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1) Introduction

„The incapability of German schools to balance or reduce social handicaps and unequal equipment with cultural and social resources becomes obvious in a particular striking way concerning children with migration background.”

Already the PISA study of the OECD in 2000 revealed weaknesses of the German school system - Germany ranked 25th out of 32 countries
. A particular problem was its inability to balance social inequality. This is a problem that concerns all pupils in Germany. Considering however the social status of most migrant families in Germany and additional language and culture differences, it particularly affects migrant children.

At the beginning of the year, events at two schools in Berlin showed that the situation didn’t improve enough after the PISA “shock” and brought the topic back on the table. The case of one of them shall be mentioned here:

In a secondary school with a very high proportion of migrant children problems with aggressiveness, irreverence and ignorance towards the teachers became that intolerable that normal teaching was unthinkable and teachers started to protest publicly about the conditions at the school.

This questions the current practice of integration policy at German schools and shows that there is still a call for action. It caused a new discussion in the media as well as among scientists and politicians about ways to improve the situation.

This essay shall describe the current situation at German schools of general education - existing problems and how it’s dealt with them - in order to highlight the perspectives, how the situation can be improved, at the end. 

Writing this essay mainly for Non-German readers, it will be necessary to explain the German school system first and - to illustrate the problems - to describe the current statistical differences in the distribution of German and migrant children to its schools.
2) The German School System and
the Statistical Distribution of Migrant Children

The fact that Germany is a federal state is very important considering the German school system. Education falls under the principle of cultural sovereignty (“Kulturhoheit”) of the German states (“Länder”) - the federal government has hardly a possibility to influence their education policy. Hence school systems strongly vary from state to state. Reacting to the publication of the PISA results in 2001, the states agreed for the first time on some national education standards which are however considered too vague by experts.
 

Differences between the states mainly concern the curriculum and the periods how long primary and secondary level of the system are. The school types, however, are almost the same in all of the states.

Education starts with pre-school (Kindergarten) which is usually attended from the age of 3 to 6. Afterwards, the child will change to the elementary school (Grundschule) which in most states covers grade 1 till 4. Then the child will become pupil of one of the secondary schools. The most common school types of the secondary education are:

-
“The Hauptschule imparting a general education as the basis for practical vocational training.
-
The Realschule, a secondary school leading to intermediary qualifications. It also prepares for vocational training, but, compared to the Hauptschule, with a broader spectrum of professions.

-
The Gymnasium (grammar school), which is the most demanding form of secondary education. It usually lasts nine years and is simultaneously a qualification allowing pupils to take up studies at universities or Fachhochschulen, a type of higher technical college.”

In a few states there also exists another type of secondary school:

-
The Gesamtschule “which is a comprehensive school that offers all three tracks under one roof.”

The elementary school is usually issuing a recommendation which school would be suitable for the child; the ultimate decision where it will go is however taken by the parents alone. Generally there is some possibility to correct the decision during the first years of secondary education in both directions. The details of the transition may differ from state to state. 
The “Mutual Agreement between the Länder on the standardization of the School System” of 14/10/1971 regulates the general duty of children to attend school. It also says that “all immigrant children from the age of six onwards have the same rights and duties as to schooling as their German peers.”
 Full-time education is generally compulsory from age 6 to age 15 or 16.

Previous to a closer look at the current statistical situation at German schools concerning the distribution of German and migrant children it is important to mention a problem distorting the statistics:

Official statistics mainly use nationality as a characteristic and by this they underestimate the number of children from migrant families. They don’t consider the fact that children of ethnic German immigrants and naturalized persons are German citizens.
 Naturalized families are usually better integrated and their children perform better in school.
 Hence the success of migrant children is often underestimated by statistics. Furthermore, a comparison is problematic because of the fact that children within the group of “foreigners” may have different nationalities, differing social backgrounds and different reasons for immigration to Germany and thus very different biographies.

Keeping this in mind, this work will due to its limited length still concentrate on those statistics which already show the basic problem clearly enough.
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In the school year 2003/04 962.835 pupils at German schools of general education were foreigners. This is equivalent to a percentage of 10% of all pupils at those schools. The biggest group of them is Turkish (43,4%).
 The illustration above shows that, although there was some positive development during the last 10 years, migrant children are - compared to their German peers - still over-represented at Hauptschule, the lowest „branch“ of secondary education, and under-represented at Gymnasium. This considerably limits there job possibilities and hence the perspectives for their future. Gender differences are typical in the German and the “foreign” group: to a certain degree, girls perform better than their male peers.

Additionally, it is important to mention that there is a striking difference between the states of former Eastern and of former Western Germany: in the year 1999 in former Western Germany 11,3 percent of the pupils at schools of general education were foreigners, whereas in the “new states” only 0,8 percent of the students were.
 Considering that migrant families mainly live in the urban areas, the number of migrant pupils can even get much higher at schools in some cities (like e.g. Berlin, Frankfurt or München) than one expects taking a glance at the national statistics. Especially in case of failed integration big problems can appear there. In the school mentioned in the introduction the proportion of non-German pupils was 83,2%. 
Summarizing the results of the statistics it becomes obvious that the problem of migrant children at German schools “is not the quantitative participation at education, but the quality of their promotion.”

The reasons for this fact shall be analyzed in the next chapter.

3) Reasons for the Current Situation
As already mentioned above, the German school system generally is said to be incapable to deal with inequality concerning the social background of the children. For migrant children this is even worse, because they additionally have to deal with cultural and language differences at school.
Having a closer look at both sides - the background of the child and the school system - it makes sense to split the explanations into 2 groups
:
1) Characteristics of the migrant families which are:
“their alleged “cultural distance” to the receiving society, the usually low educational levels of the parents, information deficits, the few resources (in terms of time and money) that can be invested in education, and return orientations that are believed to be detrimental to the children’s school career”


Possible language problems have to be added.

2) Characteristics of the German school system:

“German schools are predominantly half-day schools, both in primary and secondary education. Thus, intense homework support by the parents and older brothers or sisters is often necessary, which is difficult for migrant families. A further problem is the described “streamed” system of secondary education that implies early selection of pupils.”

Which of the both approaches is said to be more important usually depends on the author. In my view both of them have a certain explanatory value and have to be considered thinking about solutions of the problem.
Very often people also claim the fact that foreign children don’t attend pre-school particularly as a reason for their lack of German language. However, in reality this doesn’t prove to be true. The attendance rate of foreign children aged 3-4 and 4-5 is only a bit lower than the one of German and foreign children together (47% vs. 56% or 76% vs. 83% respectively).

However, it’s obvious that in pre-school language problems are not reduced sufficiently and as a consequence those problems persist in elementary school. Although there are offered language classes to migrant children during their school curricula, still the teaching of German is too often considered to be in the responsibility of the family.

Considering the fact that very often particularly the mothers of the children have big problems with German, but are the ones taking care of the child during the day while the father is at work, this approach is highly problematic.
However, there are measures taken by German schools to improve the situation of migrant children at school. Those measures especially concern the teaching of language, but also include intercultural approaches within the class. The next chapter will analyse them critically.
4) How to find a way out?

The general approach in German schools is well-described in the following quotation:

“[T]he post war German “mode of integration” has always been to include migrants and their offspring into general societal institutions. Migrant children normally attend the same schools and classes as their German peers, and the same paths into the labour market are open to them. The success of this approach varies.”

How this approach is complemented by special integration measures shall be described in the next paragraph before the following one will discuss the problems and lacks of the current measures. The last paragraph of the chapter shall then suggest possible complementation to improve the situation. The focus is put on changes within the current system.

4.1 Current Measures of Integration
The most integration measures
 at German schools deal with German language tuition. 

Recently, language promotion may already start from the moment on that the child is registered for school. There will be a test one year before the date of school entrance (at the age of 5) and if the German knowledge turns out to be insufficient, the child will attend a language promotion group run by a qualified child care worker for 6 hours a week. The classes are intended for children already born in Germany or who entered Germany at a very early age and they are attended by 50% of the immigrant children.

If children don’t have serious language problems, they are sent to the class corresponding to its age and ability. There’s a rule that the proportion of migrant children should only exceed 20% if they don’t have problems with German language. 

However, in some schools, the proportion of migrant children is too high to realize that.
 

If the proportion of migrant children in normal classes exceeds 20% there is also a possibility to form special classes (with 3 possible levels) for immigrant children to instruct them in German. At the end of the courses children should be able to attend normal lessons. Within this scope it’s also possible that the lessons are held in the native language of the children.

On the other hand, there are also offers to support the knowledge of the language, culture and religion of origin. They were originally thought to support the reintegration of children of guest workers after their return to their home countries. Their form depends on the state in question whereas the states of Eastern Germany rarely offer it because of the small number of immigrant children at their schools.

The teaching of the mother-tongue happens in two different models:

Either it is offered by the Ministry of Education of the state or by the Embassy or Consulate of the state of origin supported by the Ministry of Education. It takes place mainly up to 5 hours a week in primary and lower-secondary level and participation is voluntary.

In the states of Bavaria, Lower Saxony and North Rhine-Westphalia there is also “Islamic Instruction” offered two hours a week at school. This offer is directed at children of Turkish or Arabic origin and taught by teachers of those countries. The classes are regularly inspected by the Ministry of Education.

There are a few model attempts to integrate the native language of migrant children either in a bilingual school concept or in the foreign language offer at secondary school, however they are very different from school to school and couldn’t set a precedent so far.

Concerning the integration of the parents and families, there are no general offers of German tuition.

However, the Ministries of Education provide information material about the German school system and measures of education in several languages to inform the parents. There are also offers of a parent-teacher meeting in case of problems or questions. This offer however can already become difficult to realize due to basic communications problems in case of insufficient German knowledge of the parents.
 

There can also be found some intercultural approaches in class.

The school curricula include topics like e.g. dealing with different cultures, their characteristics and differences, human rights, development of prejudices and discriminatory attitudes, history and effects of migration or solutions for the problems of a multicultural society.

Additionally, the Recommendation of the Standing Conference of the Ministries of Education and Cultural Affairs on ‘Intercultural Teaching in School’ of 25 October 1996 proposed for certain subjects the following:

• “in history lessons: learning from sources that present events from different perspectives

• in geography lessons: analysing the relationships between areas and culture-related structures

• in sociology lessons: analysing various possible solutions to present political and social conflicts and their cultural pre-conditions

• in lessons on religion: analysing the common features of and differences between world religions.”

In foreign language lessons, there is dealt in various ways with the culture of the countries where the concerned language is spoken.

Further initiatives mainly depend on the engagement of teachers and students.

Concerning the education of the teachers it is important to mention that “[i]nitial teacher-training programmes do not in general include the intercultural dimension as yet, but there are exceptions: training programmes for foreign languages, geography and social science.”

4.2 Problems of those measures

At the first glance, one could be impressed about the variety of measures offered in Germany. As the current discussion however shows, those measures are not sufficient to integrate migrant children into the German school system.

Recalling the fact that education is a matter of the states, the application of the measures can also vary from state to state to a certain degree. 
Concerning the language courses it is important to mention that the attendance of them is limited in time and is only intended for children with a non-German passport. Additionally the tuition mainly takes place outside the regular classes. The attendance of classes in the language of the country of origin mostly is only for children having the respective nationality.

Considering the fact that the native language of the children mostly is not integrated in the regular education, this may already be seen as a “reason for the considerable handicap for the children because it ignores a crucial sphere of expression and life.”

Another lack of those measures is that parents of the children are not sufficiently integrated into the education process. Whilst German parents know how to get information or how to influence the school performance of their children, immigrants “’don’t know German schools, how the system works, what teachers expect from parents.’”
 It seems that providing information material in the language of the immigrants is not enough to solve this problem.
Also concerning the regular education in the classrooms there is still an enormous need for action.

First of all, teachers are not or not sufficiently educated to deal with cultural difference in the classroom:
“Also contributing to immigrant children’s academic inadequacies, observers say, is that with few exceptions, such as in Hamburg, teacher-training programs don’t prepare teachers to instruct them.”

Additionally, you will find almost any teachers with migration background in German schools. Dealing with topics of diversity would be certainly easier and more convincing if there stood a Turkish or Greek teacher in front of the class. And probably he could also serve as a shining example for the migrant pupils. 

Taking furthermore a glance at the schoolbooks used in the lessons, it becomes obvious that they don’t sufficiently reflect the current situation of German society. Despite of the above mentioned Recommendation of the Standing Conference of the Ministries of Education and Cultural Affairs on ‘Intercultural Teaching in School’ of 1996 dealing with such issues, the way in which German schoolbooks approach the increasing cultural diversity in Germany and Europe still has not fundamentally changed during the last years. Especially compared with other countries in a similar situation one has to realize:

“that the long-standing credo that the FRG is no immigration country has supported a mixture of lack of conceptions and narrow-minded ignorance on the one hand and, in reaction to the critical diagnosis of omissions, a hardly less problematic well-meaning cultural relativism on the other hand. The paradigm of the cultural strangeness of the immigrants is the keynote of this ambivalent constellation.”

Summing up all those aspects, I’d like to mention the view of some experts who see a general problem in the fact that all the measures taken are more isolated individual ones instead of being part of one comprehensive approach.

Additionally, it can be problematic that all the measures dealing with the original language, culture, or religion of the migrant children happen separated from the regular class. 

4.3 Possibilities to complement those measures to improve the situation
The approach to focus on language classes is certainly right considering the central role of language in school and society:
“[It is] the key to open all further assets of knowledge and to the participation in all social communication processes. It is a constitutive part of school communication and of school teaching and learning processes. That also means that the welfare state and democratic rule of equal opportunities or the balancing of disadvantages has to attach high importance to the acquisition of the lingua franca.”

Also Ingrid Gogolin, teaching at University of Hamburg as an expert on immigrant education, supports this approach. However she proposes the incorporation of language instruction in the regular lessons and generally a more multilingualist concept at the schools.
 
The question of language is particularly sensitive because the “ability to communicate [...] [is] like no other competence connected inseparably with personality”.
 That’s why also the 6th recommendation of the commission “school and migration” of the Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung suggests that it’s not only the lingua franca which is important to learn for the migrant children but also the mother tongue:
“By an upgrading of the family’s languages also the position of migrants within the German society is strengthened. From the psycholinguistic perspective the crucial reason for the promotion of the family’s languages is however, that at all events a break in the linguistic development has to be avoided. To avoid misunderstandings: It’s not generally necessary to promote the development of the family’s language to a certain point before the lingua franca can be promoted. It’s crucial that a child has the opportunity to develop at least one language according to its age.”

That’s why it’s desirable that those rare multilingualist concepts already introduced at some schools will be more spread. However, it must be avoided that this measure replaces the tuition in English in a way which doesn’t allow making up for it later, because that would make it difficult to reach a higher educational qualification.

Anyway, this is a measure that demands a reorganization of the whole school system and therefore won’t be easily realized state- or nationwide.
On the other hand, it will be easier and important that schools try to integrate German instruction better in the normal lessons. This however calls for a better education of teachers in the sector of “German as a second language”. 
The education of teachers generally has to focus more on the intercultural aspect of teaching at German schools. The problems won’t diminish if the students of education at university don’t deal with the multicultural situation of Germany and then afterwards start to teach in a class with in the most extreme case 80 or 90% of migrant children.
It’s also not enough to suggest some intercultural approach in the classrooms if the schoolbooks are not sufficiently adapted to the fact that they are written for pupils living in a multicultural society. This is certainly one of the easiest and cheapest measures how to improve the situation at German schools since schoolbooks are regularly edited newly anyway.

Concerning the proportion of migrant and/or bilingual teachers at German schools, there is also a call for action. An increase of their number will however be realized only by special efforts and programs.

Furthermore it is necessary to turn away from the very common view that school is only responsible for what happens for several hours a day between teachers and pupils in the classroom with the objective of imparting knowledge. A more general approach is needed which allows dealing more with the social and cultural backgrounds and problems of the pupils and their families as well as possible problems or tensions within the class. E.g. it would be desirable to integrate more project work into the schedule. This however is complicated by the fact that German schools mainly are half-day schools.

Especially at many Hauptschulen there are also employed social workers additionally to the teaching staff during the last years. They are able to take care of affairs and problems of the pupils which are exceeding the responsibility and resources of the teachers. Usually those workers are employed by the cities. Due to their lack of money, unfortunately not every school in need can get this support. It would be desirable to start some financial support programs which allow employing more of them.
Additionally, it’s necessary to integrate parents of migrant pupils better into school life to improve the communication and to avoid problems arising out of insufficient knowledge of German or the German school system. In Berlin for example, a new project was started to deal with the problem that the parents of migrant pupils often hardly speak German: 

“It provides language classes to about 6,200 immigrant mothers, in elementary schools. It also set up a pilot program combining language instruction for parents with information about the school system.”

This approach is certainly needed also in other regions than in Berlin and attempts in Germany and abroad show “that new models of work with parents and cooperation increase the parent’s participation of migrants decisively.”

This is certainly not an exhaustive description - a lot more of those measures how to improve the situation of migrant children at German schools can be imagined - but the ones mentioned above just should show different approaches needed to improve the situation. 
5) Conclusion
Analysing the measures proposed to better integrate and promote migrant children at German schools it becomes obvious that action will be necessary from different sides:

Politicians on the national level should think about possible ways to influence the situation in spite of the “Kulturhoheit” by new principles and guidelines for the states and the schools and how more financial support can be provided e.g. for the employment of social workers.

Politicians on state level should have a critical look at today’s schoolbooks and think about reforms of the curriculum and the general current system to improve the language situation for migrant children.

Universities (together with the concerned state) have to think about new conditions of study better preparing their students for the reality in today’s classrooms and about programs to attract qualified migrant youths for the teacher job.
The Head of the School should think about projects and measures how to better integrate migrant families in school life.
Teachers have to think about ways how to promote a climate of tolerance and mutual support among the pupils - even if that requires digressing from the schedule.

Parents must observe the situation at the school of their children very carefully because via institutions like the school conference they also may have a certain influence on the policy of the school. At home they will have a crucial influence on their children by their view of cultural diversity. Migrant parents can act by participating in possible offers by the school of their children and should impart a positive image of Germany as the country they now live in.
Also pupils can influence the situation by empathy and pro-activity towards their classmates. Being the actual “target” of the whole system this however will only work if they are sensitized for the problem what should just happen at school and at home.
Taken all in all, this shows that, as already mentioned above, for a better integration of migrant children at German schools a comprehensive approach is needed that integrates all those proposed measures “under one roof”. This however requires first of all a general turn in German society which still has problems to call Germany an immigrant country. So far, this vagueness certainly is one of the main obstacles to a better integration policy at German schools.
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