ed, blue, orange,

green, pink. The

schoolyard, pupils,

parents and staff
of the PRIMUS School in the town of
Minden in North Rhine-Westphalia
are covered in a multi-coloured cloud
of corn-starch powder of the type used
during the Indian Holi festival cele-
brations. At the start of the summer
holidays, the German pop song “Auf
uns” (To Us) plays on the loudspeakers,
The school is celebrating its tenth an-
niversary, celebratingitself. And above
all, celebrating the young people who
were the first to take part in an ambi-
tious school experiment that ran from
their enrolment in 2013 to the end of
Year 10, and who now have their in-
termediate secondary school-leaving
certificates under their belts. In Ger-
man, the acronym PRIMUS stands for
the integration of the - traditionally
separated - primary and secondary
schools, or, as Oldenburg education
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scientist Prof. Dr Till-Sebastian Idel
likes toputit, foran “all-in-one school”.
Idel has been monitoring the experi-
ment, whichisbeing conducted at five
schools in North Rhine-Westphalia,
sinceit firstbegan.

Since 2013, the participating insti-
tutions have been testing “nothing
less than a whole new type of school”,
as Idel and his research associate, Dr
Sven Pauling from the Institute of Edu-
cational Sciences, described the under-
taking in a paper they wrote together.
Idel explains that there is an ongo-
ing social debate according to which
schools in Germany are too inflexible
and static. This does not reflect hisown
perspective: “We focus on schools that
see themselves as highly adaptable.
And thisiswhatisso excitinghere - to
see that schools can perhaps change,
afterall.”

Just like the schools in the PRIMUS
project. One of the goals of this school
experiment is to make it possible for

schoolchildren to have uninterrupted
educational trajectories - which in
Germany means not having to change
school after Year 4 - in educationally
innovative, high-performing progres-
sive schools that are also inclusive and
provide equal opportunities. What will
schools in Germany looklike in future?
More “all-in-one”, like in many other
countries? As we see it, the idea of a
school that goes all the way from Year
1 to Year 10 has enormous potential,”
says Idel, who heads the School Ped-
agogy and General Didactics team at
the University of Oldenburg and over-
sees the research accompanying the
PRIMUS experiment together with a
colleague from Munster, Prof. Dr Chris-
tina Huf.

Idel and his team conduct research
on schools and school culture, on les-
sons, on teacher professionalisation,
and on how all these things change
- which automatically leads to what
he describes as a “wide-angle per-
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Till-Sebastian Idel, pictured here in the foyer of the Integrierte Gesamtschule FIotenteich in Oldenburg, has seen more schools from
theinside than most people. The educationalist does his research where new concepts evolve, where they are tested and embraced.

spective”, This is extremely helpful for
monitoring and analysing the school
experiment, which touches on several
aspects of a current school education
reformagenda: onelessonforallinthe
name of inclusion; the opportunities
offered by learning with other pupils
of different ages and education levels;
the interplay of teachers and other
professionals in a Ganztagsschule (all-
day school, as opposed to many Ger-
man schools where the school day ends
around 1pm). In essence, schools that
offer more than “just” lessons. The ac-
companyingresearch isstillunderway,
but group discussions and interviews
with children, teachers, parents and
head teachers, as well as participant
observation of everyday school life, al-
ready deliver initial findings.

Idel’s research is primarily qualita-
tive. In other words, itisnot about cre-
ating the broadest possible data base,
as with PISA, IGLU and other stan-
dardised studies. Instead it focuses on

gaining specificinsights: “We're inter-
ested in things like how the teaching
staff of a school reflect together on the
development of their school, wheth-
er in committees, working groups or
the like. What problems they iden-
tify, and how they talk about them.
What solutions they find, and how
they implement them,” Idel explains.
The solutions can be very different at
each of the five PRIMUS schools. “We
observe, we're therein thebackground,
and at certain intervals we conduct
interviews with those involved.” Then
they supplement this work with quan-
titative data, numerical material that
canbe evaluated statistically.

The numbers show, for example,
that not having to change schools -
one of the key features of the PRIMUS
school profile - has quantifiable re-
sults. As Idel points out, research on
this topic has already indicated “that
the transition common after Year 4
is a neuralgic point at which disad-

vantages and inequalities arise in the
education system.” This, he continues,
istoacertaindegree theresultofa form
of“self-selection” by parents, who tend
to shy away from pursuing a higher
level of education than their own for
their child. Similar considerations also
mean that teachers err on the side of
caution with their recommendations
as to which type of secondary school a
child should apply for: a Hauptschule
or Realschule that also prepare for vo-
cational trainings after grade 10, or a
Gymnasium, which is more academ-
ic and focuses on preparing for the
Abitur, Germany's higher education
entrance qualification. “Forall the talk
of permeability in the public school
system, itisrare forachild to ‘upgrade’
to a higher level of secondary school
than the one recommended.”

The PRIMUS schools show that it is
easier for pupils to exceed the expec-
tations of school recommendations if
they are outside Germany's standard
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Asageneral trend, pupils at Primus schools achieved a school
qualification that was one level higher than the one previ-
ously recommended by their primary school. Forty-eight
percent qualified for upper Gymnasium classes — far more
thanthe anticipated nine percent.

multi-tracked school system. This is
becausein the early years of the exper-
iment three of the five PRIMUS schools
enrolled pupils in Year 5 as well as in
Year 1. The researchers were thus able
to compare the school-type recom-
mendations of 193 pupils who started
in Year 5 with the actual secondary
school qualifications they went on to
actually obtain in 2020. The results: 95
of the students - about half of them -
had come toone of the PRIMUS schools
with a recommendation for the inter-
mediate school type Realschule, an-
other 60 - soalmost one third - for the
basic Hauptschule, Only 17 - less than
onetenth - wererecommended to con-
tinue their education ata Gymnasium.
However, as a report compiled by the
researchers for the Ministry of Educa-
tion states, the general trend was that
these pupils “achieved a school qualifi-
cationwhich wasonelevel higher than
thatwhich theyhad beenrecommend-
edtoaimfor.”

This translated to 5o pupils obtain-
ing a basic school-leaving certificate
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like from a Hauptschule - including
special needs pupils, some of whom
had been transferred to Year 5 with-
out any recommendation at all.
41 obtained an intermediate school-
leaving certificate, and a 93 - almost
half of the students - achieved the
necessary grades for a place in upper
GCymnasium classes where pupils
prepare for the university entrance
qualification. In other words, thenum-
ber of pupils who left PRIMUS schools
with a school-leaving certificate qual-
ifying them to pursue the Abitur was
fivetimeshigher than would havebeen
expected based on the recommenda-
tions. “We are talking about central-
ised examshere,” Idel emphasises. And
in these exams, just as in statewide
surveysoflearninglevelsin Years3and
8, PRIMUS schools “performed very
well in comparison with other schools
with similar pupil configurations,” he
adds.

He reports that parents of PRIMUS
school pupils speak of how the schools
allow young people to experience the
“joy of learning without the pressures
ofdeadlinesand grades” and - because
theydon’thave tochange schools half-
way - enable their children to form
lasting bonds with other children as
well as with teachers. At the same
time, qualitative interviews with more
than a hundred pupils from different
PRIMUS schools showed that their
learning efforts were driven above all

Parents say Primus schools allow their children
to experience thejoy of learning without the

pressures of deadlines and grades and give
them the chance to form lasting bonds with
other children as well as with teachers.

by the desire to optimise their own
performance - irrespective of grades
orthedesiretoachievea certain school
qualification. According to the inter-
views, this is because many of these
children and young adults have un-
derstood how important learning and
thelearning processis for their future:
“My future is ahead of me and I still
have everything to experience, and if I
wantagood futureIhave tolearn effec-
tively,” one pupil explained. In another
still ongoing study, the researchersare
following the subsequent educational
paths of PRIMUS graduates.

Change of scene: “Money, money,
money...”, the voices of the Swedish
pop band ABBA ring out in the class-
room at the beginning of an English
lesson. The rows of desks are filled
with Year 8 or 9 pupils. The teacher
announcesabrainstorming session to
see how many words related to money
they can come up with in the foreign
language. He makes ahand signaland
the pupils call out English words in a
staccato response - until education
scientist Idel presses “pause” on his
office computer. He is playing back
a video of a lesson similar to many
that he and his team, always on the
lookout for “an interesting situation”,
record for their research and for use
as visual teaching material. “This is
a typical start to a teacher-led les-
son,” says Idel. “A conversation among
the class that is structured by the
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teacher and in which the teacher as-
signs tasks and determines who gets
tospeak.”

Idel likes to contrast this example
of frontal teaching with footage from
amixed-yearlearning group in Berlin.
Instead of straight rows of desks there
are room-dividing elements. The pu-
pilswork on exercisesindividually orin
groups, moving around the room freely
to share information or ask others for
advice, or to join the queue forming in
frontofthe teacher’s flipchartand find
answers to their questions there. “A
typical open lesson,” Idel explains. In
this classroom, known as a “learning
office”, there is naturally a lot more
“hustle and bustle”.

This teaching format is also used at
the PRIMUS schools. Individualised
learning at a pace and level that suits
each pupil and, as Idel emphasises,
“with different contentand targets for
thesamesubject matter”. Thelearning
material is organised into so-called
“spiral curricula” which offer pupils
access to content on a subject at the
various levels of an imaginary ris-
ing spiral. With this method, pupils
in different years and with different
learning levels can all work on a topic
simultaneously, without older pupils
in thelearning group having to repeat
the previous year’s material. Each pu-
pil can access knowledge according to
their own goalsand ability. In this type
of lesson teachers guide the learning

Individualised learning, with different contentand
targets for the same subject matter, allows each pupil to
learn and differentiate their knowledge at their own pace

and level.

processrather thanleadingit, shaping
the lesson plan together with the pu-
pilsand providing individual feedback
atregular intervals.

Lessons like this challenge schools to
keep evolving - including the PRIMUS
schools in Minden and Miinster,
where the learning groups up to the
end of Year g span three different year
groups. Here the researchers observe
how teachers seek ways to implement
the school experiment as effectively
as possible. For example, in the Level
II learning group where pupils from
Years 4 to 6 learn together, teachers
who are specialised in different levels
of school education - namely primary
and secondary school - set aside these
differences and work together. The
researchers watch how the teachers
moveaway from the standard methods
based on different textbooks for each
level and develop their own teaching
materials.

They also observed that discussions
among LevelIll teachersabout thebest
way to organise study time can get

pretty contentious. Opinions diverge
on whether subject teachers or class
teachers should supervise the daily
individual study periods during this
levelleadingup to the final year: What
should take priority? The relationship
between pupil and class teacher, or
knowledge of a specific subject? In the
end, the teaching staff decided on a
mixed model with a focus on special-
ised teachers.

It has yet to be decided whether
theselong-format schools will remain
in their current form after the exper-
iment ends in 2027, and whether the
future legislation of the state of North
Rhine-Westphalia will open up the
possibility of establishing more such
schools elsewhere in the future. But
PRIMUS schools can already serveasa
source of inspiration for other schools,
Idel says. “Successful concepts are easi-
ly transferable - whether they're about
assessing performance without using
grades or organising the teaching ofa
subject into learning offices’. However,
every school is different: the problems
are slightly different, the people in-
volved are different, the social envi-
ronment is different,” he emphasises.
“There is certainly no one-size-fits-
all solution that could be replicated
here.” So when it comes to the future
of schools in Germany, it’s probably a
bit like with the different colours at
the school event in Minden: it’s all in
the mix.
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