihling, young semi-
nary-trained teachers who had attended the Royal Teacher Training
Seminary for Women (Koniglicher Lehrerinnenseminar) in Miinster.
This institution - inspired by the innovative pedagogical principles
of priest Bernard Overberg - was one of the first two seminaries
for women founded by the Prussian government, back in 1832, and
was attached to a higher girls’ school. The two teachers wanted to
dedicate themselves to the education of poor children, and there-
fore needed to give their work a firm and lasting institutional basis.
As there was no female religious congregation in Prussia at that
time that provided higher girls’ education,* the two teachers decid-
ed to found a congregation themselves.?? The Coesfeld foundation
can thus be considered an example of the expansion of Catholic
congregations that considered the schooling of girls as their main
field of activity. In Prussia, the regional core areas in which new
school orders were founded were the provinces of Westphalia and
the Rhineland.** Those were also the two provinces where the Sis-

22 At the time, the only religious community devoted to teaching was the order
of the Ursolines, who took solemn vows. Members of congregations took instead
simple vows and were therefore more apt to fulfil their purpose of educating
disadvantaged children; the sisters remained personae sui juris, and could teach
outside the convent (MEIWES 2000, pp. 54-63).

# They first joined the Dutch Congregation of the Sisters of U. L. Frau of Amers-
foort (Holland), then separated from Amersfoort and founded the German
Motherhouse of the Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau in Germany.

24 SCHAFFER 1988, pp. 139-140; ZYMEK - NEGHABIAN - ZIOB 2005, p. 205.
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ters of Notre Dame founded most of their many schools: kindergar-
tens, elementary schools, and higher girls’ schools. This wide range
of educational activities developed a social network that focused on
women’s education in all social classes, for whom there were hard-
ly any opportunities provided by the state.? The offer was very well
received: whereas most of the Catholic convent schools were quite
small,® the thirty institutions founded by the Schwestern Unserer
Lieben Frau in the first two decades of activity had opened with an
average of 200 pupils each.”

Ithaslong be assessed that the teaching orders sought to improve
the quality of the education they provided and that they made con-
siderable efforts to meet the state requirements of certification.® Itis
therefore not surprising that the Coesfeld Seminar - which was soon
attached to an elementary school and a higher girls’ school - adopt-
ed the structure and ideals of the Koniglicher Lehrerinnenseminar in
Miinster, and would become a model for normal schools that the
Congregation later opened in Vechta (1877), Miilhausen (1904) and
in the United States. At that time, trainees had a first year of the-
oretical Pdparandie following Miinster’s timetable (with six hours
of French per week). The year ended with a first examination on
every subject held before the Domkapitular (canon) and the director
of Miinster’s seminary.® The teachers were nuns who had taken a
higher teaching qualification; for example, in the 1850s Elisabeth

2 DAMBERG 1998, p. 103.

26 ALBISETTI 1988, p. 36.

2 BOCKMANN - MORTHORST 1993, p. 97

2 BART HELLINCKS - DEPAEPE 2009, p. 47.

2 BOCKMANN - MORTHORST [1993], pp. 71, 73-
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Kiihling (Sister M. Ignatia) taught pedagogy, French, drawing, cal-
ligraphy and Italian. Only one lay teacher was employed by the sem-
inary: the English teacher.?® The second year consisted in practical
training in the Congregation’s own elementary school and higher
girls’ school, and was concluded with the written and oral examina-
tion in Miinster that qualified the examinees as teachers.®

In those years and until the early 1870s the number of seminar-
ies increased due to their popularity, especially those attached to
girls’ schools,?* like the one in Miinster. This popularity is exempli-
fied by Coesfeld’s case: in the 1860s the number of nuns and girls at-
tending its Seminar increased so much that it was necessary to split
the Praparandie into two courses. In its twenty-four years of activity,
Coesfeld’s seminary formed 230 teachers: 150 nuns teaching in the
Congregation’s schools (40 Volksschulen and 10 higher girls’ schools,
where they taught foreign languages as well) and 80 lay teachers
that worked in Prussian elementary schools.?

The flourishing activity of the Congregation was interrupted in
1877, when the Kulturkampf (Bismarck’s campaign to weaken the in-
fluence of the church) caused the expulsion of all teaching orders,
and the Sisters of Notre Dame had to leave Prussia for some years,
mainly expanding overseas; between 1874 and 1888, the nuns took
on an increasing number of teaching assignments in elementary
schools in Ohio and Kentucky, laying the foundation for the devel-

% BOCKMANN - MORTHORST 1993, pp. 11, 73, 82.
31 BOCKMANN - MORTHORST [1993], pp. 71-74.

32 ALBISETTI 1988, p. 67.
33 Deine friiheren Lelh)rerinnen [1926], p. 2.
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opment of the Sisters of Notre Dame in the United States.3 But the
Congregation didn’t want to give up the teachers’ education in Ger-
many altogether; the Seminar was therefore moved to the nearest
foreign country, the Grand Duchy of Oldenburg. There, in the town
of Vechta, the Congregation had since 1859 an elementary school
and a higher girls’ school that could both be used for the compul-
sory practical training of future teachers. They also had a boarding
establishment, which was particularly important for the learners,
given that a very large number of them came from Prussia. In those
years Vechta’s school complex would become a multifunctional in-
stitution, like other Catholic foundations of that time:® it included
a higher girls’ school, a Seminar, a boarding establishment, a com-
mercial school, and a handicraft school.

The new Lehrerinnenseminar in Vechta opened with 40 trainees
coming from Coesfeld’s Praparandie, and until 1904 it remained
the only seminary of the Sisters of Notre Dame. Although in 1887
(after the laws enacted during the Kulturkampf had been relaxed)
the Bishop of Miinster had asked for the sisters to return, and a
Motherhouse had been founded in Miilhausen (1888), in the first
decades following their return the Congregation preferred to main-
tain only the seminary in Vechta. There were great social issues to
be addressed in the industrial area of the Ruhr, and the Congrega-
tion focused foremost on its educational task by founding kinder-
gartens and elementary schools in those densely populated areas.**

3 BOCKMANN - MORTHORST 1994, pp. 1-53.
35 ZYMEK - NEGHABIAN - ZIOB 2005, p. 206.
3¢ BOCKMANN - MORTHORST 1994, pp. 79, 112.
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2.2. Theinstitution

Right from the beginning, Vechta’s Seminar prepared for teaching
in elementary schools, Mittelschulen and higher girls’ schools, for
the language teacher exam and the exam for headmistress of a
girls’ school.?” For nearly three decades the examinations contin-
ued to be taken in Prussia, in Miinster, and the certifications issued
were recognised by the ministry in Oldenburg, because the Seminar
filled a gap in teacher training for the Catholic Miinsterland: at that
point, there was no further educational opportunity for Catholic
girls in the Grand Duchy after completing elementary schools. The
mutual recognition - Prussia accepted the education in Oldenburg,
Oldenburg accepted the Prussian certification - was in the best in-
terest of both states.

Things changed in 1904, when the Prussian Ministry issued a
decree that examinees wishing to teach in Prussia could only take
the examination in the same district where they had received their
education. This meant that Vechta’s trainees now had to take the
examination in Oldenburg - where an examination board for the
confessional Seminare had yet to be created - and that the Olden-
burgish certification had to be recognised by Prussia. For Vechta’s
institution, achieving Prussian recognition was important both
for the future lay teachers and for the nuns themselves. The nuns
were not only involved as teachers educating the next generation
of teachers, but also as learners, as some young nuns were train-
ing there for the first level certification or to become foreign lan-

3 Chronik, p. 1.
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guage teachers.® Therefore the Congregation once again took all
necessary steps to keep their certification valid in both Oldenburg
and Prussia.

The head of the Seminar approached the Oldenburg Ministry
with the request to work towards ensuring that the certifications
for teachers issued in Oldenburg would also be recognised in
Prussia. The proposal to set up a separate examination board in
the Grand Duchy was accepted in October 1905, and the Prussian
Ministry of Spiritual, Educational and Medical Affairs (Ministe-
rium der Geistlichen, Unterrichts- und Medizinal-Angelegenheiten)
recognised it in the same year, on condition that the examinees
also passed the mathematics examination. Moreover, since the
preparation for teacher certification for the upper grade was not
at an academic level, as in Prussia, the agreement required that
in order to head a Prussian school, the teacher must also take the
Prussian Oberlehrerinnenpriifung.®®

An undated* draft reproduces the Prussian regulations of 1874
and 1894 for Vechta (Priifungs Ordnung fiir Lehrerinnen im GrofSher-
zogtum Oldenburg). To obtain certification as an elementary school
teacher, no foreign language examination was required; neverthe-
less, the Chronicle’s account of the examinations demonstrates that
Vechta’s trainees continued to add French to the subjects of the

38 As with the second level examination, there are no minutes for the further
examinations prepared in Vechta (RENSING 2022, pp. 41, 77).

3 RENSING 2022, pp. 72-73.

4 The draft is written in Kurrent handwriting, in ink, and is not dated; a recent,
modern hand has added in pencil «genehmigt am 21. Jan. 1905» («approved on
the 21st Jan. 1905»).
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general first-level exam.* This is evidence of the students’ interest
in learning French, which increased their chances of finding em-
ployment as private tutors or educators.

The Prussian requests of 1904 and the Oldenburgish adaptations
of 1912 interrupted the seamless continuity between Coesfeld’s and
Vechta’s seminary, and were accompanied by paperwork connect-
ed to the changes that had to be introduced. While the documenta-
tion concerning the period between 1877 and 1904 is scarce and not
significant for this research, from 1904 onwards relevant archival
materials increase (lists of enrolments, documents on the struc-
ture of the courses, chronicles), making it possible to reconstruct
at least the broad outlines of the seminary’s organisation.

By 1904, Vechta’s institution had three years of Praparandie fol-
lowed by a three-years Lehrerinnenseminar. Girls could attend the
Praparandie after elementary school or Mittelschule but had to pass
an entrance examination that existed in the Prussian system until
1920. Those who had obtained a high school diploma (introduced in
1908) were admitted directly to the seminary.

With a few exceptions, wherein the theoretical and practical
preparation in pedagogy had to be entrusted to a lay person, the
teachers at the seminary were all nuns, like the headmistress. With
the new regulations of 1905, the pedagogical direction was entrust-
ed to the lay Oberlehrer Joseph Kosters. The teacher who supervised
the Ubungsschule (the training school for pedagogical practice) and
evaluated the trainees’ practicum hours was also a layperson. As
was the case with other seminaries that were affiliated with an ur-

4 Chronik, pp. 33, 46, 56, 66, 79, 89, 101.
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ban elementary school,* the seminary’s staff was the same as that
of the higher girls’ school. As far as languages were concerned, the
Congregation relied mainly on its nuns for the teaching of French:
the subject was covered by Sister M. Pauline and Oberlehrer Kreutz-
mann, and later by Sister M. Gregorie (wWho was also headmistress
of the Seminar), Sister M. Alexa, Sister M. Raphaela, and Professor
Kosters.® There were also native lay teachers for French and Eng-
lish whose hours do not officially appear in the timetable that was
submitted to the Oldenburgish Ministry and who testify to the in-
terest in learning oral skills.*

Little is known about the organisation of foreign language les-
sons, and the information available relates almost exclusively to
French. In 1905 there were three classroom hours per week of
French in the first and second year, and two hours in the last year;
they dropped to two hours in each year in 1912, when English was
also added, albeit optionally.#* The timetables of seminary and
school were coordinated as far as possible, in order to facilitate
classroom training hours.* The 1912 syllabus for the three years in-
cludes an extensive review of the entire French grammar, and the
reading of light prose texts, followed by speaking exercises. Each
week trainees had a small written assignment.#

4 ANDERSON 1970, p. 272.

4 Chronik, pp. 11, 23; RENSING 2022, p. 48.

4 The chronicle mentions M.lle Kern and M.lle Lagade for French, Miss Keogh
and Miss Havigan for English (Chronik, p. 16).

4 RENSING 2022, p. 50.

4 Ivi, p. 52.

47 [KOSTERS], p. 19. The 1912 report names two textbooks: Dubislav, Bock, Gru-
ber, Methodischer Lehrgang der fpmnzé)'sichen Sprache. Ausgabe D. Weidmann, Ber-
lin, and X. Ducotterd, W. Marder, Lehrgang der franzosischen Sprache auf Grund der
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While we know a lot about the importance of foreign language
learning for the grades that the seminarians would teach, and the
documents give us insight into the contents and methods for prepar-
ing for the first level examination, we have much less information
about the training of future language teachers. According to a re-
port written in 1912 by director Kdsters, methodological principles
(Methodik) were part of the teaching hours for each subject,* but
the timetable he encloses that specifies whether a methodological
part for each subject is included does not indicate one for French.
This is not surprising, given that until the 1920s there was no real
didactic training for teaching foreign languages.* The only indirect
information we can rely on is Kosters’ statement that in the second
year, each week sample lessons and readings in all subjects were
held in two lessons, followed by explanations of the methodolog-
ical aspects. In the third year, each trainee had six hours of teach-
ing per week in all subjects as traineeship;* the practical training
could take place in all three levels of the higher girls’ school.>

As far as the language teacher examination is concerned, the
draft of the Oldenburg regulations required for it to be identical
to the Prussian one, both in the oral and the practical part. In the
oral examination, the candidate was required to translate a prose
text without preparation, and to give proof of precise knowledge
of grammar, verse, history of literature, methodology, and school

Anschauung und mit besonderer Beriicksichtigung des miindlichen und schriftlichen
freien Gedankenausdruckes, Jigel, Frankfurt a. M. (Ivi, p. 39).

# Ivi, p. 11.

4 CHRIST 2020, p. 94.

5 [KOSTERS], pp. 11-12.

st Chronik, pp. 24, 56, 92.
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reading books.>*> The written examination, on the other hand,
showed a modern approach because it allowed the traditional
translation to be replaced by an essay.s This certification allowed
teachers to teach French and/or English in any grade of a higher
girls’ school.

2.3. Thetrainees

As previously mentioned, a distinctive feature of the Seminar in
the small town of Vechta is that its catchment area extended far
beyond local and regional boundaries. The data are based on the
Verzeichnis der Schiilerinnen des Lehrerinnen-Seminars zu Vechta, the
trainees’ name list of the last twenty-two years of the seminary’s
activity (1904-1926) that contains the names of the girls enrolled,
their place of residence, and when 701 of them passed the teacher’s
examination.

52 Priifungs Ordnung, §14.

53 Jbidem, §31: «In der schriftlichen Priifung haben di Bewerberinnen [...] anzu-
fertigen: 1. Ubersetzung eines schwierigen Prosaabschnittes aus der deutschen
in diejenige fremde Sprache, fiir welche die Bewerberin geprobt wird 2. Die
Ubersetzung eines Abschnittes erzdhlender Prosa aus der betreffenden fremden
Sprache in die deutsche. An Stelle der zwei Ubersetzungen kann nach Wahl der
Bewerberin eine freie Arbeit treten. Fiir jede der zwei bzw. 4 Arbeiten werden
drei Stunden Zeit gewahrt. Die Aufgabe stellt der Vorsitzende auf Grund von Vor-
schldge der Kommissionmitglieder. Der Gebrauch eines Worterbuches ist ge-
stattet.» («In the written examination, candidates must complete the following
tasks: 1. Translation of a difficult passage of prose from German into the foreign
language for which the candidate is being tested. 2. Translation of a passage of
narrative prose from the relevant foreign language into German. Instead of the
two translations, candidates may choose to complete a free assignment. Three
hours are allowed for each of the two or four pieces of work. The task is set by the
chairperson on the basis of suggestions from the members of the commission.
The use of a dictionary is permitted>»)
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The trainees came partly from Vechta and the neighbouring
area in the Duchy (156 out of 701: 22,25%), but the vast majority of
the learners (529, i.e. 75,46%) came from Prussia, particularly from
Westphalia (336) and the Rhineland (121), and this remained con-
stant throughout the history of the Seminar.5* It is only in the central
years of the First World War that there was a change, which mainly
concerned the percentages of pupils who came from Westphalia
and the Rhineland: the overall number was almost unchanged, but
there was a sharp drop in new enrolments from Westphalia which
was matched by an equivalent increase in enrolments from the
Rhineland. It is likely that the nuns wanted to give priority to the
girls most threatened by their proximity to the war front.

The high numbers of trainees coming from Westphalia and
the Rhineland may be related to the fact that, following the clo-
sure of the seminary in Coesfeld, Vechta was the only seminary
of the Sisters of Notre Dame until they opened one in Miilhausen
in 1904: this possibly attracted Catholic girls from the main area
of the nuns’ activity. It is conceivable that the recruitment of both
nuns and schoolgirls in the countryside surrounding the branch-
es helped to raise familiarity with the Congregation and its sem-
inary outside urban centres. In general, it is well known that the
opening of branches strengthened relations between cities and

s+ Except for two siblings coming from Holland, all other trainees came from the
following states of the German Empire: Prussia (529), Oldenburg (156), Hamburg
(5), Braunschweig (1), Sachsen-Weimar-Eisenach (1). On the upper administra-
tive level of the Empire, the Prussian districts from where the girls came were
Westphalia (336), Rhineland (121), Hannover (69), Schleswig-Holstein (5), Berlin
(2), Hohenzollern (1).
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the rural areas.®® Moreover, it is noteworthy that ninety-four per
cent of the area from which the pupils came belonged to the di-
ocese of Miinster (Westphalia), where most of the Congregation’s
schools were located. This shows the importance of the ecclesias-
tical administrative territory (the diocese) and its possible unify-
ing function beyond any political boundary.

Catholic teachers preferred to teach in small towns and cities.
Since the percentage of Catholic teachers was particularly high in
Westphalia and in the Rhineland,® we can assume that teachers
who had been trained in Vechta would go to work in Prussian towns
as small as the ones they came from. In November 1904 the Chron-
icle reported that not only their Prussian trainees sought employ-
ment in Prussia, but so did the majority of the seminarians from
the Grand Duchy of Oldenburg.s’

It’s interesting to note the very high fragmentation over the ter-
ritory with regards to the students’ hometowns: the 701 girls who
passed the teachers’ examination between 1905 and 1923 came
from 312 different places, mostly villages or even hamlets. Of all
the medium-sized towns that were part of the Seminar’s catchment
area, only eight provided the school with a number of students
equal to ten or higher; the highest registered number of girls from
the same town was 22, all originally from Miinster. Girls who came
from these centres made up only 16.26% of the total student popula-
tion.s® This confirms what recent studies on the social background

5% MEIWES 2000, p. 86.

5 ALBISETTI 1988, p. 83.

7 Chronik, p. 5.

8 The other seven towns were in Westphalia (Buer, Bottrop), Rhineland (Essen,
Hamborn) and the Duchy of Oldenburg (Damme, Lohne, Vechta).
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of teachers in the nineteenth and early twentieth century have
shown: the background is more diverse than previously indicated
by researchers of the field.* Besides daughters from educated mid-
dle-class families and from the upper, propertyless middle class,
there were also those coming from artisan and rural families.® In
Vechta, school fees seem to have been low and therefore also ac-
cessible to the lower middle class, not least because the nuns did
not receive a salary. Nor did they have demanding income ambi-
tions: a budget allowing for the efficient operation of the school
complex was sufficient. For example, when heavy inflation created
financial difficulties for families in 1923, and the nuns could not
obtain the necessary quantities of potatoes for the boarding school,
they asked the families to pay the remaining school fees with 50
kilos of potatoes.®

Social background is also generally related to the type of quali-
fication the teachers obtained. The first examination is believed to
have been chosen by girls from the lower class, while the second
level examination — which gave access to the middle grades of high-
er girls’ schools — was taken by those from the propertyless bour-
geoisie and the intellectual middle class.®* This distinction may not
necessarily apply to Vechta, where the catchment area crossed the
border between the Duchy and Prussia, including villages and the
agricultural middle class as well as possibly master craftsmen. It
would be interesting to compare the data regarding the girls who

59 NIESWANDT 1996, p. 178.
¢ Ibidem.

61 Chronik, p. 76.

2 NIESWANDT 1996, p. 178.
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took the first examination with those of the girls who took the sec-
ond examination to become language teachers, but we have the
complete name list only of those who took the first level examina-
tion. For the second level we have the name list for 1906 and 1907;
of the other years we only have the number of graduates - in 1911,
for instance, out of 37 trainees, 11 took the second level exam,? and
in 1922 they were 12.% For the period before 1904, we only know
that every year «some» girls took the examination for the higher
teaching position.®

There is also little information on the employment of Vechta’s
young teachers. The Chronicle only begins to report on their em-
ployment from 1915 onwards, and it does not distinguish between
generic teachers and language teachers. We have no data on the
employment of young women trained in the early decades, but it
is known that the Kulturkampf, by excluding nuns from teaching
in state primary schools, created many new jobs for lay teachers
who had to replace them. Later on, during the war, they all found
employment in schools because many male teachers had gone to
the front, but from 1920 onwards the economic situation in the
country worsened and an increasing number of young women
were unable to enter schools. According to the Chronicle, they
were employed in banks and post offices, or became governesses;
some worked for their own families.®® By that time, the number

8 RENSING 2022, p. 41.

% Chronik, p. 62.

% Ivi, p. 2: «[es] befanden sich jedesmal einige, die die Priifung fiir das hohere
Lehrfach ablegten» («[there] were always some who took the examination for the
higher teaching certification»).

¢ Chronik, pp. 20, 39-40, 47-48. In 1922, the situation was particularly difficult for
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of university-trained teachers had increased, teacher training was
going to be completely nationalised (1926),” and the Congrega-
tion’s Seminar in Vechta was preparing to become an Oberlyzeum
of modern languages, once again adapting to the educational
needs of women, as did other Catholic schools in Prussia in those
dynamic and challenging years.®

CONCLUSION

On the whole, the success of the multifunctional school complex in
Vechta - and the seminary in particular - is evident, as is its ability
to attract pupils from a wide area for decades, and to bring thirty or
so young people to teaching certification each year.

It is almost impossible to draw a line between teacher training for
elementary schools on the one hand and middle school and foreign
language teacher training on the other. The data relate almost exclu-
sively to the main activity of the Vechta Seminar, i.e. that of general
training, which for a long time guaranteed the young girls a job in
a school. However, there are sufficient indications that there were
trainees who obtained certification for language teaching every year,
and it is at least clear that foreign language learning played an im-
portant role in personal education and for professional purposes (all
trainees took at least the French examination even when it was not
compulsory). It is conceivable that the peculiar situation of the Semi-

female graduates from areas occupied by the French and Belgians, but they all
managed to be employed in schools (ivi, p. 68).

% BOCKMANN - MORTHORST 1996, pp. 72, 89.

¢ ZYMEK - NEGHABIAN - ZIOB 2005, pp. 206-207.
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nar, offering a certification recognised by two states, as well as the
wide catchment area, may have made the Seminar stand out against
other institutions of the time training female teachers. Its history
and ideals, on the other hand, do not contrast with the overall pic-
ture of private catholic education in those decades. They confirm the
role that religious orders and congregations played - especially in
the second half of the nineteenth century and in the beginning of
the twentieth century - as an instrument for the development of the
girls’ school system in Germany,” a role that is a relevant research
topic in the history of German women education.

REFERENCES

Archival sources

Rome, Private Archive of the Congregation of the Schwestern Unserer
Lieben Frau:

Satzungen und Regeln der Kongregation der Schwestern Unserer Lieben
Frau. Von Amersfort mitgebracht nach Coesfeld, 1850 (Typescript).

Vechta, Offizialatsarchiv Vechta:

Best. Liebfrauenschule Vechta nr. 58: Chronik des Lehrerinnense-
minars (1904-1926).

Best. Liebfrauenschule Vechta nr. 58: Deine friiheren Lehrerinnen,
Cyclostyled circular letter [1926].

 Ivi, pp. 204-207.

Paola Spazzali, The Congregation of the Sisters of Notre Dame Training Female Teachers



ACME V.79,n.1(2026)

Best. Liebfrauenschule Vechta nr. 59: Verzeichnis der Schiilerin-
nen des Lehrerinnen-Seminars zu Vechta.

Best. Liebfrauenschule Vechta nr. 62: [Joseph Kosters], Lehrplan
der Lehrerinnenbildungsanstalt der Schwestern U. L. Frau in Vechta.

Best. Liebfrauenschule Vechta nr. 62: Priifungs Ordnung fiir Leh-
rerinnen im GrofSherzogtum Oldenburg.

Primary Sources

Konstitutionen 1936: [Kongregation der Schwestern Unserer Lieben
Frau (ed.)], Konstitutionen der Kongregation der Schwestern Unserer
Lieben Frau, Miilhausen, no publisher, 1936.

Secondary Sources

ALBISETTI 1988 : J. C. Albisetti, Schooling German Girls and Women,
Princeton New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1988.

ANDERSON 1970 : E. N. Anderson, The Prussian Volksschule in the Ni-
neteenth Century, in Entstehung und Wandel der modernen Gesell-
schaft. Festschrift fiir Hans Rosenberg, a cura di G.A. Ritter, Berlin,
De Gruyter, 1970, pp. 261-279.

BART HELLINCKS - DEPAEPE 2009 : F. S. Bart Hellincks - M. Depaepe,
The Forgotten Contribution of the Teaching Sisters. Historiographical
Essay on the Educational Work of Catholic Women Religious in the
19th and 20th Centuries, Leuven, Leuven University Press, 2009.

Paola Spazzali, The Congregation of the Sisters of Notre Dame Training Female Teachers



ACME V.79,n.1(2026)

BOCKMANN - MORTHORST [1993] : St. M. R. Bockmann - Sr. M. B.
Morthorst, Geschichte der Kongregation der Schwestern Unserer Lie-
ben Frau von Coesfeld, Deutschland (1850-1975). Erster Teil, 1. Fol-
ge (1850-1855), Rom, Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau Generalat
Rom, [1993].

BOCKMANN - MORTHORST 1993 : Sr. M. R. Bockmann - Sr. M. B.
Morthorst, Geschichte der Kongregation der Schwestern Unserer Lie-
ben Frau von Coesfeld, Deutschland (1850-1975). Erster Teil, 2. Fol-
ge (1855-1877), Rom, Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau Generalat
Rom, 1993.

BOCKMANN - MORTHORST 1994 : Sr. M. R. Bockmann - Sr. M. B.
Morthorst, Geschichte der Kongregation der Schwestern Unserer Lie-
ben Frau von Coesfeld, Deutschland (1850-1975). Erster Teil, 3. Fol-
ge (1877-1888), Rom, Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau Generalat
Rom, 1994.

BOCKMANN - MORTHORST 1996 : Sr. M. R. Bockmann - Sr. M. B.
Morthorst, Geschichte der Kongregation der Schwestern Unserer Lie-
ben Frau von Coesfeld, Deutschland (1850-1975). Erster Teil, 4. Fol-
ge (1888-1900), Rom, Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau Generalat
Rom, 1996.

CHRIST 2020 : H. Christ, Geschichte des Fremdsprachenunterrichts
im deutschsprachigen Raum, von den Anfangen bis 1995, eine Ein-
fiihrung. Mit einem Vorwort und einem Nachtrag (1995-2020) von
Franz-Joseph Meifsnere, Giessen, Giessen University Library Pu-
blications, 2020.

Paola Spazzali, The Congregation of the Sisters of Notre Dame Training Female Teachers



ACME V.79,n.1(2026)

DAMBERG 1998 : W. Damberg, Moderne und Milieu. 1802-1998,
Miinster, dialogverlag, 1998. (Arnold Angenendt (Hg.), Geschichte
des Bistums Miinster BD v).

KUHLEMANN 1991 : F. M. Kuhlemann, Niedere Schulen, in Handbuch
der deutschen Bildungsgeschichte, Bd. 1v: 1870-1918. Von der Reichs-
griindung bis zum Ende des Ersten Weltkriegs, a cura di C. Berg,
Miinchen, Beck, 1991, pp. 179-227.

MEIWES 2000 : R. Meiwes, “Arbeiterinnen des Herrn”. Katholische
Frauenkongregationen im 19. Jahrhundert, Frankfurt/New York,
Campus Verlag, 2000.

NIESWANDT 1996 : M. Nieswandt, Lehrerinnenseminare: Sonderweg
zum Abitur oder Bestandteil hoherer Mdadchenbildung?, in Geschichte
der Mddchen- und Frauenbildung, a cura di E. Kleinau - C. Opitz,
Frankfurt/New York, Campus Verlag, 1996, pp. 174-188.

RENSING 2022 : Sr. M. H. Rensing, Das Lehrerinnenseminar der
Schwestern Unserer Lieben Frau in Vechta 1877 - 1926. Grundlagen
und Profil, Vechta, Archiv des Bischoflich Miinsterschen Offizia-
lates, 2022.

SCHAFFER 1988 : W. Schaffer, Schulorden im Rheinland. Ein Beitrag
zur Geschichte religioser Genossenschaften im Erzbistum Koln zwi-
schen 1815 und 1875, Koln, dm-Verlag, 1988.

SCHOPPA 1909 : G. Schoppa, Das Mddchenschulwesen in PreufSen. Mi-
nisterielle Bestimmungen und Erlasse, Leipzig, Diirr, 1909.

ZYMEK - NEGHABIAN - ZIOB 2005 : B Zymek - G. Neghabian - L. Ziob,
Sozialgeschichte und Statistik des Mddchenschulwesens in den deutschen
Staaten 1800-1945, Gottingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005.

Paola Spazzali, The Congregation of the Sisters of Notre Dame Training Female Teachers



	_heading=h.gjdgxs
	_heading=h.30j0zll
	_GoBack_Copy_1_Copy_1_Copy_1_Copy_1_Copy

