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1. Introduction and context: what, where and why?  

1.1. Understanding selected region: key characteristics  

Berlin, a ‘city-state’ within Germany, has experienced frequent, radical changes 
transforming the face of the city. The city has a positive net migration with a current 
population of 3.5 million. Young people are particularly numerous in Berlin – two thirds of 
those who moved to Berlin over the last few years were younger than 33 years 

(Senatskanzlei, 2015). While these new residents bring creativity and entrepreneurship to 
the city, there is a need to adapt the infrastructure (e.g. housing, education and health 
facilities, public transportation) to this increasing population (Senatskanzlei, 2015). The 
arrival of high numbers of asylum seekers and refugees has made it particularly urgent to 
meet these needs. Efforts have been taken, but the need for adaption remains.  
 

 
Figure 1. The region of Berlin (DE-22).  
 
The disadvantaged position of Berlin is particularly evident in the areas of unemployment 
and education: Berlin’s unemployment rate (9.2% in November 2016) is above the German 

average (5.7% in November 2016) and the second highest in Germany (Statista, 2016). 
Berlin has also one of the highest proportions of early school leavers in Germany: 9.2% 
compared to the German average of 5.8% (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 
2016, Table d7_2016).  
The comparative assessment of educational attainments in the Lander (IQB 
Ländervergleich 2012) found Mathematics competences of students in Berlin at the end of 
grade 9 below the German average (second lowest rank behind Bremen), the competences 
in science subjects of the same group were at the lower end of the national average. For 
both subject groups, Berlin is among the Lander with the highest correlation between 
educational attainments and social status. Mathematical attainments of students with a 
migrant background, especially those with both parents having been born in a different 
country, are considerable lower than the national average and their native peers in Berlin, 
the discrepancies are slightly lower for Biology (Pant et al, 2013). 



 

 

Furthermore, Berlin received the lowest overall ranking (place 16 among 16 Lander) 

compared to the other Lander in the education monitor 2016 (Initiative Neue Soziale 
Marktwirtschaft, 2016) in the analysis of 12 sub-fields. These include among others:  

▪ Quantity of staff in education facilities (2nd out of 16)1; 

▪ All-day school arrangements and quality of education staff (4th out of 16)2; 

▪ Efficiency of time spent in the education system (16th out of 16)3;  

▪ School quality measured by student competences (15th out of 16)4;  

▪ Education poverty – expected difficulties in entering the labour market due to 

lacking degrees (16th out of 16)5;  

▪ Integration – dependency of educational degrees and socioeconomic background 

(16th out of 16)6; 

Efforts have been made to tackle the challenges confronted by Berlin’s education system. 
The success of these efforts is evident in the dynamic ranking that assesses the 

improvements from the results of the education monitor 2013 until the education monitor 
2016. Overall, Berlin ranks 5th out of Germany’s 16 Lander in regard to these 
improvements. In all but three sub-fields, the improvement ranks of Berlin are among the 
upper 50%. The three sub-fields where this does not apply to are: Integration (12th out of 
16); Contribution of schools to higher education in MINT subjects (14th out of 16); and 
Contribution of higher education to research (16th out of 16) (Initiative Neue Soziale 

Marktwirtschaft, 2016). Since the latter two sub-fields had already been ranked high in 
2013, the low improvement rank is a result of a remaining high standard. However, the 
sub-field Integration was already ranked low in 2013 and received the lowest ranking in 
2016 again. This leads to the conclusion that the high correlation between educational 
attainments and socioeconomic status remains a high challenge for Berlin. It has to be 
noted that the authors of the Education monitor (Initiative Neue Soziale Markwirtschaft) 
are not an officially approved body. They are known for neo-liberal lobbying. The findings 
above therefore have to be interpreted critically since it cannot be ruled out that their 
agenda has influence on the results.  
The school system of Berlin consists of a six-year primary school programme7 and different 
types of secondary schools. Before 2011, after completing primary school, students 
progressed to one of the four types of secondary schools for up to six further 
years: Hauptschule, Realschule, Gymnasium, Since the 2011/12 school year, there are 
only two types of schools:  

▪ The Sekundarschule (secondary school, which is a merger of the former 

Hauptschule (lower secondary school), Realschule (medium secondary school), and 

Gymnasium (higher secondary school) where students can attain 

a  Hauptschulabschluss (lower secondary degree), Realschulabschluss (medium 

secondary degree) or the Abitur (higher secondary degree and precondition to enter 

university), adding two additional school years, so that the Abitur is achieved after 

                                         
1 Student-teacher ratio in primary and vocational schools and lecturer-student ratio in University 
2 Academic degrees among Kindergarten staff, all-day arrangements at Kindergartens and at primary 
schools 
3 Grade repetition quota in secondary level 1, rate of BA students, proportion of vocational trainings 
that were ended before graduation 
4 IQB 2012: Mathematics Gymnasium [higher secondary school], science, mathematics 
5 Quota of participants of Berufsvorbereitungsjahr [vocational training integration year] entering 
vocational training, IQB 2012: Mathematics level 1, early school leaving quota 
6 Quota of foreign school leavers, Quota of foreign students attaining Abitur [higher secondary 
degree], variance explanation IQB 2012 mathematics  
7 Some Gymnasia [higher secondary schools] in Berlin optionally start after 4 years of primary school, 
the regular beginning of all secondary schools is 7th grade. In all other German Lander, expect for 
Brandenburg and Berlin, primary school lasts 4 years and secondary schools start with grade 5. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hauptschule
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Realschule
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gymnasium_(Germany)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sekundarschule
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hauptschulabschluss
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Realschulabschluss
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abitur


 

8 

12 school years overall8. In school year 2014/15, 42,7% of Berlin students attended 

Sekundarschule (in 2004/05 the proportion was only 20,4%), the national average 

was 15,8 % in 2014/15 (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2016). 

▪ The Gymnasium: Gymnasium is the higher secondary school where students attain 

the Abitur [higher secondary degree]. Gymnasium in Berlin normally start with 

grade 7 but some optionally start with grade 5. It is also possible to transfer from 

another secondary school to a Gymnasium, e.g. after attaining a medium secondary 

degree in grade 10 of secondary school. Berlin's Gymnasiums can select 65% to 

70% of their students, the other places are to be allocated by lottery. Every child is 

able to enter the lottery, no matter how he or she performed in primary school. This 

system is in place in order to increase the number of working class students 

attending a Gymnasium. In 2015, 49,5% of students under 15 years attended a 

Gymnasium in Berlin, this is the highest rate in Germany with the national average 

of 40% in the same year (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2016). 

1.2. Getting to know the schools selected for the field study: brief profile  

1.2.1. School 1 - Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule9 

The secondary school Wolfgang-Borchert is located in the district of Berlin Spandau. Berlin 

Spandau is in the western part of Berlin, and has 238,278 inhabitants, which makes it the 
smallest district in Berlin (Statistik Berlin Brandenburg, 2016). The unemployment rate 
(11% in May 2016) is above the average of Berlin (9,2% in November 2016) (Bezirksamt 
Spandau von Berlin, 2016). 
This school stands out as a school that is located in a disadvantaged area. The school is 
attended by students from primarily disadvantaged backgrounds10, with a high proportion 
of students with a migrant background (over 50%). The school fosters inclusion: in each 
class, there are some pupils who are in need of special support11. At the same time, the 
school has managed to implement innovative approaches of pedagogy and school 
organisation in order to meet the diverse needs of its students. Through these innovations, 
the school has won prizes in several competitions, including its first place among Berlin’s 
schools in the 2015 round of the competition ‘Strong school’ (‘Starke Schule’) and ninth 
place nation-wide in the same round (Starke Schule, 2016). Starke Schule is a Germany-
wide competition where schools can apply every two years in order to be accepted into a 
network and receive further support and guidance. Criteria for being a ‘Strong school’ refer 
to its application of resources and the development of a concept for the support of all 
students, in particular to foster talents, to improve the quality of teaching, to manage 
transitions, and to make use of networks. The membership in the network comes with the 
access to training measures, best practice exchanges and contact and reference points for 
quality teaching and school development. Membership in the network is only available for 

winning schools but some measures (e.g. some workshops and events) are open for other 
interested schools as well (Starke Schule, 2016).  
Apart from that, the school has a quality label as ‘MINT-friendly school’, as promoting 
‘Excellent vocational orientation’. The MINT initiative is supported in most Lander by 
different local actors (Ministries, Foundations etc.) and aims to recognise particular efforts 
and performance of schools in mathematics, technics, IT and natural science. The school 

is further supported by the ‘eEducation Berlin Masterplan’ (Wolfgang Borchert Schule, 

                                         
8 However, it is not possible yet to acquire an Abitur at a number of secondary schools in Berlin since 
the transformation is still in process.  
9 See: http://borchertschule-spandau.de/. Accessed 01.02.2017. 
10 ‘Disadvantage’ here refers to high proportion of parents who are unemployed and/or receive social 
benefits. 
11 The proportion of special needs students in the school is approx. 8% 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gymnasium_(Germany)
http://borchertschule-spandau.de/


 

 

2016). The eEducation Berlin Masterplan was introduced in 2005 by the Senate for 

Education in order to improve IT and media competences of learners and teachers in 
schools in Berlin. The concept is based on different projects that schools can join and 
receive support for (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend und Wissenschaft, 2016).  
The school in its current form was founded in 2009 as a merger of two schools, located a 
few minutes from each other, which had existed separately for several decades. It is a 
public integrated12 secondary school, starting with grade 5 and reaching up to grade 1013. 
Currently, the school has 490 students, 60 teachers, one social worker and two additional 
social workers who are assigned to the project ‘Responsibility’ (Verantwortung)14. Since 
the 2016/17 school year, the school has a new headmaster (Interviewee 1). 
The school is considered to be a ‘hotspot school’, that is a school located in a rather 
disadvantaged area and serving pupils from disadvantaged families. However, it has a good 
reputation in the district, mainly due to the quality labels and prizes it received 
(Interviewee 1). 
The focus areas of the school include the preparation for vocational training and university 

studies, and language education (Interviewee 1). The first focus area is implemented 
through practice-oriented schooling, including internships, the alternative study path of 
‘Practical learning’ (Praktisches Lernen), the project ‘Verantwortung’, as well as intensive 
cooperation with companies and NGOs. The second focus area is implemented through the 
teaching of German in all subjects, supporting courses for those in need of additional 
training, and several projects such as ‘Reading Professionals’ (LeseProfis) (Group interview, 

Wolfgang Borchert Schule, 2016). 
An internal evaluation of the school’s performance is being done annually. It focuses on 
what functions well and what needs to be improved in the school. The school is working to 
improve its method of internal evaluation (Interviewee 3). External evaluation is being 
done by the school inspection of the city of Berlin. The last school inspection was conducted 
in 2015. The result was positive, which means that the next inspection will be carried out 
after five years. In the event of a negative result, the inspection will return after two years 

(Interviewees 1 and 3). 

1.2.2. School 2 - Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule [Friedenauer Community 
School]15 

The Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule is located in the district of Tempelhof- Schöneberg. 
Tempelhof-Schoeneberg is located in the southern part of Berlin. The district had 341,161 

inhabitants in 2016 (Bezirksamt Tempehof-Schöneberg, 2016). Both Tempelhof-
Schöneberg and Spandau are districts qualified as ‘in need of particular attention’ in the 
monitor of the social development of the city (defined by different socioeconomic criteria) 
(Senatsverwaltung für Stadtentwicklung und Umwelt Berlin, 2016). The unemployment 
rate (10.5% in January 2016) is above the average of Berlin (Bezirkliche Bündnisse für 
Wirtschaft und Arbeit in Berlin, 2016). 
This school is a public school that is in the stage of reconstructing its system from the 
traditional tracking system to a more integrated system – the system of a Community 
school – that has been promoted by the city of Berlin. ’Community schools’ were initiated 
by the Berlin Senate for Education, Youth and Family and started as a model project in the 
2008/09 school year in order to enable equal opportunities and individual support for all 
students. A legal provision from 2004 gave way to the model stage of ‘Community schools’. 
According to this provision, all primary and secondary schools can apply for joining the 
model with the beginning of school year 2008/09 (Gesetze Berlin, 2010). According to this 

                                         
12 The term ‘integrated’ refers to the school being a merger of primary and secondary school. 
13 Students who want to do an Abitur [higher secondary degree] have to transfer to a Gymnasium 
after grade 10 or earlier. 
14 The project aims to bring pupils of grades 7 to 11 closer to the topic of ‘responsibility’, for 
themselves and their community, e.g. through volunteer activities. 
15 See: http://www.gemeinschaftsschule-schoeneberg.de/home/. Accessed 01.02.2017. 

http://www.gemeinschaftsschule-schoeneberg.de/home/
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model, all pupils remain in the same school from the start of school until graduation, this 

means primary school and secondary school are merged and there is no tracking. The 
elimination of tracking was re-emphasised with the 2011 school reform. All school degrees 
can be attained through the same school. At the same time, pupils have structured 
afternoon lessons on the basis of the model of an all-day school. With the beginning of 
each school term, schools can apply with the Senate to join the model and will later receive 
support and guidance through the phase of establishment of the system. The model project 
has been evaluated and will be extended over time (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend 
und Familie, 2016 The main findings included: teachers found more productive ways to 
deal with heterogeneity (e.g. they perceive diversity as a potential, they apply 
differentiated teaching methods, individual counselling and competence diagnosis are a 
focus activity), students perceive teachers as highly competent in subject areas and in 
competence diagnosis, students perceive their own competences in dealing with 
differentiated teaching methods as good and perceive their meta cognitive strategies for 
individual planning of learning processes better than more elaborated strategies, school 

atmosphere and students’ participation are perceived as positive by teachers and students 
but there students’ participation in the areas of school and teaching development should 
be increased, parents are very satisfied with the model (Senatsverwaltung für Jugend, 
Bildung und Wissenschaft, 2012). The basis for the model project was established through 
Berlin’s school law (§ 17a SchulG) and the Framework paper ‘Community school’ 
(Grundsatzpapiers ‘Gemeinschaftsschule’) of 7 May 2007 (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, 

Jugend und Wissenschaft, 2015).  
The school is a fusion of formerly four schools: the primary schools ‘Uckermark-Schule’ 
and ‘Barnimschule’ were merged and became ‘Peter-Paul-Rubens-Schule’. The secondary 
schools ‘Luise-Wilhelm-Teske-Schule’ and ‘Waldenburg-Schule’ were merged and became 
‘8. Integrierte Sekundarschule – ISS’. In a second stage the primary school ‘Peter-Paul-
Rubens-Schule’ and the secondary school ‘8. ISS’ were merged and became the community 
school ‘Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule’. The process of merging the four schools started 

as a pilot trial on 1. August 2012. The ‘Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule’ was founded on 
1. August 2015 (Interviewee 4).  
The school now has a primary (first to sixth grade) and different secondary (seventh to 
tenth grade) sections. This means that pupils who attend the school are between six and 
17 years old. In total, ca. 850 pupils currently attend the school, 60% of them having a 
migrant background. The school employs between 90 and 100 teachers. In total, the staff 
of the school comprises 130 people (teachers, pedagogues, social workers and school 

assistants) (Interviewee 4). 
The reputation of the school was rather low before the fusion. Since the fusion, there has 
not been much awareness of the school as a community school but improvements of the 
reputation have been observed. This was achieved through proactive advertisement and 
through the model of the community as such. Research suggests that community schools 
are generally very well perceived (Interviewee 4). 
The school has a national quality label for 'Germany is becoming inclusive', a quality label 
as 'School without racism, school with courage' and is supported by the 'eEducation Berlin 
Masterplan'. 
The main school goals include to: 

▪ foster equal opportunities and equity, regardless of pupils’ background; 

▪ develop and support pupils’ individual skills and knowledge through individual 

learning and support; 

▪ act as a ‘Community school’ (Gemeinschaftsschule) by not assigning students to 

different classes based on their learning abilities or learning pace; 

▪ develop into a democratic space through close cooperation between teachers, 

school staff, pupils, parents and non-school stakeholders, and where social 

structures are maintained through the time spent learning together; 



 

 

▪ promote mutual respect and acceptance as core values (Friedenauer 

Gemeinschaftsschule, 2016). 

According to the head teacher, further goals include to enable joint learning for a longer 
period of time (for more years on the basis of the lack of external tracking) and to enable 
individual learning according to the learning speed and abilities of each pupil (Interviewee 
4). The core measure to achieve these goals is inter-grades learning 
(‘Jahrgangsübergreifendes Lernen – Jül’): pupils of grades 1 to 3 and of 4 to 6 learn 

together. From the beginning of the 2017/18 school year, pupils of grades 7 to 9 will also 
learn together (Interviewee 4). 
 

2. Two perspectives on the school innovation process: 

what supports and what limits innovation?  

2.1. Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule 

2.1.1. Presenting the innovative approaches practised in the school  

The main goals of the school are to enable their pupils to reach the best degree they can. 
The school aims to accompany pupils either to a contract for vocational training, or to their 
transfer to a higher secondary school in order to attain a higher secondary degree. The 

measures and approaches they implement target these goals from different angles. The 
school believes that pupils have different needs – including learning and social-
psychological needs – and should receive support according to their needs. With the 
application of various approaches, the school hopes to meet the different needs of students 
and at the same time create a spirit of community and cooperation at the school. The 
following innovative approaches have been implemented by the school. 
The change of head teachers at the beginning of the 2016/17 school year led to a slight 
change of focus areas. Preparations are being done for the introduction of the new focus 
area of ‘Active student participation’ through the project ‘Guardian Angels’. The project 
aims at fostering personal development, positive thinking and acting, conflict prevention 
(through a ‘crisis team’ of students) and resolution, and the overall active participation of 
students in school processes (Interviewee 1). It follows a concept that has also been 
implemented by the Johanna-Eck school Berlin (Johanna-Eck-Schule, 2016). Following a 
visit from a team of the Johanna-Eck school at Wolfgang-Borchert school, it was then 
decided as a joint agreement between student representatives and teachers to implement 
the project (Interviewee 1).  
 
Active students’ participation  
The new head teacher initiated at the beginning of the 2016/17 school year that the school 
adds the new focus area of active students’ participation and applies innovative concepts 

in this area. The approach of ‘Guardian Angels’ appeared as the most appropriate one to 
her. ‘Guardian Angels’ is a pedagogical concept for the personal development and 
responsibility of students. It aims at the positive thinking and acting of students, conflict 
prevention and resolution (e.g. conflicts of different kinds between students), and at the 
overall active participation in students in school processes. A selected team of students 
receives targeted training in order to intervene in crisis situations with the goal that 
conflicts would be solved by students themselves as the first option. School staff intervene 
only if this approach fails (Interviewee 1). 
The project was an individual effort in the sense that the head teacher suggested the 
project, visited the Johanna-Eck-Schule Berlin where the approach had been implemented 
already, and gathered information about it. She then suggested the idea to the school 
conference that approved the suggestion to present the approach to the school. A team 
from the Johanna-Eck school then visited the school, presented the method to teachers 

and students representatives, and answered questions. The individual effort turned into a 
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collective effort after teachers and student representatives voted for the implementation 

of the method in the Wolfgang-Borchert school.  
As a next step, a project team will be set up and social workers will be assigned to it. After 
that, selected pupils (‘pupils of trust‘) will be trained and a crisis team will be composed. 
The school representatives among the pupils will be the first to receive the training, 
afterwards the class representatives will be trained as well. There will be a three-day tour 
to a nearby place for team building, and intensified training for all trained pupils which will 
be organised primarily by pupils each year (Interviewee 1). This project targets the social-
psychological needs (‘soft skills’) of pupils. It complements the rather content- and 
learning-oriented projects that the school is running. 
 
Project/profile-oriented teaching (with whole-day schooling) 
The school has been placing an emphasis on project-oriented teaching. This has become 
possible through the introduction of whole-day teaching. This concept consists of classes 
taking place in the morning and afternoon, two days per week since the school year 

2010/11. The additional time on the two afternoons per week is used for intensifying the 
content of subjects, primarily for projects such as ‘Roberta’ (constructing robotics), ‘Young 
people as researchers’ (Jugend forscht), ‘Responsibility’ (Verantwortung)  (see below) 
(Interviewees 1 and 2). Classes primarily take place in the classroom but may include 
activities out of the classroom in the framework of the projects. The school is one of a very 
small number of integrated schools who implement the project ‘Jugend forscht’. The 

majority of schools that conduct this project are upper secondary schools (Group 
discussion).  
Project-oriented teaching partly replaces the traditional teacher-centred method with a 
more student-oriented style. It has the advantage of responding to the interests of 
students, in supporting and developing their creativity and autonomy. Pupils have the 
possibility to suggest topics for projects themselves. Such topics include for instance the 
development of teaching materials, development of a guide through the district, 

preparation of a Poetry Slam for a competition, development of video clips around issues 
of drugs. The approach follows the new framework plan that makes provisions for pupils’ 
participation (Interviewee 2). The new framework plan for education in Berlin by the Berlin 
Senate for Education outlines the content to be taught and goals to be reached in each 
subject; it will be effective with the school year 2017/18.  
One of the goals is for pupils to ‘learn in a global context’. Other 11 sub-goals include 
‘participation’, providing that pupils should be enabled, on the basis of their free decisions, 

to strive for sustainable development in the private, school and professional area and to 
work for bring it to reality at the social and political level (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, 
Jugend und Wissenschaft, 2012). The previous head teacher had introduced and 
coordinated this programme. It is possible that less emphasis will be given to this project 
by the new head teacher, due to personal preferences. A new coordinating teacher still has 
to be found (Interviewee 1).  
 
Project ‘Responsibility’ (Verantwortung)  
The school has been conducting this project since the 2010/11 school year, in cooperation 
with the protestant church association of the district Spandau. The church in this case is 
acting rather as a community actor, not as a religious organisation, there is no religious 
connection with the school. The project is part of the project-oriented teaching of the 
school. The goal is to bring pupils from grades 7 to 11 closer to the topic of ‘responsibility’, 

for themselves and their community. It is implemented in grade 7 through a group work 
and working groups in the school, this means students work together in groups on a certain 
topic concerning responsibility, in grade 8 through volunteer activities in organisations in 
the community, and in grade 9 and 10 through targeted work in the form of projects in the 
school (Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule, 2016; Interviewee 2). Moreover, issues of 
‘responsibility’ are being integrated in the regular subject classes (Interviewee 2). 
 



 

 

Individual support 

The school considers individualising the learning and teaching processes as a challenge to 
be mastered and as their duty. Individualised learning and teaching is necessary because 
of the diverse composition (in regard to their migration background, social background as 
well as learning needs) of the classes. Different learning materials and approaches (e.g. 
different media, group work, individual work with different tasks according to the learning 
needs of the pupil, project work) are used within a class in order to enable the learning 
progress for each pupil according to their needs and preconditions, and facilitate mutual 
learning. Furthermore, the school includes life-practical content (e.g. how to open a bank 
account and fill in forms, where to find information and support for different issues etc.) in 
their lessons in order to fill in for learning content that many pupils do not receive from 
home (Interviewee 3).  
 
‘Practical learning’ (Praktisches Lernen) and practice/ vocational training-
oriented activities 

Practical learning is a special form of dual learning that had been tested in some schools 
in Berlin from 1996/97 on and was adopted by the Wolfgang-Borchert school in 2006/07. 
It aims to enable practice-relevant learning and the attainment of a secondary degree, 
especially for pupils who find the traditional classroom environment challenging. In grades 
9 and 10, pupils take part in practical training at a place of their own choice for three days 
per week, and attend classes at school two days per week. During the days of practical 

training, the teacher visits all the training sites of the students and consults with students 
and trainers. During the in-class days, students make presentations about their practical 
training and the progress they have made and work mainly individually or in groups on 
school subjects of their choice. The teacher assists them and answers their questions. The 
concept aims at individualised learning, the integration of practical activities, general 
education and personal development, and preparation for vocational training. There are 
usually more applicants than available places for this form of learning; applicants come 

from the same school and from other schools (Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule, 2016, 
observation).  
Apart from this special form of learning, the school places an overall strong focus on the 
preparation for professional life, especially for vocational training. This includes frequent 
internships, application days where pupils summarise the experiences of their internship 
and design a portfolio map that they later present to others to learn about internship and 
professional opportunities (Interviewee 2). 

 
Working groups for pupils 
The school has been providing a variety of working groups that pupils can choose from for 
many years. Some of them take place during regular school time (e.g. Reading 
Professionals) and others take place at other times (e.g. Youth doing Research). The 
participation in a working group is obligatory for all grades, but pupils can choose the 
working group according to their interests and abilities. These working groups include a 
language workshop for pupils with a migrant background, the working groups ‘Youth doing 
research’ (Jugend forscht), ‘Reading professionals’ (Leseprofis), ‘Suitcase of books’ 
(Bücherkoffer), and a variety of working groups in the MINT subjects (Interviewee 2 and 
3). ‘Jugend forscht’ is a Germany-wide competition between pupils doing small research 
projects in areas of the MINT-subjects. The school supports them in the development of 
the projects and they will later present them in the framework of competitive exhibitions.   

The major goal of this programme is to foster pupils’ skills in MINT-subjects. It is assessed 
as a good opportunity for pupils with an advanced knowledge and interest in natural science 
to develop their skills further but at the same time integrates pupils with a lower standard 
of knowledge and enables their involvement and development. It is therefore a good 
opportunity for schools with a high level of pupils’ diversity to offer out-of-class activities 
in which everybody can participate. ‘Leseprofis’ aims to bring pupils who have hardly any 
contact with books at home closer to books and arise their interest in reading. The school 
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library puts efforts into finding books that pupils find interesting in order to motivate them 

to read (Group discussion). 
 
Smart boards and computers 
The school works with smart boards in each classroom. This facilitates to prepare and 
conduct lessons and makes learning for pupils easier. Laptops and tablets are being used 
for many classes and it is the goal to have computers for all pupils (Interviewee 3). All 
language-learning classes (for newly arrived pupils) have tablets available for each pupil 
(Interviewee 2).  
 
Language-learning/welcome classes 
In school year 2016/17 there are three language-learning classes at the school. These 
classes are functioning by the model of transition classes: newly arrived migrants, currently 
primarily refugee students, start off with learning German in these classes. Subjects are 
gradually added. As soon as pupils appear ready, they will be integrated into regular 

classes of the school. In some cases, they may already participate in some subjects of 
regular classes before fully becoming part of a regular class (Interviewee 2). Teaching 
methods are strongly action-oriented. In subjects like ‘Economics, work and technics’, 
students acquire language skills through activities such as cooking (reading recipes, using 
kitchen items, shopping for ingredients etc.) and the discussion of the process and the 
items used for it. Through ‘learning by doing’, it is easier for students to remember 

vocabulary and practice speaking (Observation, 2017). 
On a general level, the innovations aim to support the development of pupils’ competences 
in subject areas as well as in life skills, to teach in all relevant areas, encourage pupils’ 
personal initiative and their growth as autonomous, responsible and democratic 
individuals.  The environment many children grow up in does not enable the acquisition of 
some of these basic competences due to their family situation (e.g. single mother), 
socioeconomically disadvantaged status, and/or migration background (Interviewee 2).  

2.1.2. Main enablers for innovations 

In regard to the origin of the innovation, the main enablers at this school are individuals – 
the head teacher and individual teachers. Innovations implemented before the school year 
2016/17, e.g. the project-oriented teaching style and project ‘Responsibility’, were mostly 
initiated by teachers who became aware of a certain approach or project and considered it 

as fitting with the school’s goals and needs. The new head teacher later suggested the 
introduction of the ‘Guardian Angels’ project, and the school community decided to 
implement it (Interviewee 1 and 3; Group discussion).  
Different forms of enabling factors played a role for the implementation of these 
innovations. The Senate made provisions for participatory approaches in its new 
Framework plan for education (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend und Wissenschaft, 
2012). This provision led the school to think about how to implement this provision and 
decide for the project-oriented teaching style and for the ‘Responsibility’ project, as well 
as for ‘Guardian Angles’. Financial incentives, e.g. provided through the MINT initiative and 
the Berlin ‘eEducation Masterplan’ enabled the introduction of projects such as ‘Roberta’ 
and the acquisition of technical electronic equipment (digital boards and tablets).  
On the level of the school and in the case of ‘Guardian Angels’, the agreement and support 
of the teachers and pupils with the introduction of innovations and the high motivation of 
the teachers led to its introduction on the basis of a shared agreement. The participation 

of the teachers and students in taking the decision about the innovation led to the 
introduction of the measure on the basis of shared ownership (Interviewee 1 and 3). 
Furthermore, the high technical skills of the pupils facilitate the application of ICT in the 
classroom (Interviewee 2). On the level of the system, the new Framework plan for 
education by the Senate for Education represents the basis which inspires the school to 
think of innovative ways to meet the goals set in the plan. The funding provided by the 

Senate makes the implementation of related projects possible. At the same time, the 



 

 

autonomy that schools have enables them to reach the set goals in a way that best fits the 

particular circumstances of the school (Interviewee 1). 
The good cooperation, exchange and networking with other schools in Berlin such as in the 
framework of the ‘Responsibility’ project and the practical learning, and joint training 
sessions with other schools, such as with the network of ‘Strong School’, enable mutual 
learning and inspiration (Interviewee 2). 

2.1.3. Main barriers for innovations 

The lack of staff, rooms and finances at the school represent barriers for innovations. The 
school would need other rooms (e.g. a room for resting during lunch break, and for a 
library) than the regular classrooms in order to implement some approaches (Interviewee 
2 and 3 and group discussion). Logistical issues are considered as having been a major 
barrier over the past years (Group discussion).  
On the level of the school, the cooperation and communication among teachers can 

represent a barrier. A participant of the group discussion explained: “I don’t mean to paint 
a bad picture of anybody, but the cooperation with the colleagues can be a challenge. (…) 
Some changes came along with the new head teacher and some stones were put in our 
way…” (Group discussion). For some teachers, it is difficult to understand the reasons, 
goals and benefits of innovative measures, hence it is a challenge to gain their support and 
agreement. This process was described for introduction stage of the ‘Guardian Angels’ 
project but was reported to have relevance for most other innovations as well. It appears 
as a challenge to consider all the different points of view and ideas of those involved in the 
school and find a ‘way in the middle’ that all can agree with. This school has been 
particularly challenged with these issues because it is a merger of two schools and their 
teachers (Interviewee 1 and 2 and group discussion). Also, teachers observe that a number 
of changes came with the new head teacher, which represented some challenges for the 
cooperation and communication within the team (Group discussion). 
System level barriers appear to be less relevant since the Senate of Berlin strongly supports 

innovative approaches, and at the same time grants a high level of autonomy to schools. 
Time resources are always a big issue. Teachers are already overburdened and have to 
invest increasing time into administrative tasks. Also, pupils with learning or behavioural 
challenges require additional time. The additional teaching hours that the school receives 
funding for at the moment are by far not enough. Hence, applying innovative methods or 
implementing projects that they will have to invest additional time into, at least in the 

beginning, seems impossible for them under these circumstances (Interviewee 1 and 3 
and group discussion).  
The traditional time system of a school (45 min lessons) makes it difficult to implement 
innovative methods. According to a participant of the group discussion “It is difficult to 
make innovative approaches fit into the traditional timing system of the school. It is 
possible, but it requires a lot of efforts and it is often not possible to implement things as 
effective as possible within these structures. It always requires extra time.” (Group 
discussion). 
On a general level, according to interviewees, all processes of change are difficult to 
implement. Moreover, pupils often need help in being creative themselves. For example, 
they find it difficult to think of projects that they would find interesting and are not used 
to developing ideas. But with appropriate support, they will find interest in an idea and 
enjoy working with a project (Interviewee 3 and group discussion). 
For future innovations, it would be very beneficial to reduce the administrative tasks of 

teachers so that they have more time for teaching tasks and to hire more social workers 
in order to take the burden of related issues from teachers and be able to respond to the 
needs of students in this hot-spot school (Interviewee 3). Furthermore, the school is 
included in a number of funding schemes where budget is available for pupils in need. This 
money can be used effectively for innovative approaches (Interviewee 2). 
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2.1.4. Main achievements 

The main expected and observed effects and achievements occurred at a social and 
emotional level. Interviewees expected that the implementation of the ‘Guardian Angels’ 
project will lead to more mutual respect and acceptance and an overall more positive and 
friendly atmosphere in the school. 

Through the different measures of innovation that have been implemented by the school 
over the last years, it has been observed (by teachers and school staff) that pupils feel 
more motivated to come to school and feel more welcome. Among others, large writings 
in the different mother tongues of the students have been painted on the walls of the 
school’s staircase in order to make everybody feel welcome. Moreover, they learn to 
respect limits in the school, such as the rules of the school as well as social rules of 
behaviour towards others, which are competences that – according to the perception of 
several teachers - many of them lack (Interviewee 3). In the ‘Young people as researchers’ 
(Jugend forscht) project, teachers observed that the participating students gained self-

confidence and autonomy, and developed entrepreneurial aspirations through the scientific 
work and the success that they accomplished. Many students join the project again after 
the first year of participation and motivate others to participate in it as well. Through the 
participation in projects in general, pupils improve their presentations skills and their self-
confidence (Group discussion). 

According to an interviewee, “[o]ur pupils have fun and enjoy coming to school. They feel 

comfortable and well taken care of here. This is the biggest change and the most important 
thing about a school.” (Interviewee 3).  

In the group discussion, it was noted that “We are able to observe that our students grow 
with the participation in the project [‘Jugend forscht’]. (…) The participants of the project 
stay with it and motivate others to join in and we are happy about this. This is how we 
want things to develop. (…) We could clearly see how this [a performance organised within 

a project] made the pupils proud. It was something very special for them; something they 
normally don’t experience.” (Group discussion). 

It has also been observed that pupils with behavioural challenges respond better to the 
work in projects rather than in teacher-centred learning settings. It is easier to work with 
them and they reach better learning progress in project-oriented activities (Interviewee 
2). 

Apart from the observed effects on students, teachers are also found to be more motivated 
when working in more creative settings (Interviewee 2). 

Direct effects include the opportunity for and the actual achievement of better degrees for 
pupils after the implementation of the innovative approaches (Interviewee 2). Also, a direct 
effect has been observed in the ‘Responsibility’ (Verantwortung) project where a pupil who 
was able to find a position for a vocational training in an organisation that he volunteered 
in through the project and his well performance during that time (Group discussion). 

Moreover, participants in the ‘Buddy’ project – a project where pupils support refugee 
pupils in the school and make them feel welcome – took part in a competition and won an 
award. They plan to use the money they won to organise a “fun and adventure day” 
together with the refugee pupils in the school (Group discussion). 

As effects of ‘practical learning’, it has been observed that students gain more self-

confidence to interact with employers and adults in general, they work more independently 
and develop more autonomy and responsibility through the independent working style. 
Through frequent presentations, considerable improvements in presentation skills can be 
observed. Overall students as well as teachers work more engaged and gain more 
satisfaction and comfort with the learning and teaching process because both are able to 
respond to individual interests and needs due to the flexibility of the method. It is 
remarkable that most students of ‘practical learning’ pass their final exams with good 



 

 

results even though they have much less school-based lessons than students of regular 

classes. Many of them are even able to continue their education in Gymnasium (higher 
secondary school) after the exams (Observation, 2017; Workshop, 2017). 

Students of the ‘language learning’ classes find it easy to acquire language skills due to 

the practice-oriented teaching style. Hands-on teaching enables them to remember 
vocabulary and practice the use of it in real-life situations. They seem to enjoy the classes 
because of the practical approach and the engagement of the teachers which makes each 
lesson interesting and different (Observation, 2017). 

As regards to the external image of the school, innovative measures, quality labels and 

awards in competitions are found to considerably improve the prestige and the publicity of 
the school (Interviewee 2 and Group discussion). This aspect is considered a very relevant 
criterion by several teachers. One of the reasons is the fact that the school considers itself 
in competition with other schools for the new enrolments of pupils. The better the image 
of the school, the higher the number of pupils who will register and the more pupils, the 

more financial support received by the school. According to a participant in a group 
discussion, “these projects have the positive side effect that we gain publicity as a school. 
We have to pay attention to our external image because we compete for pupils with other 
schools.” (Group discussion). 
These changes were captured through observations by school staff who have been involved 
in the school for longer periods of time (several years). Since the head teacher only started 
her position in 2016, she was only able to comment on expected changes. All interviewees 
find it difficult to comment on issues of sustainability. They find it necessary and 
unavoidable that the changes become sustainable and will be developed further in the 
future but are not able to assess if they actually are sustainable. 

2.1.5. Sustainability of innovative practices 

In a broad way, the innovations mentioned above are considered as sustainable by the 

interviewees. However, it appears that key persons behind each innovation are crucial for 
their effective implementation as long as they are on a project-level. For innovations to 
become established in the long term, they have to be institutionalised, for example by 
becoming part of internal regulations and documents, which is the case for the programme 
‘Practical learning’.  
Therefore, technology-oriented projects such as ‘Roberta’ and ‘Young people as 
researchers’ (Jugend forscht) may receive less attention with the new head teacher since 
they are not in the area of her expertise, whereas the topic of ‘responsibility’ is in her area 
of expertise and will receive more attention (Interviewee 1). 

2.1.6. Monitoring, evaluation, learning loops and planning of innovative 
approaches 

The school conducts internal and external evaluations: An internal evaluation of the 

school’s performance takes place every year. The basic task of the internal evaluation is 
to analyse what works and what does not work at the school. An evaluation team of the 
school decides on certain aspects to be evaluated each year. These aspects are determined 
by the major challenges that the school defines for itself in the respective year. Currently, 
the school aims to introduce a reform entitled ‘Rhytmisierung’. It aims to get away from 
the model of 45-minute lessons and to better adapt the timing to the work within projects. 
The next evaluation will look at the functionality of the developed model. The main tool of 

the internal evaluation are interviews with teachers. There are plans to work on the further 
development of the internal evaluation method (Interviewee 2 and 3). 
The external evaluation is an obligatory measure according to Berlin school laws: an 
external evaluator visits the school and evaluates its performance based on a number of 
indicators. In case of good results, the next external evaluation is conducted after five 
years. In case of bad results, the external evaluation is conducted again two years later. 
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The Wolfgang-Borchert school was externally evaluated one year ago, with good results. 

All indicators turned out well, but the indicator concerning ‘differentiation’ (the level to 
which pupils are taught according to their individual state of knowledge and abilities) 
turned out as a challenge for the school (Interviewee 2). 
The school applies the following processes of strategy development and decision taking on 
the basis of the evaluation and in response to the issues at stake. Among the teachers, 
there are thematic teams. These teams meet and discuss to what degree they have 
achieved their goals and which challenges they are confronted with. The outcomes of these 
discussions are then presented and discussed among the extended school leadership 
(including the head teacher together with a team of selected teachers who is included in 
leadership tasks) (Interviewee 2). The extended school leadership then makes proposals 
for strategies to follow on the basis of the issues at stake. These proposals are then 
discussed in the thematic teams and afterwards in the teacher’s council. The teacher’s 
council takes the final decision on the proposals and strategies (Interviewee 3). 
There are no institutionalised mechanisms of learning. Teachers are always open for other 

teachers to observe their methods and discuss them together, which is often done but 
rather on an informal level (Group discussion). 
Also, there are no established mechanisms for the planning of innovative approaches. In 
the majority of cases, innovations are being established in order to implement a certain 
school goal or on the basis of the initiative of an individual. When a teacher has an 
innovative idea, or becomes aware of an innovative approach that he/she wants to 

establish in the school, he/she tries to find other teachers who are willing to support the 
idea or approach. The team will then present the idea or approach to the teacher’s council 
who will then decide if the school has an interest in implementing it (Interviewee 3, Group 
discussion). 
In the course of merging the two schools into one, the school conducted a number of joint 
study days that served for teachers of the formerly two schools to get to know each other 
and develop joint strategies. Teachers consider these study days as very beneficial for the 

cooperation in the team (Group discussion). 

2.1.7. Stakeholders’ engagement 

The school has numerous cooperation activities with non-school actors on a continuous 
basis. Several companies work together with the school in their practice-oriented 
approaches and in the ‘Practical learning’ programme. These companies provide the 

opportunity for pupils of the school to gain practical experience about working, vocational 
training and to conduct internships. These companies include: Vattenfall, Siemens, BMW 
and Cisco (Group discussion). The Protestant Church Community of Spandau is another 
important partner who is instrumental in the project ‘Responsibility’. They have 
successfully been managing the afternoon session of the programme one day per week 
(Interviewee 1 and 3). 
Through a nature scientific project that the school conducted, an informal cooperation 
developed with the Lise-Meitner-Schule in Berlin’s district of Neukölln. Both schools now 
exchange the use of some of their facilities. The Lise-Meitner-Schule has better equipped 
laboratories that the Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule is now able to use for projects like ‘Young 
people as researchers’ (Group discussion). 
The NGOs Live e.V. and Modul e.V. are also active supporters of the practice-oriented 
approaches. Modul e.V. is the host of regular workshop days where the pupils get first-
hand experience in practical professions (Interviewee 3). 

The organisation ‘Wirtschaft Deutschland’ (Economy Germany) is the host of the 
‘Girls/Boys Day’ where twelve boys of the school will be sent to work on issues around the 
role of the man (Interviewee 1). 
Within the working group ‘Leseprofis’, cooperation took place with the district library in 
order to show pupils where books can be lent and arise their interest in reading. A book 
exhibition was organised in cooperation with the library (Group discussion). 



 

 

The school also has a parents’ council, but it is less active than it used to be. Parents for 

example used to be actively involved in the ‘Roberta’ project, assisted in the Cafeteria of 
the school, and came to the school in the afternoon to help out with different tasks 
(Interviewee 3).  
In the case of this school, the motivation and action of the head teacher and individual 
teachers as well as policy makers who decide about the support and funding for a school, 
are instrumental for the promotion and mainstreaming of school innovations. Apart from 
that, the cooperation with non-school actors is a relevant tool.  

2.1.8. Mainstreaming and transferring innovations 

The ‘Guardian Angels’ project was adopted from the Johanna-Eck school. The new head 
teacher of Borchert school became aware of the project and invited project representatives 
from the Johanna-Eck school to introduce the project to the teachers and student 
representatives of the Borchert school. After reflections and discussions, teachers and 

students of Borchert decided to implement the project at their school (Interviewee 1). 
The project ‘Reading professionals’ (Leseprofis) fosters the exchange with other schools 
which led to the project being implemented by another school (Group discussion). The 
practical/vocational training-oriented activities were partly implemented by another school 
(Interviewee 2). The Interviewees have no knowledge about more details of the 
implementation by the other school. 
Measures that are quite universal and do not depend on the specific system or context are 
considered to be transferable to other contexts. Such measures include language workshop 
for children with a migrant background, the ‘Youth as researchers’ programme (Jugend 
forscht) – support for pupils who have natural scientific interests and skills, support of 
pupils in the participation in competitions, working groups according to skills and interests, 
practice/vocational training-oriented activities (Interviewee 3) 
The ‘Guardian Angel’ project has already been transferred to different schools in different 
contexts (Group discussion). 

Through the award as ‘Starke Schule’ the school has become part of the network of ‘Starke 
Schule’ that aims to foster an exchange among the schools. Possibly this exchange will 
lead to the transfer of a good practice from another school or to another school (Group 
discussion). 

2.2. Friedenauer Community School 

2.2.1. Presenting the innovative approaches practised in the school 

While aiming to reach the overall objectives of a ‘community school’, the Friedenauer 
school considers itself as an ‘inclusive community school’ from the start of schooling until 
graduation. For the school, inclusion means the acceptance and appreciation of the 
heterogeneity of all children and young people, regardless of their abilities, challenges, 
gender roles, ethnic, national and/or social origin, or other categorising characteristics 

(Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule, 2017). This core focus on inclusion is reflected in the 
innovative approaches of the school that all target inclusion from different angles. 

 

 Community school (Gemeinschaftsschule) with inter-grade learning 
(Jahrgangsübergreifendes Lernen – Jül) 
The decision to participate in the pilot trial as a community school16 was first taken by the 

school leadership and was later verified by all important committees including the teachers 

                                         
16 ’Community schools’ were initiated by the Berlin Senate for Education, Youth and Family and 
started as a model project in Berlin in school term 2008/09 in order to enable equal opportunities 
and individual support for all students. The main elements of the model consist of all pupils remaining 
in the same school from the start of school until graduation, this is, there is no tracking; all school 
degrees can be attained through the same school. At the same time, pupils have structured afternoon 
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and the parents. The overall agreement with becoming a community school was 80%. 

Afterwards, the application procedure was started which included the development of a 
project plan and time schedule (Interviewee 4). 
The school is a fusion of formerly four schools (see above). The ‘Friedenauer 
Gemeinschaftsschule’ was founded on 1st of August 2015.  
In the first stage, the school was granted additional funds by the Senate for Education in 
Berlin for a 50% position of a person who was in charge of the management of the pilot 
project. Since 2013 there is no more additional support (financial or staff); the school has 
been receiving the same support as all other schools (Interviewee 4). 
The inter-grade learning had to be introduced progressively. Inter-grade learning means 
that pupils of grades 1 to 3 and of 4 to 6 learn together. With the beginning of the 2017/18 
school year, pupils of grades 7 to 9 will also learn together (Interviewee 4). In 2009, inter-
grade learning was introduced city-wide in Berlin for grades 1 to 3 after it proved to be 
more effective than the priory implemented inter-grade learning for grades 1 to 2 because 
pupils stay together as a group for a longer period of time in the first case (Interviewee 

6).  
 
Learning office (Lernbüro) 
The core goal of the ‘Learning office’ is to enable the individualised and systematic 
acquisition of qualifications in German, Mathematics and English (Friedenauer 
Gemeinschaftsschule, 2017 and Interviewee 5). The learning in these subjects is based on 

consecutive modules that have to be completed by each student. However, each student 
completes them at their individual speed and sequence, which means they are also free to 
decide which subject to study at which time (Interviewee 4). Much of the learning activities 
consist of individual learning, but sessions with the whole class or small groups also take 
place (Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule, 2017).  Within the ‘Learning office’, in the 
secondary grades (7 to 10), Mathematics, German and English are merged and taught in 
the same class (Interviewee 4 and 5). The role of the teacher is that of a learning advisor 

who supports students in the management of their work plans, answers to questions and 
tests the learning progress (Interviewee 5 and 6). Up to two teachers are in each class. 
Students can learn individually or in groups, weekly tasks are documented on the 
blackboard. Students work on different levels, this enables each student to proceed on the 
basis of their prior knowledge and competences.  
This approach facilitates the inclusion and support of newly arrived migrant students, 
migrants and students with learning challenges. Students plan and document their work 

plan, goals and learning progress in a logbook and reflect on their progress after each 
class. Goals and learning progress for each day and each week are documented in the 
logbook, this includes content related goals but also social and behaviour goals such as 
decrease talking to other students during class, increase reading, do no let others distract 
you during class. This enables them to take responsibility of their own learning progress. 
Two times a year, reflective talks among parents, teachers and students are conducted. 
The main target of these talks is the planning of and reflection about long-term targets of 
the student. An advantage of this approach is that students learn early that short-term 
and long-term goals are important, how to differentiate between both types of goals, and 
to take responsibility and initiative to reach the goals (Observations 16 and 17 February 
2017). 

                                         
lessons on the basis of the model of an all-day school. With the beginning of each school term, 
schools can apply with the Senate to join the model and will later receive support and guidance 
through the phase of establishment of the system. The model project has been evaluated and will 
be extended over time (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend und Familie, 2016). The basis for the 
model project was established through § 17a SchulG [Berlin school law] and the Grundsatzpapiers 
„Gemeinschaftsschule“ [Framework paper ‚Community school‘] of  7. May 2007 (Senatsverwaltung 
für Bildung, Jugend und Wissenschaft, 2015). 



 

 

The successful completion of each module is certified with a diploma. Mutual support 

among students, for example when more advanced students help those with slower 
learning progress, is an important element of this approach (Friedenauer 
Gemeinschaftsschule, 2017, Group discussion).   
Furthermore, natural and social science subjects are taught in a multidisciplinary way 
(Interviewee 5). Within six lessons per week these subjects are taught in a project-style 
(Interviewee 6). The above approach is considered as particularly suitable in consideration 
of the highly different performance levels of the pupils who are in the same classes in this 
school (Interviewee 6). 
 
Practical learning (Praktisches Lernen) and practice/ vocational training-
oriented activities 
Practical learning is a special form of dual learning that had been tested in some schools 
in Berlin from 1996/97 on and, such as in the Wolfgang-Borchert school, was adopted by 
the Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule. It aims to enable practice-relevant learning and the 

attainment of a secondary degree, especially for pupils who find the traditional classroom 
environment challenging. In classes 9 and 10, pupils take part in practical training at a 
place of their own choice for three days per week, and attend classes at school two days 
per week. The concept aims at individualised learning, the integration of practical activities, 
general education and personal development, preparation for vocational training. Normally 
there are more applicants than available places for this form of learning (Wolfgang-

Borchert-Schule, 2016 and Interviewee 4). The Friedenauer school is currently running 
three classes of ‘Practical learning’. For the Friedenauer school, one of the major goals of 
this approach is to enable the students to understand social contexts (Interviewee 4 and 
Group discussion). 
Besides its core innovations, the Friedenauer school also considers it as innovative 
approaches to foster inclusion in regard to the inclusion of pupils with learning challenges, 
and to be a ‘team school’. This implies that teachers, pedagogues and social workers work 

in multi-professional teams with the head teacher overseeing each measure (Interviewee 
4, Group discussion). Furthermore, the school has the national quality label of ‘School 
against racism – school with courage’ (Schule ohne Rassismus – Schule mit Courage). 
According to an interviewee, pupils of the school are actively involved against racism 
(Interviewee 6). Overall, the school finds that innovative approaches are particularly 
necessary in their district because of the highly diverse student body. The fact that many 
pupils come from disadvantaged homes requires individualised approaches that respond 

to the strengths and weaknesses of each student (Interviewee 6, Group discussion). 

2.2.2. Main enablers for innovations 

Several enablers were defined by the school. In regard to the origin, the fact that the core 
idea of the community school enjoys much support in Berlin and beyond and the general 
political situation is conducive are main enablers for the introduction of this model 
(Interviewee 6 and 4). Parents of the school have also considerably contributed to the 
successful transfer into a community school. They held public campaigns and 
demonstrations together with students and teachers in support of the model of community 
school (Interviewee 4, Group discussion). According to an interviewee, “[i]t was the 
initiative of parents that enabled the project of the community school to come into reality” 
(Interviewee 6). The reputation of the school among teachers is very good (Interviewee 
4). An indication for this is the high number of job applications, especially from primary 

school teachers, that the school receives (Interviewee 6). 
Berlin’s legislative framework for community schools (including the removal of the grading 
system up to grade 6, the special position as a community school, and the autonomy for 
schools in deciding their own system of subject differentiation) is the core enabler for this 
model (Interviewee 4 and 5). Concerning resources, the school considers it as supportive 
to have a special pedagogue for each grade and two school development advisors 

(Interviewee 4 and 6). 
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On the school level, the highly efficient teamwork and solidarity among the team, the high 

motivation for and high support of the school staff for the innovative approaches are core 
enablers (Interviewee 4, 5 and 6). For the ‘Learning office’, the motivation and engagement 
of teachers and their individual support of each student enable the functioning of the 
measure (Observations 16 and 17 February 2017). 
In the stage of development into a community school, it is very supportive that two of the 
fused schools (Uckermark-Schule and Waldenburg-Schule) were already experienced as 
schools fostering integration and inclusion. The Uckermark school had received a national 
award for integration in 1992. These experiences helped to implement ideas that other 
colleagues already had, but lacked the tools to bring them into practice (Interviewee 4 and 
6). Furthermore, the ambition and involvement of teachers in the stage of development 
was high. Preparations started a year in advance: teachers held weekly meetings, 
trainings, seminars and visits to other community schools (Group discussion). In the stage 
of practicing and mainstreaming as a community school, Berlin’s Network of Community 
schools (Netzwerk Gemeinschaftsschulen) has proved very supportive in providing good 

practice, exchange of experience and specialised conferences (Interviewee 4 and 5). At 
the same time, the involvement of teachers continued. According to participants of the 
group discussion, teachers invested a lot of time, with little free time. “In the first year, 
we stayed in the school until 4 or 5 pm and developed much of the material ourselves. This 
has strengthened our team spirit. We enjoy being involved in the school” (Group 
discussion). Furthermore, the school has been making efforts in establishing cooperation 

with universities, NGOs and other relevant organisations (Interviewee 5). 

2.2.3. Main barriers for innovations 

The major barriers for innovation at this school are found at the political level. The Senate 
of Berlin and the district administration are led by different political groups, with different 
levels of openness towards innovation. According to an interviewee, “Germany should do 
more in order to avoid that this [the different political interests] does not have negative 

effects on the individual schools, and on the innovations they plan” (Interviewee 4). On 
both levels – Senate and district – there appear to be frequent changes in political 
orientation (Interviewee 4 and 5). One interviewee noted that “frequent change of the 
Senate leadership results into promises for improvements in concerning the situation of 
rooms in the school being breached again and again” (Interviewee 4). In the early stage 
of becoming a community school, the school authorities did not support and rather curbed 

the process (Interviewee 6, Group discussion). According to another interviewee, the 
school authorities of the Tempelhof-Schöneberg district did not approve the pilot trial and 
tried to stop the process (Interviewee 4). On the role of the school authorities, interviewees 
suggest that “school authorities must act on their responsibilities, this means they should 
not stop innovations through budget cuts. They also should respond to the individual needs 
of schools and offer respective solutions” (Interviewee 6).  At the moment, Senate as well 
as district authorities are supportive for the school (Interviewee 5). 
Closely connected with the political support, relevant barriers are due to the financial 
resources of the school. Large investments into renovation measures of the school are 
needed (a total of 30 Mio.), especially rooms for the secondary grades (Interviewee 4 and 
5). Plans for investments have been put off several times (Interviewee 5). The situation is 
particularly difficult due to the different buildings (former four different schools) that the 
school consists of. This results into students and teachers having to change between 
buildings frequently, and being limited in space; teacher motivation suffers from the lack 

of improvements of this situation (Interviewee 4, 5 and 6, Group discussion). Besides this 
direct impact, the external image of the school is also impacted negatively (Interviewee 4 
and 6).  
On the level of the school structure, a barrier is perceived in the school not having a higher 
secondary level. This means that the highest degree that students can attain at this school 
is a medium secondary degree (after 10 years schooling), but not a higher secondary 

degree (after 12 years schooling). Therefore, many pupils leave the Friedenauer school 



 

 

after 6th grade in order to attend a higher secondary school (Interviewee 4). According to 

an interviewee, “60-80% of students leave the community school after 6th grade. We have 
to make it possible to attain a higher secondary degree (Abitur) at the community school” 
(Interviewee 6). It is understood that this is not directly a barrier for innovation in the 
school. It is rather perceived as a general barrier by teachers in regard to goals connected 
with high attractiveness of the school, high numbers of students (which comes with 
financial support for the school) and having high achieving students among their student 
body. 
Regarding the level of teacher preparedness, interviewees noticed that “Universities do not 
prepare their students for innovative approaches such as the inter-grade” (Interviewee 6). 
Therefore, they suggest that innovative schools should be able to train their prospective 
teachers themselves and be able to keep them after their traineeship period (Interviewee 
6). 
Apart from the barriers mentioned above, the reputation of the school appears to represent 
an indirect barrier. Clearly, interviewees see a need for an improvement of the reputation. 

At the moment, the reputation is perceived to be better at the city level than it is at the 
district level (Interviewee 5). 

2.2.4. Main achievements 

The assumptions on the achievements of the innovations at this school are based on the 
perceptions and observations of the interviewees. There was no systematic impact 
assessment conducted. Direct effects of the innovations on teachers and other school staff 
included higher satisfaction with the work environment, improved communication, and 
overall climate among the staff and between teachers and pupils (Interviewee 4 and 5, 
Group discussion). According to one interviewee “The school has become more like a 
family” (Interviewee 5). Furthermore, the teamwork between teachers has improved; 
planning processes are now taking place as a team and teachers develop new ideas 
together. One indicator for the overall improvement of the work atmosphere is the 

decrease in sick days of the staff (Interviewee 4 and 5). Because planning and teaching 
are done in teams, teachers now feel better enabled to respond to the particular needs of 
each student, and to provide feedback and positive support. According to a participant of 
the group discussion, “positive relations and trust between teachers and students have 
developed” (Group discussion). The teaching in teams is furthermore considered as an 
optimal mechanism to compensate for sick days of some teachers (Group discussion). 

As a direct effect on pupils’ performance, improved learning progress is observed. Even 
slow learners now successfully attain a degree (Interviewee 4 and 5). According to one 
interviewee, “about 40% manage to attain their medium secondary certificate 
(Realschulabschluss) even though when they entered the school, their performance level 
was very low” (Interviewee 5). More students than before are now able to pursue a higher 
secondary degree after leaving this school. Furthermore, the overall learning autonomy of 
students has improved. They are now more able to acquire the content that they are taught 
(Group discussion), they are able to express their own opinion and contribute actively to 
the lessons; hence, they are assuming agency (Observations 16 and 17 February 2017). 
Furthermore, the innovations have positive effects for pupils on the social emotional level. 
Pupils are now more satisfied with the school, they have developed a valuing and 
nonviolent way of dealing with each other. According to an interviewee, “[t]hey now seem 
to be more relaxed than before” (Interviewee 6). Whereas before, numerous students 
developed a problematic behaviour in grades 5 and 6, this is trend has declined as a 

community school (Group discussion). It is understood by the teachers that this is due to 
the decreased pressure on pupils from teachers and parents. Furthermore, pupils have 
developed more autonomy through the innovations. They are now more able to recognise 
their own strength, they help each other and compensate each other’s weaknesses 
(Interviewee 6, Group discussion). 
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Apart from effects on teachers and pupils, the cooperation with parents has also improved 

(Interviewee 5). An indicator for the overall positive effects of the innovations are the high 
numbers of new registrations of pupils with the school (Interviewee 6). 

2.2.5. Sustainability of innovative practices  

So far, there is no evidence for the sustainability of the above innovations because the 
Friedenauer community school was only founded in 2015. However, the innovative 
approaches have so far been mainstreamed and have achieved positive effects. It can be 
assumed that they will be sustainable in the future. 
Participants of the group discussion are convinced that the well-established team work and 
the high motivation of the school staff will ensure the sustainability of the innovations 
(Group discussion). 

2.2.6. Monitoring, evaluation, learning loops and planning of innovative 

approaches 

 
In a similar way as for Wolfgang Borchert school and all other schools in Berlin, an external 
evaluation is obligatory according to Berlin school laws. An external evaluator visits the 
school and evaluates its performance based on a number of indicators. In case of good 
results, the next external evaluation is conducted after five years. In case of bad results, 
an external evaluation is conducted again after two years. The last external evaluation 
found positive results for the Friedenauer school (Interviewee 4). 
For the purpose of internal evaluation and learning, university students have been 
accompanying the process of the transfer into a community school, have been spending 
their practical semester at the school and have been evaluating innovative approaches 
through course papers. In particular, the learning office has been subject of evaluations 
(Interviewee 5 and 6). 
In weekly feedback meetings, the school staff reflects on the implementation and progress 

of the innovative approaches (Interviewee 6). However, according to an interviewee, “[i]t 
is fundamental that innovations are supported by supervision; schools have to be 
accompanied in this process” (Interviewee 4). Therefore, the school applied for funds for 
the position of a quality manager who would be in charge of the evaluation of the measures. 
So far, the funds for this position have not been granted, yet (Interviewee 6). 
For the evaluation of learning progress (and social behaviour), students conduct regular 

feedback talks with their teachers on the basis of their log book. Two times a year, teacher-
parents-students feedback meetings are conducted to discuss learning progress and social 
behaviour (Group discussion). 
For the purpose of continuous learning and mutual exchange, a team of staff of the primary 
level has been assigned to regularly reflect on the implementation of the inter-grade 
learning (Interviewee 4). Furthermore, teachers form grade-teams who regularly discuss 
the progress of the measures. At the same time, teachers still visit other community 

schools in Berlin and throughout Germany in order to learn about other good practices. 
Teachers who are about to implement inter-grade learning in the secondary level of 
Friedenauer school have been visiting the primary level where inter-grade learning has 
already been implemented (Interviewee 5). Internal training sessions for teachers enable 
joint learning in a special thematic area (e.g. trauma, intellectual giftedness) (Interviewee 
6). 

Regular surveys among parents, students and teachers assess the perceptions and 
expectations about the current school situation, changes and innovations. The results of 
the surveys are presented to internal committees (Interviewee 5). These committees are 
responsible for decisions about which measures are to be introduced, tested and, if 
successful, implemented and mainstreamed. For any new measure, enough qualified staff 
members have to be available for the implementation (Interviewee 4). According to an 



 

 

interviewee “The school has to find ways how students can be stronger involved in decision 

taking processes” (Interviewee 6). 

2.2.7. Stakeholders’ engagement 

Policy makers – the Senate and the district administration – are considered as relevant 
cooperation partners. The school hopes that the support by these actors and the continuity 
of the cooperation will increase in the future (Interviewee 5).  
The support and involvement of those directly connected with the school – parents and 
teachers – is very high. The school has an active parents’ board. Especially parents of 
primary level pupils are involved in the board, and recently parents of secondary level 
pupils have started to become more involved. They have initiated projects for healthy living 
and a school garden (Interviewee 5 and 6, Group discussion). Some volunteers support 
the school through reading partnerships (Interviewee 6). 
Since the school was just recently founded, long partnerships with external stakeholders 

(who hardly approach the school proactively) are yet to be established. Partnerships exist 
with some foundations, (e.g. Hertie Foundation that gives scholarships to students with a 
migrant background; the school supports the application procedure of the students), with 
political organisations (e.g. the organisation ‘Berlin needs you!’), with sports clubs and the 
music school, with universities and NGOs, and with 13 day care facilities/Kindergardens 
(especially concerning the transition from elementary level to primary level), and with 
three higher secondary schools. The full-day schooling is accompanied by the 
neighbourhood NGO ‘Schöneberg’ that sends a team of social workers to the school. 
Overall, much supports comes from the neighbourhood (Interviewee 5 and 6, Group 
discussion). According to an interviewee, “[i]t is difficult to name individuals (who support 
the school). It is always groups. And I think it is good this way; it is in the spirit of a grass-
roots democratic understanding” (Interviewee 5).  
Furthermore, through the approach of ‘service learning’, students are encouraged to 
become socially engaged. For instance, pupils of the secondary level go into classes of the 

primary level and help younger pupils (Interviewee 4). 
For the future, the school finds it important that: 

▪ The building will be reconstructed in order to fully enable joint learning as the 

concept of the community school, to provide quiet spaces for teachers (e.g. to relax 

and to pray), and to improve the equipment of subject rooms. Furthermore, a better 

cooperation with the public authorities would be desirable.  

▪ There will be funds for more staff (school psychologist, social worker, special 

pedagogue, therapeutic pedagogue, therapist, family supporter, individual 

supporter, mediator, translator, counsellor). So far, there is a small number of 

hours for the support of students with learning challenges but assigned hours are 

by far not enough. 

▪ The learning office will be continued and the staff maintained. 

 
Students have the possibility to eat lunch at the school. This is important for the overall 
climate at the school (Group discussion). 

2.2.8. Mainstreaming and transferring innovations 

There are 25 community schools in Berlin that implement the basic principles of a 
community school in different ways (Interviewee 4). Before the Friedenauer community 
school was founded, teachers visited many of the schools in Berlin, as well as in Hamburg 
and Bielefeld, observed their approaches and participated in relevant teacher in-service 
trainings (Interviewee 5 and 6). In implementing the concept of the community school for 
this school, successful methods were taken into account but the general concept was 
adapted to the preconditions. the high diversity of the student body and the individual 
learning preconditions of the students had to be taken into account (Interviewee 5 and 6). 
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After the Friedenauer community school was founded, many schools have come to visit it 

and observe its methods. There is a particular interest by others in the way integration and 
inclusion are practiced at this school (Interviewee 4). Visitors have come from all over 
Germany, as well as from other countries such as Austria, Kazakhstan and Canada 
(Interviewee 4 and 5). Many visitors are particularly interested in the way the school 
organises different learning pathways, inter-subject teaching, productive learning and the 
learning office (Interviewee 4 and 5). The school is aware that the Maria-Elisabeth-Lüders 
secondary school implemented the learning office and that the Friedrichsfelder school 
decided to become a community school after their visit at Friedenauer school. There has 
not been any follow-up with the other schools that visited (Interviewee 4). 
For the transfer of innovative approaches to another context, the school considers it as 
important that the majority of the school is in support of the innovation and that a test run 
is conducted before the mainstreaming (Interviewee 6). It is expected that the approach 
of the Learning office could easily be adopted by a school with the condition that the school 
does not have the obligation to teach subjects individually (Observations 16 and 17 

February 2017). 
 

3. Innovation in schools: lessons learned and policy 

pointers  

3.1. Understanding the barriers: what hinders the school innovation 

process? 

For both schools, the major barriers appear to be connected with the availability and 
management of finances included:  

1) The lack of sufficient staff – not only teachers but also social workers, 

pedagogues, administrators and quality managers – is perceived as a one of the 

major barriers that leads to having to compromise some aspects and some 

measures of innovation, and also to teachers being overburdened and unable to 

deal with special needs of pupils in some cases.  

2) The halt to necessary reconstruction measures at the schools with the 

unsatisfactory situation of rooms and buildings is another major barrier that leads 

to time consuming and ineffective processes at the schools and to having to 

compromise some aspects and some measures of innovation. 

3) Complicated application procedures and the lack of staff to manage fundraising 

issues keep school from applying for larger funds, e.g. EU funds, and limit their 

awareness of opportunities for financial support. 

4) Short-term funds hinder the establishment and mainstreaming of innovations. 

5) Different types of budgets make it difficult for schools to manage finances. 

 
Interestingly, schools 1 and 2 perceive the role of some factors differently: The cooperation 
with and support of the policy level – Senate and district authorities – is perceived as a 
barrier by school 2 but not so by school 1. One reason to explain this could be the 
differences in the openness towards innovations of the authorities of both districts. The 
major difficulty in support of the political level for school 2 was the attaining of the 
permission to transfer into a community school. Both schools, however, voice complaints 

about the insufficient financial support as public schools. The perception of the policy level 
as a barrier goes in accordance with the findings that a stakeholder (Interviewee 7) found 
through the evaluation and monitoring of the measures their foundation conducts. The 
policy level can be a major barrier and if it functions as such, the school is hardly left with 
any time and resources to focus on innovations. Workshop participants further stressed 



 

 

out that the cooperation with policy makers of different levels (city, district) may lead to 

difficulties if they have different political interests and agendas. 
Furthermore, the communication and cooperation among teachers is perceived as a barrier 
for innovations in some cases by school 1 but as an enabler of innovations by school 2. It 
seems like the development of ideas and the taking of decisions is based on a collective 
process in school 2, whereas in school 1, it is rather individuals or the head teacher 
developing ideas and trying to ‘convince’ the others of the ideas. 
In comparison with the perceptions of policy makers and stakeholders, the following 
observations are notable. Considering the qualification of teachers as a barrier to 
innovation, school 2 remarks that regular teacher education does not prepare teachers 
sufficiently for innovative approaches, whereas a policy maker (Interviewee 8) considers 
as a barrier that it is not easy to release ‘unqualified’ teachers from their positions because 
of their status as public servants. She also identifies that teachers who were trained a 
longer time ago find it harder to implement innovations whereas those recently trained 
come with new ideas and innovative approaches (Interviewee 8). This indicates that both 

schools and stakeholders see appropriate teacher education and teacher qualification as 
instrumental for innovation. 
The cooperation among schools may be limited through the competition among schools, 
especially those in the same district, while the different interests of non-school actors may 
present a barrier for cooperation with schools (Workshop, 2017). 
Financial aspects are not clearly defined as barriers by policy makers, however, one policy 

maker remarks that “often, there are no economic incentives for innovations. An attempt 
is being made to compensate for this through a bonus programme” (Interviewee 9). 
However, the policy maker is here rather referring to personal incentives, whereas schools 
are concerned about financial support for more staff and the renovations of the schools. 
System barriers seem to be perceived differently by stakeholders. One stakeholder finds 
that the school system is a barrier for innovations, with its strict rules about the content 
to be covered for degrees, and the type of subjects and number of lessons to be taught 

(Interviewee 8). On the other hand, another stakeholder rather sees the established 
patterns of thinking as the barrier. He explains: “Which role do ideologies and myths have? 
Established patterns like the teaching of subjects and pedagogical approaches are hard to 
change. Teachers are often sceptical towards new things. Reforms alone don’t have much 
effect; the people are what is important. They have to understand the advantages and the 
meanings.” (Interviewee 9).  
The transfer of research and policy into practice is conceptualised as another relevant 

barrier by a stakeholder. He explains that innovative approaches are usually developed on 
the basis of theoretical concepts. This connection, however, is not obvious for practitioners, 
e.g. teachers. Therefore, “[t]he language of academics has to be translated into the 
language of practitioners” (Interviewee 9). Often, the dissemination of recommendations 
is not subject of research activities and even to a lesser degree the translation of research 
findings into practice-relevant tools. He mentions the model projects ‘SINUS’ and ‘FörMig’ 
as examples of good practice of transferring academic findings into practice (Interviewee 
9; FörMig, 2017; SINUS, 2017). 

3.2. Spotting the supporters: what facilitates the school innovation 

process?  

School 1 and 2 both find that legislations provided the basis for the innovations they 
introduced: While school 1 was inspired by the provisions of the new Framework plan for 
education by the Senate for Education, for school 2 the legislative framework for 
community schools was the basis that enabled them to transfer into a community school. 
Both schools define the motivation of the teachers, the cooperation among the team and 
the teamwork as core enablers for the implementation of the innovations and as essential 
elements. While school 1 also defines the initiative of individual people (head teacher and 
individual teachers) as relevant, school 2 emphasises the joint initiative as a team. This 
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team spirit and commitment of teachers was instrumental in the stage of transfer into a 

community school. Apart from school staff, pupils (and parents in the case of school 2) 
also play a relevant role. While the role of pupils in school 1 was to take part in the decision-
making process for the innovation (e.g. Guardian Angles), pupils and parents played a 
more active role in school 2 through the initiating of campaigns in favour of the transfer 
into a community school (at the time when political support at to be gained). The 
continuous involvement of pupils has proven to be very functioning through participatory 
methods of school 1 (e.g. Guardian Angels, project ‘Responsibility’). 
The support of and networking with other schools and non-school stakeholders is defined 
by both schools as a relevant enabler. The exchange of good practice but also the targeted 
exchange through projects are main elements. 
Differences between the schools are notable concerning the support of the policy level, the 
role of finances, and the role of the reputation of the school: While school 1 considers the 
policy-level support as an enabler, this is not the case for school 2 (see 3.2). Similarly, the 
financial support for innovative projects is defined as an enabler by school 1, but not by 

school 2. The reputation of the school is defined as an enabler by school 1, but rather as 
a barrier by school 2. It is assumed that this is due to the fact that the reputation of school 
1 seems to be better than that of school 2. However, recently the reputation of school 2 
has been improving. 
Similar to the schools, policy makers and stakeholders also emphasise the cooperation and 
teamwork of the school staff as a relevant enabler. They add that the leadership of the 

head teacher has also an important role (Interviewee 7 and 8). Furthermore, they point 
out that the autonomy of schools, concerning for instance their cooperation with other 
actors, the implementation of whole-day schooling, or the timetable of lessons, is an 
enabler that gives them space for implementing innovative measures (Interviewee 8). 
School autonomy was also mentioned by school 1 as an enabling factor. Overall, it seems 
like policy makers and stakeholders rather consider factors within schools as enabling 
factors. Issues of support of and cooperation with the policy level were not mentioned, 

whereas these factors were perceived as relevant by the schools. 

3.3. Reflecting on the transferability of school innovations into the local 

contexts and their sustainability  

Measures that are quite universal and do not depend on the specific school system or policy 
frameworks are considered to be transferable to other contexts. Such measures include a 

language workshop for children with a migrant background, Youth as researchers (Jugend 
forscht) – support for pupils who have natural scientific interests and skills, support for 
pupils in the participation in competitions, working groups according to skills and interests, 
practice/vocational training-oriented activities, and projects like ‘Guardian Angels’ and 
‘Responsibility’. The project ‘Guardian Angels’ is being adopted by school 1 and has already 
been implemented by schools in different regions.  
Other approaches, like the practical learning, the community school and the inter-grade 
and inter-subject learning can only be transferred to different contexts if the policy 
framework allows or if particular provisions are made. Practical learning requires that pupils 
spend part of their time at a workplace instead of at school during the last two years before 
graduation. Several Lander have already made provisions for this approach to be possible 
and a number of schools have successfully implemented the measure. Inter-grade and 
inter-subject learning requires the autonomy of schools to let go of teaching according to 
grades and subjects. Community schools require a larger reform of the school system in 
the case of tracking systems because different secondary school types are merged into 
one; only different school leaving certificates are maintained but are acquired at the same 
school. This means, students can acquire the three major German secondary school leaving 
certificates (Hauptschulabschluss, Mittlere Reife, Abitur) at the same school. Overall, the 
schools seemed to find it difficult to reflect on the transferability of their approaches. 



 

 

Policy makers and stakeholders consider the exchange of good practice and experience as 

instrumental in the transfer of good practices. According to one stakeholder (the director 
of the competition and competence network ‘Strong School’), “[t]he innovative work of 
schools is always transferable to other contexts. Our training sessions are always attended 
by two people of the same school who later discuss which elements are transferable to 
their school. The head teacher is always instrumental in for the transfer of innovations” 
(Interviewee 7). Within the competence network of ‘Strong School’, winning schools all 
across Germany exchange and network, and through this exchange they identify elements 
of innovation of other schools and adopt them to their own context. 
Another stakeholder refers to the programme SINUS that initially developed innovative 
approaches of teaching mathematics and natural science. After the success of the model 
programme, the Brandenburg Land transferred the approach to the teaching of foreign 
languages. There is evidence that the English competences of pupils in Brandenburg have 
since improved (Interviewee 9). 
Overall, considerations of sustainability of innovations do not seem to be at the centre of 

the planning processes at the schools. Both schools find it difficult to estimate the 
sustainability of their innovations. They do, however consider their innovations as 
sustainable, but base this judgement rather on a personal level. This includes the 
engagement of individual people who support the innovation in the case of school 1, and 
the well-established teamwork and motivation of teachers in the case of school 2. School 
1 does recognise, however, that the establishment of an innovation in framework 

documents is instrumental for its sustainability; the ‘practical learning’ is mentioned as an 
example for a measure for which this is the case. 
Policy makers and stakeholders mention examples of measures that are expected to be 
sustainable: the network ‘Strong School’ has a sustainable effect on schools and is 
therefore considered as sustainable. The evaluation of the measure assesses the transfer 
into practice but not directly its sustainability (Interviewee 7). 
Another stakeholder expects that aspects of the improvement of school quality and the use 

of school performance data will be sustainable. The concept of all-day schooling is 
perceived as already being sustainable. The interviewed stakeholder is sceptical regarding 
the sustainability of measures that target educational justice, that is, equity in education: 
“[t]his is a very complex issue that has been targeted for a long time, but no effects can 
be seen yet. The reasons behind this phenomenon seem to be much more complex than 
we think. One reason is the society at large. There are issues on which a school leader 
does not have influence on, such as poverty and segregation” (Interviewee 9). This is in 

line with another stakeholder who explains that schools are often expected to ‘fix 
everything’, but this expectation is unrealistic and only leads to disappointments 
(Interviewee 7). 

3.4. Policy pointers 

▪ Policy pointer 1: Financial resources. Public schools need to be provided with enough 
resources for staff and construction/renovation measures at the school in order to be 
able to effectively implement innovations. Financial insecurity also hinders their 
ability to consider aspects of sustainability of innovations. Staff needs to be provided 
for each school for managing fundraising and budget management. 

• Policy pointer 2: Policy provisions/cooperation between schools and policy 
makers/school autonomy. A good balance between school autonomy, policy 
provisions that enable innovation, and cooperation with and support by policy makers 

is instrumental for the effective implementation of innovations and for planning their 
sustainability. Political orientation and policy provisions should aim to support 
innovation and not hinder it. Different levels of policy making should follow the same 
principles or establish one contact point for schools. 

▪ Policy pointer 3: Transfer of innovation from academic and policy level into practice. 
Teachers should be enabled to understand the connection between the theoretical 
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basis of policies and their practical implementation; they have to be able to 

understand the meaning and goals of innovations. Respective findings and 
recommendations should be ‘translated’ into practice-relevant recommendations and 
tools. Change Agents can be instrumental in this process. 

▪ Policy pointer 4: Connection between prior practices and innovative practices. 
Innovative practices should enable practitioners to make connections with prior 
practices; they should not be completely new but enable practitioners to understand 
how they relate to what they did before. Innovations should be implemented as a 
process in several stages in order to enable these connections. This process should 
be of participatory nature with teachers playing a relevant role. 

▪ Policy pointer 5: Sustainability of innovation. Innovations have to be implemented in 
depth. It is better to implement part of a reform extensively than the full reform on 
a superficial level. The process of reform implementation has to be planned with the 
goal of sustainability. The focus should remain on the goals of the reform throughout 
the whole process. Allow time for reform implementation and mainstreaming instead 

of frequent reforms. Long-term and continuous funding has to be provided for 
innovations to establish and become sustainable. 

▪ Policy pointer 6: Role of non-governmental actors. Non-governmental actors are free 
from political constraints and from long-term financial obligations. Their advantage 
is that they can test approaches, introduce new ideas, support individual initiatives, 
raise issues and make challenges and solutions know to the public. However, they 

have no control over the mainstreaming of practices. Education ministries are 
necessary in order to mainstream innovation, e.g. those practices that have proven 
effective in the testing phase by non-governmental actors. 

▪ Policy pointer 7: Teacher training and in-service training. Teachers need to receive 
appropriate training and in-service training for the application of innovative 
measures. Observational visits to other schools in Germany and elsewhere are very 
effective for expanding teachers’ competences and should be supported.  



 

 

Annex I: A short review of the field work  
1st Interview programme (with national/regional/local stakeholders) 

Interview 1  

Position and represented 
organisation of interviewee: 

Director of the competition and competence network ‘Strong 
School’ (Starke Schule), Hertie Foundation 

Type of interview: Telephone 

Date of interview: 6 December 2016 

Duration of interview: 1 hour 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 2 

Position and represented 
organisation of interviewee: 

Quality manager (Qualitätsbeauftragte) at the Senate for 
Education, Youth and Science, Berlin 

Type of interview: Telephone 

Date of interview: 25 November 2016 

Duration of interview: 1 hour 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 3 

Position and represented 

organisation of interviewee: 

Head of Department of School and Staff Development, 

Institute for School and Media Berlin-Brandenburg 

Type of interview: Telephone 

Date of interview: 14 December 2016 

Duration of interview: 1 hour 

Interview recorded: No 

2nd Interview programme (with school leaders) 

Interview 1 

Position of interviewee: Headmaster of Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule 

Type of interview: Face-to-face  

Date of interview: 09 December 2016 

Place of interview: Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule 

Duration of interview: 45 min 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 2 

Position and represented 
organisation of interviewee: 

Medium form coordinator of Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule 
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Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 09 December 2016 

Place of interview: Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule 

Duration of interview: 45 min 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 3 

Position of interviewee: Deputy headmaster of Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 09 December 2016 

Place of interview: Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule 

Duration of interview: 45 min 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 4 

Position of interviewee: Head teacher of Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule 
secondary level 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 17 January 2017 

Place of interview: Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule 

Duration of interview: 1 hour 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 5 

Position of interviewee: Medium form coordinator (grades 7-19) since December 
2016 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 17 January 2017 

Place of interview: Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule 

Duration of interview: 45 min 

Interview recorded: No 

Interview 6 

Position of interviewee: Head teacher of Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule primary 
level 

Type of interview: Face-to-face 

Date of interview: 17 January 2017 



 

 

Place of interview: Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule 

Duration of interview: 50 min 

Interview recorded: No 

Focus group discussion with school community in Wolfgang Borchert School 

Participants: In total, 9 participants, including Coordinator of project 

‘Buddy’, Student representative, Medium form coordinator 

Date of focus group: 09 December 2016 

Place of focus group: Wolfgang-Borchert-Schule 

Duration of focus group: 1,25 hours 

Recorded: Yes 

Key topics discussed: Topic 1: Reading support and working group 
Topic 2: Cooperation and communication among the team 
Topic 3: Guardian Angles 
Topic 4: Support for language learners/project ‘Buddy’ 
Topic 5: Various working groups and individual activities 

Additional notes: It seemed difficult for the group to decide what the major 
innovations of the school were. Each participant considered 
different aspects as innovative (mainly the aspects that they 
were personally involved in) and contributed with 
explanations about these aspects/measures. Therefore, a 
variety of measures that go beyond those listed above were 
discussed. 

Focus group discussion with school community in Friedenauer Community School 

Participants Participant 1: (Head of German language department) 
Participant 2: (Head teacher of a 10th grade) 
Participant 3: (Head of English language department) 
Participant 4: (Head of natural science department) 
Participant 5: (Deputy head teacher of Friedenauer school) 
Participant 6: (Director of Neighbourhood NGO ‚Schöneberg 
e.V.’) 

Date of focus group: 17 January 2017 

Place of focus group: Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule 

Duration of focus group: 1,5 hours 

Recorded: Yes 

Key topics discussed: Topic 1: Transfer into and mainstreaming as a community 
school 

Topic 2: Inter-subject and inter-grade teaching 

Topic 3: A number of sub-measures of the above 

School visit to observe Practical learning in Wolfgang-Borchert Schule 

Name and surname of visitor(s) Ramón Koehler 
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Other participants teacher, coordinator of ‘Practical learning’ 

Date of a visit:  20 April 2017 

Place of a visit:  Wolfgang-Borchert School 

Duration of a visit: 2 hours (8.50 – 10.45) 

Objects/activities/practices 

observed: 
Productive learning 

Photos/other visuals attached: No 

Other relevant material 
attached: 

Scanned flyer 

Additional notes: More information about the concept of ‘Practical learning’ 

can be obtained here: http://www.iple.de/e/welcome.htm 

School visit to observe Welcome class in Wolfgang-Borchert Schule 

Name and surname of visitor(s): Ramón Koehler 

Other participants teacher 

Date of a visit:  20 April 2017 

Place of a visit:  Wolfgang-Borchert School 

Duration of a visit: 1,5 hours (10.50 – 12.25) 

Objects/activities/practices 

observed: 

‚Economics, Work and Technics’ in the Welcome class 1 

(class of newly arrived migrants)  

Photos/other visuals attached: No 

School visit to observe Learning office in Friedenauer Community School 

Date of a visit:  16 February 2017 

Place of a visit:  Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule, Grazer Platz 1 

Duration of a visit: 7.50 – 10.05 o’clock 

Objects/activities/practices 
observed: 

Lernbüro in class 7c, students choose between English, 
German and Mathematics 

Photos/other visuals attached: No 

The Workshop with schools and other stakeholders  

Name and surname of the 
workshop facilitator(s): 

Claudia Koehler 

Number of participants and their 
represented organisations: 

Total number of participants: 9 
Represented organisations: 6 

Organisation 1: Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule 
Organisation 2: Wolfgang-Borchert Schule  
Organisation 3: School and Staff Development, Institute for 
School and Media Berlin-Brandenburg 
Organisation 4: European Commission 
Organisation 5: EOTO 
Organisation 6: Farafina Institute 



 

 

Follow-up e-mail consultation was conducted with other 

schools in the region. 

Date of the workshop: 21 April 2017 

Place of the workshop: Friedenauer Gemeinschaftsschule, Grazer Platz 1, Berlin 

Duration of the workshop: 14:00 – 17:15 

Recorded: No 

Key topics discussed: Main findings of the field study in Germany and some 
findings on a comparative level, further barriers, solutions, 

policy pointers and potential strategies for implementing 
and mainstreaming innovative pedagogies and school 
organisation practices. 
 
Key discussion questions: 

1. Cooperation: How to encourage cooperation between 

the parties concerned in order to spread innovation 
across schools (please reflect on collaboration with 
municipality, school community (including 
administration, teachers, pupils and their parents), 
between schools and other actors)? 

2. Funding: What innovative development, 
implementation and dissemination activities would 

be worth financing through the EU Structural Funds 
and national funds? What projects work best in 
promoting change and what should be avoided? 

3. Leadership and teachers: How to empower school 
leaders? How to make more school leaders open to 
innovation and develop their capacity to carry out 
positive changes? How initial teacher education (ITE) 

and continuous professional development (CPD) 
could be improved to be able to prepare teachers to 
select and apply innovative teaching methods and 
tools in the classroom? 

4. Research-practice transfer and good practice: How 
can scientific findings on education and pedagogies 
be “translated” for practitioners so that they can base 
their work on them? How can good practice be 
disseminated and presented more effectively so that 
schools can be enabled to implement functioning 
approaches? How can effective approaches be 
mainstreamed? 

5. School system: Which changes in the school system 

are necessary and feasible in order to facilitate 
innovations? How can the Länder learn from each 
other regarding innovative changes? 
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Annex II: Photos from the two schools  

       

 

Wolfgang Borchert Schule – entrance area and displayed certificates 

 



 

 

 

 

Wolfgang Borchert Schule – writings of ‘Welcome’ in different languages painted by 

students in the stairway in order to create a welcoming atmosphere for everybody 
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http://europa.eu.int/citizensrights/signpost/about/index_en.htm#note1#note1


N
C

-0
1
-1

7
-321

-E
N

-N
 

ISBN: 978-92-79-81470-9


