Schooling the new generation of German citizens: a comparison of citizenship curricula in Berlin and Baden-Württemberg
Abstract:

In Germany, unlike other European countries, citizenship education has a long history. Since World War Two, its role has evolved from promoting de-Nazification in the West and state socialism in the East to emphasising common citizenship in a multicultural society. Today, the federal states (Bundesländer) are largely autonomous in matters of education. Drawing on citizenship curricula from two states with historically opposite political constellations – Berlin and Baden-Württemberg – we argue that they share an emphasis on the fragility of democracy and the challenges arising from migration. While Baden-Württemberg favours the concept of tolerance, Berlin privileges the idea of interculturalism. There are important within-state differences: the Baden-Württemberg curriculum for the vocational-track Hauptschule being more similar to the curricula in Berlin, perhaps as a result of the larger concentration of migrants. This raises questions for educators and policymakers around the need for a single coherent model of citizenship education and the importance of citizenship in multicultural Germany for all.
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Introduction

The German school system has included elements of citizenship education since the Weimar Republic introduced Staatsbürgerkunde (civics studies) in 1919.  The aim was to strengthen the civic dispositions (staatsbürgerliche Gesinnung) of students, in addition to their morals and work ethic. German schools have since taken a wide range of approaches to the task of instilling desired political skills and values. Authoritarian governments under the Nazis and the Communist rulers of East Germany centralized the school system and aimed for blind loyalty. But in the post-war Federal Republic, under the Western occupiers and especially since the 1960s, students have been encouraged to question state attempts to breach ‘inviolable’ human rights (Dahrendorf 1965). 

Recent years have also seen fresh interest in citizenship education. Many commentators believe that this reflects the belated recognition that the country has become the destination of large-scale immigration. In this context, many politicians now argue that German civic consciousness must be actively inculcated, rather than simply being passed down the generations (see e.g. Engel and Ortloff 2009; Lammert 2006). Large numbers of immigrants began claiming German citizenship only in the 1990s. Since that time, school curricula have placed greater emphasis on common citizenship in a context of cultural and religious diversity.  
In this paper we provide an overview of the German school system and of citizenship education in particular, with particular emphasis on the changes brought about by post-war immigration. We also review recent political debates over these matters. The 1949 Constitution put education under the control of the federal states, allowing for a variety of approaches1.  Hence, in addition to describing trends that have affected the entire country, we analyze curricula in Berlin and Baden-Württemberg. This provides a first measure of the current range of approaches within Germany.
The German education system

In Germany compulsory education does not begin for most children until the age of six. Recent years have seen efforts to expand the provision of pre-school education. Since 1996, all children in Germany have the right to a place in kindergarten, for at least part of the day, from the age of four. And since 2003 the federal government has been providing funding for full-day pre-schools (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung 2007).  The initial impetus behind expanding the provision of pre-school education was to make it easier for women to work, and thereby expand the labour market. But German politicians have lately picked up the argument that pre-school education is especially important for the descendents of migrants, to ensure they develop language skills (e.g. Bundesregierung Deutschland 2007; Laschet 2009). Children with poor language skills aged six are slow to catch up, and may impede other pupils.  Hence there is now talk of making the final year of Kindergarten obligatory (Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung 2010).

But despite the prominence of these issues in national political debates, progress has been slow. This is because funding comes mainly from state and local governments. Richer areas have been more successful in expanding full-day pre-school education, but in poorer areas parents have to pay from their own pockets, depressing demand among poorer residents, many of whom are immigrants. All of the Länder have now introduced obligatory German language tests before children are enrolled in school, with the aim of encouraging reluctant parents to send their children to Kindergarten to learn German. Conservative politicians sometimes accuse the Left and Greens of trying to block these policies because of their multicultural priorities, but in fact there are few critics.
German children spend four to six years in primary school (Grundschule). The focus is on providing children with key skills in German and mathematics. Pupils are also introduced to the natural and social sciences, art, music and sport. The constitution requires that all public schools offer religious education (those who opt out attend ethics classes). The 1949 constitutional requirement of state neutrality over religious matters resulted in the creation of separate Protestant and Catholic schools in most of the country; at the time these were the only two religions in question. German schools have been slow to introduce a Muslim version of religious education, in part because it is very difficult for the Islamic associations that could certify teachers to achieve the required status.

The educational system in many federal states sends children either to vocational (Hauptschule, Realschule) or to academic schools (Gymnasium), typically at the age of 11 or 12. Students in the vocational track can finish school earlier and take low-skilled employment or seek an apprenticeship, whereas those in the academic track are more likely to attend university and find white-collar jobs. Immigrants and their descendents are under-represented in the academic track. For example, whereas roughly one in three native Germans obtain the Abitur, the qualification required to attend a university, this is true of only one in ten migrants (Paritätische Gesamtverbund 2010). What is more, even the immigrants (and children of immigrants) who graduate from academic schools are less likely than native Germans to get an apprenticeship (Kalter and Granato 2007).  Many believe that these imbalances are due in part to discrimination by teachers, who play a key role in deciding what kind of school students should attend, and often have lower expectations of migrants. The parties of the left (especially the Social Democrats) cite these inequalities in support of the argument that the educational system should be unified, but this demand seems unlikely to be implemented in the near future.  Even regions such as Bremen and Berlin that have consistently been ruled by parties of the left continue to ‘track’ children from a relatively young age.

Citizenship education in Germany
The Allied powers occupying Germany in the aftermath of World War II saw citizenship education as part of a broader policy of de-Nazification. The legacy of their varying approaches adds another layer of regional diversity to that resulting from the federal division of powers. Whereas in the West the general emphasis was on teaching people to resist the use of state authority for immoral ends, in the East the aim was to instill support for state socialism. Today, citizenship education across Germany stresses the fragility of democracy, and the fact that the democratic system is ultimately based on the norms of the demos.

Another important theme across the country is the European dimension of citizenship education. German curricula, like German politicians, do more to promote the project of European integration than is the case in many neighboring countries.  Scholars argue that this is because, after 1945, Germans in search of a political identity could fall back on pan-European ideals instead of tainted nationalism (Author 2007; Moravcik 1999). In some respects this makes for an unusually broad conception of the political community; Germans are taught to think of nested local, regional, national and European identities. But skeptics argue that the European focus sometimes serves to portray non-European cultures and people as inferior (e.g. Engel and Ortloff 2009; Author 2010).

Recent events and debates

In the 1990s, many German curricula moved from emphasizing Ausländerpädagogik (education for foreigners) to interkulturelle Erziehung (inter-cultural education). This reflects in part the belated recognition that many of the labour migrants of the 1960s and 1970s, and hence their German-born children, had in fact settled in Germany for good. The children of immigrants were no longer obliged to learn the languages of their parents – originally introduced to ensure they would be able to ‘return’ to the homelands of their parents – and instead were told to integrate into German society. In response to anti-immigrant violence in the early 1990s there was also a change in emphasis for native German children, who were instructed to practice tolerance. The two trends were encapsulated in a 1996 agreement between the education ministers of the 16 Länder on ‘Intercultural Education in Schools’ (Kultusministerkonferenz 1996). Previously, separate goals were pursued for immigrants and natives; this was one of the first statements of civic goals for all students. All students should ‘become aware of their own cultural socialisation, gain knowledge about other cultures (…) and learn to solve conflicts resulting from ethnic, cultural or religious affiliation in a peaceful manner’ (ibid: 5).
The main area of political controversy since the year 2000 has concerned the integration of the children of immigrants into and through the school system. We briefly discuss three examples: (a) the shock over poor results in an international comparison of educational systems, (b) the scandal over violent and unruly children in a predominantly immigrant school in Berlin, and (c) the publication of a book on integration by the country’s first ‘integration minister.’ We argue that the broad trend over the course of the last decade has been towards a more nuanced understanding of the difficulties facing young immigrants and the ‘second generation.’
A series of OECD publications from 2001 onwards caught the attention of German politicians and the media, and became known as the ‘PISA-Shock’ (see most recently OECD 2010).  The international study of secondary schooling placed German students towards the bottom of the league. The reports showed that the children of migrants were having particular trouble, compared not only to other children in Germany but also to the children of migrants in other OECD countries. On some measures second-generation students scored only about half as high as natives, and the Turkish-German gap was even greater, the equivalent of about three years of study (see OECD 2006). Besides concern over the long-term social and economic implications of these findings, some thought migrants were to blame for Germany’s embarrassingly poor overall performance. The conservative education minister of Lower-Saxony said in 2005 that the children of migrants were ‘dragging down the average’ (Leffers 2005). The 2001 report, and subsequent updates as well as the similar IGLU/PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study) studies at primary level, have also called attention to demographic changes in Germany. Around one third of school children have a ‘migration background’, i.e. are either migrants themselves or the children of at least one foreign-born parent, and in major cities like Berlin, Frankfurt and Stuttgart the figure is over 50 per cent (Brückner and Schäfer 2009: 1048). 
The most common response to these poor results was to insist that migrant children must learn better German at an earlier age. Blame for the problem was cast in part on the immigrants, of course, but also on earlier politicians, who had either been reluctant to accept that the children of immigrants were really in Germany to stay, or had resisted the imposition of the German culture. The former mistake was attributed to the conservative CDU and CSU, and the latter to the Social Democrats and Green party. Conveniently, this allows everyone to agree that the prior generation of politicians is to blame.  
Problems associated with immigrants in the school system were again called to national attention when teachers in a Berlin school sent an open letter to the Berlin parliament saying that violent pupils were out of control and that the school should be closed. Television crews rushed to the scene and easily found youths happy to make provocative statements about their ‘Nazi’ teachers2. While some political commentators took the opportunity to condemn the inadequate motivation and anti-German attitudes of immigrant pupils, others argued that the media had sensationalized the issue, or suggested it would help if teachers knew more about students’ backgrounds.  Around 85 per cent of students at this school are migrants or belong to the ‘second generation,’ and figures over 50 per cent are common in many of the country’s big cities.  But only around 1 per cent of German teachers have a migration background (according to estimates in 2006 from a teachers’ organization, the Verband Bildung und Erziehung; see Eckinger 2006).
Conservative politicians have been foremost among those claiming that poor language skills are at the root of all these problems. The oft-repeated mantra is that German language skills are the foundation for integration (see e.g. Beauftragte der Bundesregierung für Migration, Flüchtlinge und Integration 2006).  Implicitly the blame is often cast on parents; some suggest that the parents place loyalty to the culture of origin before the best interests of their children. But this has begun to change. The former CDU integration minister in the state of North-Rhine Westphalia, Armin Laschet, recently published a book called Die Aufsteigerrepublik: Zuwanderung als Chance (‘The Upwardly Mobile Republic: Migration as an Opportunity’). One of the chapters is called ‘Education, education, education.’ Laschet stresses the importance of learning German, but concedes that migrants typically benefit from first learning the mother tongue of their parents. He is unusual among conservative politicians in arguing that schools should be reformed, rather than simply demanding that migrants perform better within the existing system. Some see this as part of an effort by the CDU to present a more immigrant-friendly face (e.g. Bade 2009).
Armin Laschet is not the only one to argue that the educational system itself may be in need of reform (see e.g. the report of the cross-party Konsortium Bildungsberichterstattung from 2006). As mentioned above, even conservative politicians now advocate the recruitment of more teachers with a ‘migrant background,’ though concrete policies have yet to emerge (see Nationaler Integrationsplan 2007, especially chapter 4.3).  Social Democrat and Green party politicians argue that the multi-track school system should be abandoned in favour of comprehensive schools, in part because the current system hurts children from families with particular social and cultural backgrounds. The former part of this argument is a long-standing Social Democrat complaint, but the latter part of the criticism is new (see e.g. the manifestos of the SPD and Green parties in the 2010 Nordrhein-Westfalen elections). 
Analysis of school curricula

We now supplement the discussion of general trends with an analysis of current citizenship education curricula. We are unable to capture the full diversity of approaches to citizenship in the 16 federal states. The education ministers are represented in the Kultusministerkonferenz (the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs), and together they agree common guidelines.  But these are not binding; hence one might expect considerable variation depending on the political constellation of the states. To check this hypothesis, we select two states with very different political backgrounds in order to set bounds on the likely range of approaches.  

Baden-Württemberg has been ruled by the Christian Democratic Union for the entire post-war period. The region’s conservative reputation was recently reinforced by the refusal of the education ministry to employ a teacher who wished to wear a headscarf in the classroom. The case was taken to the constitutional court, which refused to make a clear decision, allowing Baden-Württemberg and other regions to pass their own legislation on the issue. The law adopted in Baden-Württemberg prohibited teachers wearing headscarves but explicitly allowed for Christian symbols in the classroom, and for nuns to teach wearing the habit. In contrast, Berlin was ruled by the Social Democratic party for 42 of the past 60 years, and in recent years by a ‘red-red’ coalition of the SPD and the Left Party. Berlin, like Baden-Württemberg, recently passed legislation to prevent teachers from bringing religious symbols into the classroom, but the law applies to all religions.
We compare the curricula laid down by the state governments of these two regions for children in the later stage of compulsory education, between the ages of 10 and 16. Berlin is somewhat unusual in that secondary education begins later and lasts just four years (from 12 to 16).  To ensure comparability with Baden-Württemberg (and most other parts of the country) we therefore also include the final two years of primary school in our analysis of the Berlin curricula. In Berlin, the curricula apply to all schools, but Baden-Württemberg issues separate instructions for vocational and academic schools.  At this stage we should mention a caveat. Our research does not provide information on the actual implementation of citizenship education. Existing research suggests that this varies from school to school, depending, for example, on the socio-economic background of students and teachers (Author 2010). Schiffauer et al. (2004) even argue that some schools, and some regions, have commonly-agreed but rarely articulated ‘hidden curricula.’  Nonetheless, we leave systematic analysis on the gaps between curricula and practice to future research.  Another relevant path that we are not able to take is analysis of elements of other curricula that are relevant to citizenship education. For instance, various authors (e.g. Schissler and Soysal 2005; Author forthcoming) argue that such elements are found in history and geography curricula.

Primary schools in Berlin are instructed to orient their teaching to students ‘of various backgrounds’ rather than trying to impose a unitary model (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend und Sport Berlin 2007a: 7). Themes of ‘intercultural competence’ and ‘cooperation with people of different backgrounds’ run throughout the curricula of all courses (ibid: 21; Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend und Sport Berlin 2007b: 5).  This applies not just to content but also to skills. Besides analytic and methodological competence, the ability to negotiate daily life in a context of diversity is a key skill.  The curricula also emphasize the importance of being open to new sources of information ‘in the context of accelerated globalization.’ Berlin aspires to make the best of its high proportion of migrant children, given that ‘international employers now expect their workers to be able to understand and give presentations in foreign languages’ (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend und Sport Berlin 2007b: 7).  

Students in citizenship classes in Berlin are to be reminded that democracy can be fragile and that its stability depends on the engagement of citizens. The special emphasis on democracy derives in part from the city’s tumultuous 20th century experience.  Besides democracy, key themes are children’s’ rights and peace. Although there are few explicit references to the German constitution, it seems to be the source for various topics and phrases (e.g. ‘human dignity,’ the topic of the first line of the constitution). The role of the constitution in defining national identity has recently been an important topic of debate; some argue that the constitution can itself be the basis of German political identity, but others insist on a thicker conception of German cultural heritage (see the debate over the Leitkultur, e.g. Lammert 2006). In the Berlin curricula, references to ‘culture’ are either to the ‘open and democratic learning culture’ of the school, or to ‘other cultures.’ There are no references to German culture.
The Berlin curricula do not always specify the geographic level at which relevant organizations and institutions are to be studied, but make frequent references to the local political context, especially to democracy within the school and in the local municipality.  Examples of topics to be covered in years five and six refer to German institutions and to international organizations such as UNICEF; there is only a single reference to Europe (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend und Sport Berlin 2007: 28f.). But in the curriculum for students in years seven through ten there are about as many references to European topics and the EU as there are to Germany and the German political system. In the later years students are also introduced to international topics and organizations.

Citizenship curricula in Baden-Württemberg are sufficiently different, depending on whether students are in the vocational or academic tracks, to merit separate analysis. Students in the Hauptschule (the less prestigious of the two kinds of vocational schools) study ‘World – Time – Society.’ This covers the subjects of history, citizenship, geography and economics (Ministerium für Kultus, Jugend und Sport 2010a). The focus is on ‘people living together in the past, present and future.’ Students are taught about the importance of sustainable development, to understand the historical background of German society, to respect the views of others and to address conflict through democratic procedures.  This curriculum promotes ‘intercultural learning,’ and valuing other people and cultures.  Topics include ‘orientation in space and time,’ ‘power and authority’ and ‘democratic society,’ in which the content is primarily German and European, with a major focus on the Nazi past.  Another topic is ‘living together with different groups,’ in which the focus is on ‘other cultures’ (ibid: 4). The final two broad topics are ‘conflicts over resources’ and ‘Earth and environment;’ here the focus is on environmental problems, often in other parts of the world or at a global level. 

Students in the Realschule (the more prestigious of the vocational schools, which aim to prepare students for skilled blue-collar employment) are encouraged to develop ‘social engagement’ through classes that promote membership in civil society organizations such as the Church or sports clubs (Ministerium für Kultus, Jugend und Sport 2010b: 2). In addition to building confidence in their ability to participate, the aim is to instill ‘sensibility and tolerance.’ Students in the Realschule are also taught to behave responsibility with regard to ‘People and Environment’ (Ministerium für Kultus, Jugend und Sport 2010b: 2).  Instruction should prepare students to deal with current political and social issues, and should be able to appreciate their ‘historical-cultural context.’ A paternalistic tone predominates. The aim is that students should be responsible and self-sufficient in matters of clothing and feeding themselves, and should understand the importance (and some of the practicalities) of caring for others in need. There is much less attention to intercultural differences than in the previously described curricula for the Hauptschule; the concept of intercultural education receives no mention.
Students in the academic Gymnasium are to be taught about the history and mechanics of existing political institutions in greater detail. Understanding democracy and its social foundations is the single most important theme (Ministerium für Kultus, Jugend und Sport 2010c: 2). The Gymnasium curriculum in Baden-Württemberg makes no reference to intercultural perspectives and few to the importance of working together with people from diverse backgrounds. Students should ‘internalize tolerance of other ways of life, religions, ideologies and people’ (Ministerium für Kultus, Jugend und Sport 2010c: 3).  The curriculum makes only two references to culture: to European culture and to the thesis of the ‘clash of civilizations’ (Huntington 1996). There are frequent references to the principles and values espoused in the German constitution. The geographic and institutional focus is predominantly on Germany. Local political participation is a topic in lower years, and the great majority of topics in year ten focus on German politics. The curricula for the Gymnasium specifies a total of ten topic areas, of which two focus on youth politics, two on international issues such as globalization and human rights, one covers the European union, and the remaining five are on German history and the German political system (Ministerium für Kultus, Jugend und Sport 2010c: 4-5).  One of the German history topics is ‘Migration to Germany,’ including a focus on the ‘opportunities and problems of integration in a pluralistic migrant society.’ Overall, citizenship classes for the most academically successful students in Baden-Württemberg are oriented less towards everyday social competence than towards existing political institutions.

In summary, citizenship curricula in Baden-Württemberg overlap with those in Berlin in certain respects, but there are also important differences. They share an emphasis on the fragility of democracy and the need for citizens to be vigilant and active in protecting it.  They pay considerable attention to the ideals of the German constitution. And all of the curricula studied make at least some reference to diversity within the citizenry, and the challenges (and occasionally the opportunities) that this brings.
The differences appear not only between the states but also between different kinds of schools in Baden-Württemberg. In general, the citizenship curricula in Baden-Württemberg pay less attention than those in Berlin to ‘intercultural’ perspectives and questions of collective welfare in diverse populations. In Baden-Württemberg the concept of ‘tolerance’ is preferred. Critics of this concept argue that it implies and reinforces a sense of superiority among the people who tolerate over the objects of their tolerance (e.g. Brown 2006). One need not fully accept this position to appreciate that this is a different approach to that taken in Berlin, more abstract and arguably less open to the perspectives of migrants themselves. But it is interesting to see that within Baden-Württemberg, the curriculum for the Hauptschule (the schools with the lowest reputation) is much more similar to the Berlin curricula. These are also the schools in which immigrants and their descendents are over-represented – over 40 per cent of children with a migration background attend the Hauptschule, compared to around 20 per cent of native Germans. This suggests the possibility that teachers and curriculum developers have responded to this diversity by emphasizing inter-cultural participation, rather than more abstract ideals of citizenship and tolerance.
Discussion and conclusions
The evidence presented in this paper suggests that Germany lacks a single coherent model of citizenship education. There has been considerable variation in the recent past, and we still see important differences between regions. The single common theme that is most evident is the argument that democracy is fragile, and that citizens must be alert to the risk that state authority is put to immoral ends. This reflects the country’s history, especially under the Nazis.

We also see evidence that the challenge of helping the children of immigrants succeed in the German school system is forcing new thinking on the means and ends of citizenship education. Indeed, this is true not just of Germany but also of many neighboring countries (European Commission 2008; Keating et al. 2009). German politicians seem in recent years to have developed a more nuanced understanding of the issues involved. The single most common refrain is still the need for better German language skills, but other changes are now discussed, including some minor reforms of German institutions. But there is no discussion of deeper issues. For example, the emphasis on the need for immigrants to do well in school ignores the fact that schools play a role not just in opening the way for upwards mobility, but also in perpetuating the stratification of society.  Since students are ranked rather than compared to an absolute standard, it is impossible for every child to do better.  The evidence to date is that the children of immigrants remain at the bottom of the heap. 
A second underlying but rarely mentioned issue is the irony of providing citizenship education to millions of children who are not actually citizens, despite being born in Germany. The reform of citizenship laws in 2000 was meant put an end to this, but in fact around half of the children born to foreign parents since that time lack German citizenship (Statistisches Bundesamt 2009: 57). The reluctance to address this issue is hence another example of politicians playing down the need for large-scale reforms.
Notes
1. Relevant classes are called Sozialkunde (social studies), Gesellschaftskunde (social studies) Gemeinschaftskunde (community studies) or politische Bildung (political education). To avoid repetition we refer to all such classes and modules as ‘citizenship education.’
2. The letter itself said that students were proud when bad headlines were printed about their school (http://www.spiegel.de/schulspiegel/0,1518,408803,00.html)
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