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After German reunification: the implementation of a two-tier
school model in Berlin and Saxony
Rita Nikolai

Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, Institut für Erziehungswissenschaften, Berlin, Germany

ABSTRACT
In the last two decades, many German states have enforced a partial
integration of school types and have transformed their school systems
into a two-tier model. The traditional tripartite school model, for which
Germany has long been known, is thus no longer a characteristic of
their school systems. This article analyses the determinants of the
structural changes in Berlin and Saxony by applying concepts of histor-
ical institutionalism. In both states, the reformof the schools’ structures
can bedescribed as path dependent, but also a specific constellation of
interests, strategies and actors led to a partial erosion of the respective
traditional structures.
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Introduction

In comparative social stratification research, Germany is known for its stratified school
system, which involves early academic selection and the tracking of students into
hierarchically structured and spatially segregated school types.1 While many nations
converged towards comprehensive schooling models after the Second World War,2

Germany retained its traditional multi-tiered school system.3 After four years of joint
schooling,4 students are referred to distinct educational tracks, each associated with a
different curriculum and certificate (the Hauptschule, Realschule and Gymnasium).
Germany is also known for its differentiated system of special schools (Sonderschule)
for students with special educational needs.5 Some German states established the

CONTACT Rita Nikolai rita.nikolai@hu-berlin.de Heisenberg-Fellow of the German Research Council,
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, Institut für Erziehungswissenschaften, Unter den Linden 6, Berlin 10099, Germany
1Silke L. Schneider and Nicole Tieben, ‘A Healthy Sorting Machine? Social Inequality in the Transition to Upper
Secondary Education in Germany’, Oxford Review of Education 37, no. 2 (2011): 139–66.

2Achim Leschinsky and Karl U. Mayer, eds., The Comprehensive School Experiment Revisited (Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang, 1999);
Susanne Wiborg, Education and Social Integration: Comprehensive Schooling in Europe (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).

3Gregory Baldi, ‘Schools with a Difference: Policy Discourses and Education Reform in Britain and Germany’, West
European Politics 35, no. 5 (2012): 999–1023; Hubert Ertl and David Phillips, ‘The Enduring Nature of the Tripartite
System of Secondary Schooling in Germany: Some Explanations’, British Journal of Educational Studies 48, no. 4 (2000):
391–412; Arnold J. Heidenheimer, ‘The Politics of Educational Reform: Explaining Different Outcomes of School
Comprehensivization Attempts in Sweden and West Germany’, Comparative Education Review 18, no. 3 (1974): 388–
410; Susanne Wiborg, ‘Why is There no Comprehensive Education in Germany? A Historical Explanation’, History of
Education 39, no. 4 (2010): 539–56.

4In two states, Berlin and Brandenburg, elementary schools have six grades. Also inMecklenburg-Western Pomerania with its
Orientierungsstufe (orientation stage), the assignment to different types of secondary schools takes place in grade seven.

5Justin J. W. Powell, Barriers to Inclusion: Special Education in the United States and Germany (Boulder, CO: Paradigm
Publishers, 2011).
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comprehensive Gesamtschule as an additional track in the 1970s. The Gesamtschule
coexisted for many years with the traditional school types of the tripartite system and
replaced none of them.

In recent years, though, many German states have implemented reforms that enforce
a partial integration of school types.6 After decades of structural continuity, the
tripartite structure of the school systems in most of the German states (in 11 of 16
states, 2018) has changed to a two-tier model consisting of an academic and an
integrated vocational track.7

What were the driving forces behind the implementation of a two-tier school model?
To answer this question, the article will reconstruct the reform processes in two
German states, Saxony and Berlin. The analysis will explain why in both these states
with dissimilar contexts education-policy-makers opted for the transformation of
school structures into a two-tier secondary school system.

Beginning in the 1992/1993 school year, Saxony implemented a two-tier model by
establishing the Mittelschule, or middle school (called the Oberschule since the 2013/2014
school year), as the only school type besides the university-preparatory Gymnasium.
Middle schools integrate the two vocational tracks until the seventh grade but then
proceed to route students internally into tracks leading to either the Hauptschule or the
Realschule certificate. Berlin opted also for a two-tier model, consisting of the Gymnasium
and the so-called Integrierte Sekundarschule, or integrated secondary school, beginning in
the 2010/2011 school year. The integrated secondary school is conceived as a ‘second
pillar’, integrating all tracks and offering the full range of secondary school certificates,
including the Abitur as the higher education entrance qualification.

Saxony and Berlin as two German states in the Eastern part of Germany are
interesting analytical cases. Although the two represent different categories of states –
Berlin as a city-state and Saxony as a territorial state – both are suitable for a country
comparison since the analysis follows the logic of a most dissimilar case design as a
research strategy in comparative political research.8 This research design is based on the
assumption that despite the diversity of cases there are common factors, which explains
the same dependent variable. Despite differences in the states’ size, both have trans-
formed their school structure to a two-tier model. It is probable that, in both cases, the
school politics of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) influenced school politics
after 1990. Until reunification, Saxony was part of the GDR and West Berlin (as one
state of the Federal Republic of Germany, FRG) and East Berlin (as the capital of the
GDR) were reunited as one city-state in 1990. It remains an open question as to how far
the school politics in both states form a break with the school structure of the GDR or
how far elements were preserved.

6Marcel Helbig and Rita Nikolai, Die Unvergleichbaren. Der Wandel der Schulsysteme in den deutschen Bundesländern seit
1949 [The incomparables: school law transformations in German states since 1945] (Bad Heilbrunn: Klinkhardt, 2015);
and Rita Nikolai, ‘Zweigliedriges Schulsystem’ [Two-tier school system], in Handbuch Schulpädagogik [Handbook of
school pedagogy], ed. Michaela Gläser-Zikuda, Marius Harring and Carsten Rohlf (Münster: Waxmann, 2018).

7Despite the implementation of an inclusive school system, separate schools for disabled students still exist in all
German states. See Justin J. W. Powell, Benjamin Edelstein and Jonna M. Blanck, ‘Awareness-raising, Legitimation or
Backlash? Effects of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities on Education Systems in Germany’,
Globalisation, Societies and Education 14, no. 2 (2016): 227–50.

8Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Science (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 2005).
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This article adopts a historical-institutionalist perspective, examining the sources of
stability and the drivers of change in secondary school systems in two German states.
For the empirical reconstruction of the event sequences and causal narratives, the study
carried out a qualitative content analysis of parliamentary documents, official statistics,
secondary literature, semi-structured interviews and newspaper reports. The material
was interpreted with the help of a coding frame, which was developed based on the
theoretical concept and evaluated over the course of the analysis.9

The following section outlines the theoretical approach, introducing the key concept
of path dependence and mechanisms of change in school structures, and the metho-
dological approach. The article then provides an in-depth account of policy develop-
ments in Saxony and Berlin. The final section summarises the findings and provides an
outlook for further research.

Theoretical approach and methodology

In comparative political research, the study of education systems and education politics has
historically been neglected.10 Especially in the field of welfare research, education was seen
as ‘special’ and was often excluded from comparative studies of welfare politics.11

Nevertheless, this has changed in the most recent years. A growing literature in political
science has discovered education politics as a field of investigation – especially for the fields
of vocational education or higher education.12 The field of primary and secondary educa-
tion politics is still mostly being ignored. The few studies with an explicit political science
perspective concentrate on the role of teacher unions13 or the political origins of primary
education systems in the nineteenth century14– but political scientists rarely study the
stability or change of school systems.15 With the analysis of the reform processes in two
German states, this article will demonstrate how fruitful the historical-institutionalist
perspective can be for investigating the stability and change of school systems – not only
for the German context, but also for the comparative and international education literature.

9The coding frame can be found in Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
10Thomas Gift and Erik Wibbels, ‘Reading, Writing, and the Regrettable Status of Education Research in Comparative
Politics’, Annual Review of Political Science 17 (2014): 291–312; Anja P. Jakobi, Kerstin Martens and Klaus Dieter Wolf,
eds., Education in Political Science: Discovering a Neglected Field (London: Routledge, 2010).

11Marius R. Busemeyer and Rita Nikolai, ‘Education’, in Oxford Handbook of Comparative Welfare States, ed. Herbert
Obinger, Chris Pierson, Francis G. Castles, Stephan Leibfried and Jane Lewis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010),
494.

12As an overview see Marius R. Busemeyer and Christine Trampusch, ‘Review Article: Comparative Political Science and the
Study of Education’, British Journal of Political Science 41, no. 2 (2011): 413–43; See also the following contributions: Ben
Ansell, ‘University Challenges: Explaining Institutional Change in Higher Education’,World Politics 60, no. 2 (2008): 189–230;
Marius R. Busemeyer, Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy of Education Reforms in Western
Welfare States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Michael Dobbins and Christoph Knill, Higher Education
Governance and Policy Change in Western Europe: International Challenges to Historical Institutions (Basingstoke: Palgrave,
2014); Jens Jungblut and Deanna Rexe, ‘Higher Education Policy in Canada and Germany: Assessing Multi-level and Multi-
actor Coordination Bodies for Policy-making in Federal Systems’, Policy and Society 36, no. 1 (2017): 49–66.

13Terry Moe and Susanne Wiborg, ed., The Comparative Politics of Education: Teachers Unions and Education Systems
around the World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

14Ben W. Ansell and Johannes Lindvall, ‘The Political Origins of Primary Education Systems: Ideology, Institutions, and
Interdenominational Conflict in an Era of Nation-Building’, American Political Science Review 107, no. 3 (2013): 505–22.

15Exceptions include the following studies: Baldi, ‘Schools with a Difference’; Jane Gingrich, Making Markets in the
Welfare State: The Politics of Varying Market Reforms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Sigrid Hartong
and Rita Nikolai, ‘Observing the “Local Globalness” of Policy Transfer in Education’, Comparative Education Review 61,
no. 3 (2017): 519–37; and Katharina Sass, Cleavages and Coalitions: Comprehensive School Reforms in Norway and
North Rhine-Westphalia/Germany (1954–1979) (Bergen: University of Bergen, 2018).
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Theoretical approach: path dependency and institutional change

The structural reforms implemented in many German states after reunification and in
the 2000s deviate from the historical developmental path of the tripartite model, whose
origins go back far beyond the foundation of the FRG and the GDR in 1949.16 For
many decades, this developmental path proved remarkably resistant to profound
change.17 The concept of path dependency18 stresses the lasting stability of institutions,
describing it as a historical legacy caused by trend-setting decisions at critical junctures.
Institutional configurations have a lasting effect over long periods of time because
actors tend to hold on to institutions. Due to investments (e.g. in school buildings,
administrative routines, teacher education for different school forms at universities),
institutional developments become deterministic in terms of positive feedback pro-
cesses. Thus, a chosen path is reinforced as time passes, resulting in so-called ‘lock-in
effects’, and deviations from a certain path become increasingly unlikely. Accumulated
commitments and investments in the selected path make it difficult to effect any
profound change.19 On the one hand, path-dependent analysis allows for the identifica-
tion of the restrictive general conditions that determine the extent to which political
decision-makers have room to implement reforms. On the other hand, the concept
allows for an identification of the drivers of change that may alter these general
conditions and may thus effect a (more or less) pronounced destabilisation of the
established institutional order.

The structural continuity of the stratified school system with its early selection has to
be understood as such a path-dependent development. The origins of its forces of
inertia can be traced back to the nineteenth century.20 The status quo of the rigorous
tracking system after the Second World War was supported by teachers, school-track-
specific interest groups,21 political parties22 and parents.

However, institutional change and the dissemination of new knowledge are also
possible beyond the paths chosen at one point. For instance, new findings or critical
junctures (brought on by wars, crises or major scientific discoveries, for example) may
necessitate new institutional arrangements or cause institutions that were thought to be

16Wiborg, Education and Social Integration.
17For analysing the determinants of the stabilities and changes in the German school structure see Benjamin Edelstein,
‘Stabilität und Wandel der Schulstruktur aus neoinstitutionalistischer Perspektive [Stability and change in the school
structure from a neo-institutionalist perspective]’, in Institutioneller Wandel im Bildungsbereich – Reform ohne Kritik?
[Institutional change in the education system – reform without critique?], ed. Nils Berkemeyer, Björn Hermstein and
Veronika Manitius (Münster: Waxmann, 2016), 47–70; Benjamin Edelstein and Rita Nikolai, ‘Strukturwandel im
Sekundarbereich [Structural change in secondary schools]’, Zeitschrift für Pädagogik 59, no. 4 (2013): 482–94.

18James Mahoney, ‘Path Dependence in Historical Sociology’, Theory and Society 29, no. 4 (2000): 507–48; Paul Pierson,
Politics in Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).

19Pierson, Politics in Time.
20Ludwig von Friedeburg, Bildungsreform in Deutschland [Education reform in Germany] (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp,
1992); Wiborg, Education and Social Integration.

21Rita Nikolai, Kendra Briken and Dennis Niemann, ‘Teacher Unions in Germany: Fragmented Competitors’, in Moe and
Wiborg, The Comparative Politics of Education, 129–130.

22Rita Nikolai and Kerstin Rothe, ‘Konvergenz in der Schulpolitik? Programmatik von CDU und SPD im Vergleich
[Convergence in school structure? A comparative analysis of party manifestos from CDU and SPD]’, Zeitschrift für
Politikwissenschaft 23, no. 4 (2013): 545–73; Rita Nikolai and Kerstin Rothe, ‘Entscheidungen in der Schulpolitik:
Begründungsmuster von Parteien und die Rolle von Wissen [Decision-making in school policy: argumentation
patterns of parties and the role of knowledge]’, in Wissen machen. Beiträge zu einer Geschichte erziehungswissenschaf-
tlichen Wissens in Deutschland 1945 bis 1990 [Making of knowledge: contributions to the history of pedagogical
knowledge in Germany 1945 until 1990], ed. Sabine Reh, Edith Glaser, Britta Behm and Tilman Drope (Weinheim:
Beltz and Juventa, 2017), 124–142.
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stable to collapse. The formation of the FRG and the GDR, the division of Germany and
German reunification must be regarded as such critical junctures.

Institutions are characterised by a high degree of stability as long as their specific
mechanisms of reproduction are left to operate undisturbed. If these mechanisms are
suspended or begin to erode, however, there is room for change that reform-oriented
actors may take advantage of.23 It is the merit of Benjamin Edelstein to adapt the
concept of reproduction mechanisms to the field of school systems and to the stability
of the German school structures.24 Functionalist mechanisms of institutional reproduc-
tion may erode if an institution is no longer capable of fulfilling its function in the
overall system, or if the functional needs of the overall system have changed. Utilitarian
mechanisms of reproduction may deteriorate if competitive comparisons show an exist-
ing institution to be inferior to other alternatives, or if information about performance
deficits initiates learning processes among the relevant decision-makers. Legitimisation-
based mechanisms of reproduction may erode if societal values and/or the subjective
convictions of relevant decision-makers begin to change, for instance due to the
diffusion of ideas or alternative paradigms that delegitimise established institutional
forms and practices. Power-based mechanisms of reproduction may be suspended if the
balance of power in a given policy area has changed. This may occur, for example, if
dominant actors begin to lose influence and are no longer able to enforce their interest
in preserving an institution against other actors, or if actors redefine their interests and
subsequently ‘switch sides’.25

The article will especially focus on the role of actors and their changing ideas, motives
and strategies. A change of attitudes among stakeholders may not only be caused by
exogenous events but also by endogenous factors such as changing values or ongoing
learning processes.26 Accordingly, stakeholders pass on and justify their knowledge
through political discourses (including parliamentary debates). Stakeholders are not
only carriers of knowledge: they also transform that knowledge. In that sense, knowledge
is not static; it changes and can be changed. Old certainties may be forgotten, but new
societal knowledge may emerge as well. New knowledge is more likely to become
established if exogenous events upset our existing knowledge, thereby creating an open
space for challenging existing certainties and injecting new knowledge into the discourse.

Actors such as teacher unions or parents have the potential to act as powerful forces
for stability. Plans like school form integrations may influence the vested interests27 of
actors to protect school institutions. For example, teacher unions may fear changes in
salaries, social prestige or the method of instruction. In addition, parents are also an
important group of the electorate and may be afraid that a school form integration will
restrict the educational chances of their own children.28 With the rising share of parents
who have acquired their certificate for a higher education entrance qualification, the
proponents of the Gymnasium as an educational clientele may gain power in

23Pierson, Politics in Time, 52.
24Edelstein, ‘Stabilität und Wandel der Schulstruktur aus neoinstitutionalistischer Perspektive’.
25Ibid.
26Vivian Schmidt, ‘Taking Ideas and Discourse Seriously: Explaining Change through Discoursive Institutionalism as the
Fourth “New Institutionalism”’, European Political Science Review 2, no. 1 (2010): 1–25.

27See for this concept Terry M. Moe, ‘Vested Interests and Political Institutions’, Political Science Quarterly 130, no. 2
(2015): 277–318.

28Edelstein and Nikolai, ‘Strukturwandel im Sekundarbereich’; Sass, Cleavages and Coalitions.
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educational discourses. Political parties tend to refrain from large structural school
reforms, as these may jeopardise their re-election.29

However, it is possible that actors who are convinced by the need for structural
change suspend power-based mechanisms. Change actors may alter the institutional
protection by mobilising resources, by developing convincing strategies and argumen-
tations, and by creating new alliances with other actors. The concept of change agents,
which is stressed by James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen as an important factor for
driving institutional changes, is similar to the concept of institutional entrepreneurs or
policy brokers.30

Methodological approach

This study employed different empirical sources: (a) political documents, (b) media
coverage and (c) expert interviews with education-policy-makers.

As political documents, the following document types were analysed: party manifes-
tos, coalition agreements, protocols of parliamentary debates, statements of interest
groups and ministerial documents (such as school development plans) and govern-
mental statistics. With these documents, it was possible to trace the political process
and to capture the contextual factors. Political documents were also a source for
analysing the interests and ideational foundations embedded in the different texts. An
important source for the analyses was parliamentary debates, which ‘are especially well-
suited for studying the transformation of public justification’.31 After all, even though
decisions in Germany’s parliamentary system are mostly made in parliamentary com-
mittees rather than in parliament, parties do use parliamentary debates as a public
forum to justify their decisions to the electorate.32 Their goals, motivations and argu-
ments are presented intentionally and carefully – in other words, these are not ‘short-
term interpretations’ but ‘official party statements’.33

The analysis of media coverage (together with the document analyses) included
different articles from daily newspapers in Saxony and Berlin.34 By analysing the
media coverage, it was possible to identify the relevant actors and to contrast the
findings with the document analysis and expert interviews.

At the core stands an analysis based on expert interviews with education-policy-
makers (10 for Berlin, 10 for Saxony). The results of the interviews have been anon-
ymised. The expert interviews included interviews with ministers of education, mem-
bers of the educational administration, members of parties in the parliaments (mainly

29Nikolai and Rothe, ‘Konvergenz in der Schulpolitik?’; Nikolai and Rothe, ‘Entscheidungen in der Schulpolitik’.
30As an overview of the concepts see Moe, ‘Vested Interests and Political Institutions’; James Mahoney and Kathleen
Thelen, ‘A Gradual Theory of Institutional Change’, in Explaining Institutional Change: Ambiguity, Agency, and Power,
ed. James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 22–23.

31Peter Bleses and Edgar Rose, Deutungswandel der Sozialpolitik: die Arbeitsmarkt- und Familienpolitik im parlamentar-
ischen Diskurs [Changing interpretations of social politics: labour market and family politics in parliamentary debates]
(Frankfurt a.M. and New York: Campus, 1998), 82, own translation.

32Ibid.
33Peter Bleses and Martin Seeleib-Kaiser, ‘Zum Wandel wohlfahrtsstaatlicher Sicherung in der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland: Zwischen Lohnarbeit und Familie [Changed governance of welfare politics in Germany: Between
wage labour and family]’, Zeitschrift für Soziologie 28, no. 2 (1999): 114–35, here 119, own translation.

34For Berlin the media coverage included articles from daily newspapers such as the Berliner Zeitung, Der Tagesspiegel
and Tageszeitung taz (in sum 19 articles). For Saxony the following daily newspapers were considered: Die Union, Freie
Presse, Leipziger Volkszeitung and Sächsische Zeitung (in sum 23 articles).
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Christian and Social Democrats) and representatives of interest organisations (e.g.
teacher unions). The interview partners were in office in Berlin or in Saxony in the
years 1990 and 1991 (in Berlin also in the 2000s) and they were surviving witnesses of
the school reform processes at this time. The interviews considered problem-focused
and episodic elements using a semi-structured guideline. The interviews were con-
ducted between 2011 and 2016.

All the empirical sources (documents, media coverage and expert interviews) were
analysed using qualitative content analysis based on Schreier35 and the typology of
mechanisms of change presented in the theory section.

The institutional evolution of school structures in Berlin and Saxony

This article selected two cases representing different trajectories of change. In Saxony,
sweeping structural reforms were implemented over the course of only a few months as
part of German reunification, whereas structural reform in Berlin’s school system was
driven by long-term incremental processes.

The common point of departure for both states was the short period immediately
after the Second World War, which can be regarded as a critical juncture as defined by
the concept of path dependence. In the western occupation zone of the United States,
the United Kingdom and France, which later formed the states of the FRG, the tripartite
school structure continued.36 In contrast to the western powers, the Soviet occupation
force did in fact implement a comprehensive structural reform in 1946, thereby turning
away from the traditional three-tier model.37 The fundamental institutional decisions of
the post-war period are essential for understanding subsequent developments, because
from then on, reform-oriented actors defined their interests within the established
institutional logic and adapted their reform strategies to that logic.

Saxony: continuity in times of change – the short road to a two-tier model

The analysis of the reform in Saxony will start with the developments of the GDR school
system and its impact on educational inequality as these have framed the ideas, strategies
and motives of the East German education-policy-makers who were in office after
reunification.

Developments in the GDR school system
In the GDR, a socialist-style unitary school system was introduced with a 10-year
comprehensive school, the Polytechnische Oberschule (POS) or polytechnical upper
school. The secondary school type leading to the Abitur after POS completion was
preserved under the title of Erweiterte Oberschule (EOS) or expanded upper school
(Figure 1).38 The GDR also introduced the apprenticeship Berufsausbildung mit Abitur,

35Margit Schreier, Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice (London: Sage, 2012).
36Helbig and Nikolai, Die Unvergleichbaren.
37Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
38For an overview of the GDR school system see Oskar Anweiler, Schulpolitik und Schulsystem in der DDR [School politics
and school systems in the GDR] (Opladen: Leske + Budrich, 1988); Gert Geißler, Schulgeschichte in Deutschland [School
history in Germany] (Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang, 2013); Dietmar Waterkamp, Handbuch zum Bildungswesen der DDR
[Handbook on the educational system in the GDR] (Berlin: Berlin-Verlag Arno Spitz, 1987).
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which enabled students to acquire a general higher education entrance qualification
while simultaneously completing a vocational training programme.

Its design as a unitary school system notwithstanding, the GDR school system was
highly differentiated. Access to the EOS was limited; besides academic achievement and
societal demand, political attitudes and party involvement were the most important
criteria for admission.39 Therefore, only 13% of an age cohort graduated from the EOS
with an Abitur.40 Additional measures such as Russian foreign-language classes (so-called
‘r-classes’), Abitur preparatory classes at the POS and EOS (until 1982), and special classes
and schools for gifted children (from 1963 onwards) provided privileged access to the
EOS for a small group of students, especially the children of the ‘socialist intelligentsia’.41

Figure 1. School model in the GDR (until 1990) and in Saxony after reunification.
Source: Authors’ own graph. Note: Special schools are not included in the graph.

39Anke Huschner, ‘“Geregelter” Zugang zum Abitur in den 1970er Jahren? [‘“Controlled” admittance of the “Abitur”
during the 1970s?’], Zeitschrift für Pädagogik 47, no. 6 (2001): 819–24.

40Gerhard Schreier, Förderung und Auslese im Einheitsschulsystem [Selection and promotion in the comprehensive school
system] (Köln: Böhlau, 1996).

41Rainer Geißler, Die Sozialstruktur Deutschlands [The social structure of Germany] (Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für
Sozialwissenschaften, 2014), 205.
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Due to the prevailing ideological indoctrination and the high degree of social and
political selectivity, the GDR school system experienced a massive loss of legitimacy
over the years. By the time of German reunification the GDR was discredited, as
numerous statements by the different groups of the citizens’ movements, newly founded
teacher unions and articles in the media show. The GDR school system enjoyed hardly
any societal support, mainly due to the social and political selectivity for admission to
the EOS and its ideological indoctrination. As a result, major parts of the population
did not think preserving the existing school system was a desirable option.42 When the
stakeholders in the GDR school system finally lost their political power with the fall of
the Wall, they also lost their ability to enforce their interest in preserving that system.43

The above-mentioned developments in the GDR school system provided the starting
point for the fundamental changes in Saxony’s school system. According to the Unification
Treaty of 31 August 1990, the new states were supposed to refer to the 1964/1971 Hamburg
Agreement for guidance when redesigning their school systems. The Hamburg Agreement
was a consensus between the Western German states on unified forms for organising
secondary schools such as the Hauptschule, Realschule, Gymnasium, and later also the
comprehensive schools. In September 1990, however, the negotiators in the Joint Education
Commission of the GDR and the FRG agreed to establish a ‘common and comparable basic
structure’ rather than a school structure as in West Germany.44 This agreement can be
considered a ‘fundamental choice of direction’,45 loosening the institutional regulations to
the extent that the introduction of a new school type became possible in the new states.

Like Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia, Saxony decided to establish a two-tier school system
(see the School Act of 20 June 1991) (see Figure 1).46 Beginning with the 1992/1993 school
year, in addition to the Gymnasium, a Mittelschule (middle school) was introduced,
combining the Hauptschule and Realschule tracks into one school type. However, it was
not clear from the outset that a two-tier model would eventually be implemented. Early on
in the decision-making process, a tripartite model that was based on the West German
tradition was on the table as well.47 So how did it happen that the idea of a two-tier model
prevailed in the months between the foundation of the Saxony state legislature in October
1990 and the passing of the School Act in June 1991?

Structural transformations after the reunification – lacking support for the
government proposal
In the state elections of 14 October 1990, the conservative Christian Democrats (CDU)
won an absolute majority, making Saxony the only East German state that could be
governed by a single party. In November 1990, a draft proposal for a school bill was

42Interviews SN4, SN9, SN10. See also Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
43Oskar Anweiler, ‘Bildungspolitik [Education policy]’, in Geschichte der Sozialpolitik in Deutschland seit 1945. Band 10
[History of social policy in Germany since 1945. Vol. 10] ed. Christoph Boyer, Klaus-Dietmar Henke and Peter Skyba
(Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2008), 541–582.

44Gabriele Köhler, Georg Knauss and Peter Zedler, Der bildungspolitische Einigungsprozess 1990 [The educational
reunification 1990] (Opladen: Leske + Budrich, 2000), 37, own translation.

45Oskar Anweiler, ‘Bildungspolitik [Education policy]’, in Geschichte der Sozialpolitik in Deutschland seit 1945. Band 11
[History of social policy in Germany since 1945. Vol. 11] ed. Gerhard A. Richter (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2007), 876, own
translation.

46Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
47Hans-Werner Fuchs, Bildung und Wissenschaft seit der Wende [Education policy since reunification] (Opladen: Leske
+ Budrich, 1997), 154–5.
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submitted. It suggested that the following secondary school types should be established
in addition to a four-year primary school: the Werkrealschule as form of a Hauptschule,
Realschule and Gymnasium, as well as the option of creating comprehensive schools
(Gesamtschule) as a supplementary school type. Due to the parliamentary majority, one
could assume that the Christian Democrats would enforce this proposal for a tripartite
school system.48 However, the next few months showed that the proposal was not
supported by a broad consensus in the population and that reform-oriented actors in
the government and in the ministry administration followed an alternative approach for
the school structure in Saxony.

The proposal met with massive criticism by the public. The Ministry of Education
and Culture received about 1200 letters rejecting the envisaged Werkrealschule as a
‘Hauptschule in disguise’.49 Parents and teachers saw it as a ‘step backwards compared
with the universal polytechnical upper school, which awarded the middle school leaving
certificate after grade 10’.50 Many Saxons did not want their new government to go too
far in dismantling the structures of the GDR school system.51 Against the backdrop of
their experiences with selective admissions in the GDR school system, the envisaged
tripartite system, which was known for its social selectivity, did not enjoy unrestricted
legitimacy either. To be sure, the introduction of the Gymnasium was welcomed by the
population because, compared with the EOS with its restricted access policies, the
Gymnasium promised broader and, most important, strictly performance-based access.
The Werkrealschule, by contrast, was met with scepticism because parents feared that,
unlike the Mittlere Reife, education qualifications awarded by a Werkrealschule would
not make graduates eligible to transfer to a Gymnasium later on. This is why there was
strong opposition to establishing the Werkrealschule as an independent school type. A
two-tier school system, by comparison, promised to provide more opportunities for
upward educational mobility.52

In many expert interviews the two-tier model was also seen as an independent
solution which would not cope with the school structure of the Western German states
and which was understood as a form of ‘home-grown’ solution. The following state-
ments emphasise this:

It was in the air. When we looked at the school system it was clear for us, that we don’t
want to introduce the Hauptschule. . .. We didn’t want to repeat the mistakes of the West
German Länder.53

They planned to impose the tripartite school structure. However, we said no, we would like
to create something different and something that will fit to our situation in Saxony.54

48Interview SN5, interview with a representative from the education ministry in Saxony, May 5, 2012.
49Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
50Wolfgang Nowak, ‘Bildungspolitische Vorstellungen zur Sekundarstufe in Sachsen [Educational policy concepts for the
secondary school system in Saxony]’, Pädagogik und Schule in Ost und West 40, no. 3 (1992): 134, translated by the
author; cf. interviews SN1, SN3.

51Interview SN3, interview with a member of state parliament member of the Social Democrats in Saxony, March 6,
2012.

52Interview SN1, interview with a member of the education ministry in Saxony, January 25, 2012, Interview SN3,
Interview SN4, interview with a state parliament member of the Christian Democrats in Saxony, March 14, 2012.

53Interview SN1, interview with a member of the government in Saxony, June 6, 2012, own translation.
54Interview SN6, own translation.
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From the beginning of the reform processes in Saxony, the introduction of the
Gymnasium was not questioned – even by the Social Democrats in opposition in
parliament. In contrast to the limited chances in the GDR of receiving the higher
education entrance qualification, the Gymnasium was perceived as a school form that
would offer significant opportunities and that was seen as part of the western culture.
Moreover, many parents or grandparents had their own experiences with the
Gymnasium before this school form was abolished in the GDR:

With the Gymnasium, we had the association that more young people can now get the
higher education entrance qualification. The Gymnasium was not a restriction; it was an
opening for us. . .. With the Gymnasium, we were able to participate in the western
culture.55

Concerning legitimisation-based mechanisms, the government proposal failed to con-
vince teachers and parents that the introduction of the Hauptschule as a single school
form was appropriate. Many statements of parents and teachers in letters to the
ministry or in newspapers demanded distinctive school forms, but not so segregated
as within a tripartite school system.

Influence of change agents
The Werkrealschule failed to garner widespread support, not only in the population at
large but also among Saxony’s Christian Democrats. While the group supporting the
Minister of Education and Culture (i.e. Stefanie Rehm) lobbied for the adoption of a
tripartite school system in the winter of 1990/1991,56 another group within the CDU
argued in favour of taking an independent route in Saxon school policy.57 This group
was supported by Prime Minister Kurt Biedenkopf,58 who had a penchant for pragmatic
solutions and had left the issue of school structure open for debate in his first govern-
ment policy statement.59 Moreover, Biedenkopf appointed in January 1991 Wolfgang
Nowak, a Social Democrat from North Rhine-Westphalia, to the position of State
Secretary in the Saxon Ministry of Education and Culture. While Minister Rehm was
still emphasising the advantages of the Werkrealschule in the 24 January 1991 plenary
session of the Saxon state assembly,60 Nowak was quoted in a newspaper article as
arguing against the introduction of the Hauptschule in the form of theWerkrealschule.61

State Secretary Nowak had a reputation as an experienced school policy-maker and
was considered to be the driving force in the school structure reform.62 Along with a
small group of staff members at the Ministry of Education and Culture, he drafted a
proposal for a new school bill. By launching an intensive PR campaign, SPD member

55Interview SN3, own translation.
56German Press Agency, Schulgesetz in Sachsen umstritten – trotz geplanter Gesamtschule [School law in Saxony
disputed – despite planned comprehensive school], dpa-Dienst für Kulturpolitik, January 28, 1991.

57Interview SN4.
58Interviews SN4, SN3.
59Sächsischer Landtag (Saxon State Parliament), 1. Wahlperiode, Plenarprotokoll der 2. Sitzung vom 8.11.1990 [First
election period, plenary protocol of the second meeting, November 8, 1990]; see also Interviews SN1, SN2, SN4.

60Sächsischer Landtag (Saxon State Parliament), 1. Wahlperiode, Plenarprotokoll der 9. Sitzung vom 24.01.1991 [First
election period, plenary protocol of the ninth meeting, January 24, 1991].

61German Press Agency, Aufnahmeprüfung in Thüringen? – Keine Hauptschule in Sachsen [Entrance examination in
Thüringia? No Hauptschule in Saxony], dpa-Dienst für Kulturpolitik, January 21, 1991.

62Interview SN2, interview with a state parliament member of the Christian Democrats in Saxony, February 27, 2012;
Interviews SN3 and SN4.
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Nowak sought to forge an alliance with like-minded actors in the CDU cabinet to win
approval for the Mittelschule and thus a two-tier model. The teacher union landscape,
which consisted of the regional associations of the Trade Union for Education and
Science (GEW), the Philological Association (PhV) and the Saxon Teacher Union
(SLV), was divided into two camps. The GEW supported the implementation of
comprehensive schools, whereas the PhV and the SLV advocated a tripartite school
system. However, the camp of the tripartite advocates was divided again into the SLV
and PhV and this made it difficult for the conservative teacher unions to enforce a
tripartite school system, especially as the SLV was ready to accept comprehensive
schools alongside the Gymnasium, the Realschule and the Hauptschule. However, for
the reformers in the CDU the introduction of comprehensive schools was unacceptable
and a two-tier model was an alternative to this. At the end of the decision process, the
SLV and the PhV accepted the two-tier model, as this model still promised the
introduction of the Gymnasium.63

The role of the school building infrastructure and the declining role of the
Hauptschule for vocational education
The supporters of the two-tier solution increasingly found allies in the Saxon state
legislature as well, not at least because the introduction of the Werkrealschule was
considered to be inefficient from an economic point of view. Given the existing building
infrastructure, the creation of a tripartite school system would have required enormous
investments.64 The building infrastructure of the GDR school system was designed for a
comprehensive school system. The schools, especially in rural areas, were small with a
maximum of two classes per grade. The introduction of a two-tier model was a better fit
to the existing infrastructure of school buildings than a tripartite model. Furthermore, a
two-tier school system was in line with the people’s interest in preserving the full range
of secondary options close to students’ homes. Finally, a two-tier model was a better
match for the existing professional qualifications of the teaching staff.65 Teachers of the
GDR school system were trained to be teachers at the POS or the EOS. Compared with
these school forms, being a teacher at a Hauptschule was less attractive to the majority
of teachers as regards salary and prestige.66

From parents’ letters to the Ministry of Education and Culture, newspaper reports
and discussion forums, it became clear that parents were unlikely to choose the
Werkrealschule for their children.67 The Hauptschule’s ongoing decline in the West
German states and its devaluation as a ‘school for leftovers’ was anticipated in Saxony as
well.68 In many states of West Germany, the Hauptschule had already lost a number of
students in the 1980s as students from the Hauptschule had increasing difficulties in
finding a training place in the vocational sector (see also the developments in West
Berlin). The Hauptschule was no longer the entry gate to vocational education. Parents
were increasingly afraid to send their children to the Hauptschule and preferred to

63Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
64Interviews SN1 and SN3.
65Bern Zymek, ‘Nur was anschlussfähig ist, setzt sich durch’ [Only connectable things prevail], Die Deutsche Schule 102,
no. 3 (2010): 192–208.

66Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
67Interview SN9, interview with a representative of the education ministry in Saxony, October 17, 2012.
68Interviews SN3 and SN9.
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choose another secondary school form. In West Germany, the share of students in the
seventh grade at the Hauptschule decreased from 79.3% in 1952/1953 to 33.9% in 1987/
1988.69 Doubts were raised about whether the Saxon business community would accept
the Werkrealschule leaving certificate as a sufficient qualification for admission to
vocational training programmes. Wolfgang Nowak, as the change agent in Saxony,
knew the difficult situation of the Hauptschule in his home state of North Rhine-
Westphalia. He used the ‘bad’ image of the Hauptschule to convince reform-oriented
actors in the Saxon government and the education ministry to choose a two-tier model.

In summary, the proponents of a two-tier school system were able to count on the
broad political and public acceptance of their reform model. The decision to introduce
a two-tier model in Saxony did not represent a break with the past because, despite all
of the changes, the new school structure also offered a great deal of continuity with the
GDR school system. It was the broad wish of parents, teachers and education-policy-
makers in the government and the education ministry to implement a form of differ-
entiation with a strong Gymnasium. However, compared with the traditional tripartite
model, the Saxon model was seen as less differentiated than the tripartite school model.
The two-tier model was a compromise between the comprehensive school structure of
the GDR and the West German tripartite school system. The decision not to establish
the Hauptschule as a distinct school type reflected the ongoing prevalence of societal
ideas concerning a minimum level of general education that should not fall below the
middle school leaving certificate awarded after 10 years of schooling. Furthermore, the
selected model could be more easily linked to the existing infrastructure of the GDR
school system. Finally, the Hauptschule was not seen as an appropriate school because
of its declining significance for vocational education.

Berlin: incremental change – the long road to a two-tier school model

Since the Second World War, the school system in Berlin has experienced several
structural changes.70 In the first instance, the article will describe the structural devel-
opments in West and East Berlin before reunification, whereby the focus is on West
Berlin as there are more structural changes than in East Berlin. Then, the transforma-
tion of the school system in the reunified Berlin in 1991 and in the 2010s is analysed.

Developments in West and East Berlin before 1990
When school operations were resumed after the end of the Second World War in May
1945, the Berlin authorities initially continued the pre-war tripartite structure (Volksschule,
Mittelschule, Oberschule) (Figure 2).71 Berlin was not assigned to a single occupying force,
and its four sectors were directly subordinate to the Allied Control Council made up of the
United States, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom and France. In the first parliamentary
elections in October 1946, the Social Democratic Party (SPD) won an absolute majority in
all four sectors. Also represented in parliament were the Christian Democratic Union

69Ernst Rösner, Abschied von der Hauptschule [Farewell to the Hauptschule] (Frankfurt a. M.: Fischer, 1989), 40.
70Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
71Karl-Heinz Füssl and Christian Kubina, ‘Determinants of the Development of Education in Post-War Berlin’, Compare: A
Journal of Comparative Education 14, no. 1 (1984): 21–39; Marion Klewitz, Berliner Einheitsschule 1945–1951
[Comprehensive school in Berlin 1945–1951] (Berlin: Colloquium Verlag, 1971).
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(CDU), the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED), and the Liberal-Democratic Party of
Germany (LDP, later FDP). Hence, the left-wing camp, consisting of the SPD and SED, had
a clear parliamentary majority and could enforce in November 1947 the implementation of
a 12-year comprehensive Einheitsschule for all children. It consisted of a six-year first cycle
without tracks and a second cycle with tracks. Starting in eighth grade, students were
divided into a practical branch ending after ninth grade and an academic branch ending
after 12th grade (Figure 2).72

After the division of Berlin in 1948 and of Germany in 1949, the two halves of Berlin
followed different paths in their school structures. East Berlin, as part of the GDR, adjusted
its school system to the comprehensive school structure of the GDR (see Figure 1).73

Before reunification, the school structure in East Berlin was not modified.
In West Berlin, the Social Democrats lost their majority in the 1951 elections and

formed an all-party coalition with the CDU and the FDP.74 In this all-party coalition,
the SPD had no other choice than to accept the conversion of the comprehensive school

Figure 2. School structure in (West) Berlin in the school years 1945/1946 until 1970/1971.
Source: Own presentation, based on Füssl and Kubina, ‘Determinants of the Development of Education in Post-War
Berlin’, Klewitz, Berliner Einheitsschule 1945–1951 and Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.

72Klewitz, Berliner Einheitsschule 1945–1951.
73Anke Huschner, ‘Reorganisation der mittleren und höheren Schulen in Ost-Berlin 1948–1958 [Reorganisation of
middle schools and higher schools in East Berlin 1948–1958]’, in Politische Transformation und Eigendynamik des
Schulsystems im 20. Jahrhundert [Political transformation and momentum of the school system in the 20th century],
ed. Peter Drewek (Weinheim: Deutscher Studien-Verlag, 2001).

74Füssl and Kubina, ‘Determinants of the Development of Education in Post-War Berlin’; Klewitz, Berliner Einheitsschule
1945–1951.
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model into a tripartite model in the school year 1952/1953 (see Figure 2).75

Nevertheless, the SPD could enforce that the primary school lasted six years instead
of four years as in the other Western German states.

With the social-democrat–liberal coalition in the 1960s, the SPD made a renewed
push for structural changes. Following several school pilot projects that had emerged by
the late 1960s, in the 1972/1973 school year Berlin was the first federal state in the FRG
to introduce the comprehensive school as an additional school type and transformed its
tripartite system into a four-tier school system (Figure 3).

Since the 1950s, the enrolments have experienced long-term erosion. The number of
students at the Hauptschule was constantly decreasing, from more than 50% (1952), to
20% (1980) and to less than 10% by the end of the 1980s (Figure 4). The Realschule also
experienced a decline in enrolment. In contrast to the Hauptschule and the Realschule,
the comprehensive school and the Gymnasium experienced increasing demand. By the
end of the 1980s, the Hauptschule was perceived as a ‘school for leftovers’ and was
rarely chosen by parents as a secondary school for their children.76

The structural reforms carried out in West Berlin may be characterised as path
dependent until the reunification of Germany. Although West Berlin established an
integrative school form by introducing the comprehensive school, it was only a fourth
additional school form so that the model of a vertically structured school system still
continued. Despite its domination in West Berlin, the Social Democrats could not and
did not want (due to their desire for re-election) to enforce their interest in changing the
school structure against a conservative block (Christian Democrats, German Philological
Association) with its strong electoral base for mobilisation. When it became evident in
the 1980s that the Hauptschule had lost its function for vocational education and was less
and less chosen by parents and their children as a school after primary school, the SPD
was not in government. From 1981, West Berlin was governed by a coalition of the
Christian Democrats and the Liberals. As the SPD won the elections in 1989 and formed
a coalition with the Alternative Liste, a regional association of the Green Party, there was
the chance to transform the school structure in West Berlin. The Berlin Wall came down
only a few months later, in November 1989.

Developments in the unified Berlin after 1990
With German reunification in 1990 and the reunification of East and West Berlin to the
one-city state of Berlin, it became necessary to unify the different school structures. As in
Saxony, for the education-policy-makers in East Berlin preserving the existing school
system of the GDR was not a desirable option. As in Saxony, many education-policy-
makers in East Berlin77 criticised the fact that access to the EOS was limited to students
from the ‘socialist intelligentsia’ and the ideological indoctrination of the curriculum
(especially for the subjects of military education and civic education). In West Berlin,
supporters of an integration of school types, particularly in the ruling coalition of the SPD

75Füssl and Kubina, ‘Determinants of the Development of Education in Post-War Berlin’; Klewitz, Berliner Einheitsschule
1945–1951.

76Gundel Schümer, Daten zur Entwicklung der Sekundarstufe I in Berlin (West) [Data on the development of the
secondary school system in West Berlin] (Berlin: Max-Planck-Institut für Bildungsforschung, 1985).

77Especially by education-policy-makers in citizen movements, new members of the CDU and SPD in East Berlin or even
in the education administration, see Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
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and the Greens, called for a two-tier model for East and West Berlin consisting of the
Gymnasium and the comprehensive school.78 In the absence of clear political support for
structural reforms, reinforced by the electoral defeat of the red–green coalition in the first
citywide elections in 1990, the comprehensive school structure of East Berlin was replaced
by the school system of West Berlin with its four-tier model (see Figure 3).79 The election-
winning CDU enforced this transfer of school structures during the government negotia-
tions with the SPD.80 The SPD feared a ‘culture war’ as happened in the 1950s and
accepted the traditional tripartite school structure including the comprehensive schools:

We [as the SPD in Berlin] favoured the comprehensive schools, but it was too dangerous
for us to weaken the Gymnasium. This would result in a culture war in Berlin. In addition,

Figure 3. School structure in West Berlin/Berlin (1971/1972–2009/2010) and since 2010/2011.
Source: Based on Nikolai, Schulpolitik im Wandel.
Note: Does not include special schools. Not all integrated secondary schools in Berlin offer an upper secondary level. As a pilot
school Berlin has also introduced the Gemeinschaftsschule, which offers comprehensive schooling from class 1 to class 13.

78Berliner Bildungsrat (Berlin Education Council), Stellungnahmen zu Struktur- und Organisationsproblemen bei der
Zusammenführung der Schulsysteme beider Teile Berlins Juni – Dezember 1990 [Statements on the Structural and
Organisation Problems in the Course of the Unification Process of the two Halves of Berlin June–December 1990]
(Berlin: Freie Universität Berlin, 1991).

79Fuchs, Bildung und Wissenschaft seit der Wende, 283.
80Interview BE5, interview with a state parliament member of the Social Democrats in Berlin, December 2, 2014;
interview BE6, interview with a state parliament member of the Christian Democrats in Berlin, December 8, 2014.
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the parents, who favour the Gymnasium, are assertive in elections. . . Therefore, in the end
we were not interested to change the school structure in Berlin.81

The reunification can be characterised as a window of opportunity. In West Berlin,
the Hauptschule had a poor image and therefore the implementation of a two-tier
model was discussed. However, power mechanisms overlapped any considerations in
finding an alternative solution for the unified Berlin. The election victory gave the
CDU a powerful position to enforce its structural model and to transfer the
tripartite model from West to East Berlin. Only 20 years later, after reunification,
could the original idea of a two-tier school model be realised. As we shall see,
changes in all four mechanisms of institutional reproduction made it possible to
reform the school structure.

Increasing pressure in the 2000s years enabled a structural shift
In the 2000s, enrolment continued to decline at the Hauptschule (see Figure 4). Only
6.3% of all students were enrolled at the Hauptschule in 2009. The long-term changes in
school choice behaviour led to a problematic concentration of at-risk students at
Berlin’s Hautpschule, especially students with a migration background. Whereas

Figure 4. Percentage of seventh graders enrolled at the various school types at secondary level 1
between 1952 and 2009.
Source: Data Helmut Köhler and Peter Lundgreen, Allgemein bildende Schulen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1949–
2010 [Schools in the Federal Republic of Germany 1949–2010] (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2014) and Peter
Drewek, ‘Das dreigliedrige Schulsystem im Kontext der politischen Umbrüche und des demographischen Wandels im
20. Jahrhundert [The three-tier school system within the context of political upheaval and demographic change during
the 20th century]’, Zeitschrift für Pädagogik 59, no. 4 (2013): 508–25.
Note: No data for 1956 or for the period 1990–1994.

81Interview BE5, own translation.
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enrolment at comprehensive schools and the Realschule stagnated and even slightly
declined, the Gymnasium faced a huge influx of students. In 2009, the Gymnasium
accounted for more than 46% of all students in grade 7. Due to rapidly declining
enrolment, the preservation of the Hauptschule as an independent school type was
made increasingly difficult and too costly from the perspective of utilitarian dimensions.
Further, the Hauptschule had lost its function in the Berlin school system, as students
from the Hauptschule had massive difficulties in finding a training place in vocational
education. In 2009, only 29% of the students with a certificate from the Hauptschule
could enter the dual vocational sector in Berlin.82

The Hauptschule in Berlin and the four-tier school system also increasingly lacked
legitimisation. Over the course of the German PISA shock that began in 2001, a heated
debate arose regarding the performance and fairness deficits in the Berlin school
system. In the first German state comparison of the PISA survey results, called PISA-
E in 2002,83 Berlin revealed a strong relationship between student competencies and
their social background and a high proportion of at-risk students at the Hauptschule.
The PISA-E test also demonstrated the existence of school-type-specific developmental
milieux. Finally, the legitimacy of the Hauptschule was shaken by the debate over the
Rütli School in 2006. Teachers at this Hauptschule lamented the violence at their school
in a public letter. Subsequently, the end of the Hauptschule was debated in newspaper
headlines in Berlin and nationwide.84

The loss of legitimacy, the strong decline in enrolment and the lost function for
vocational education made it impossible to maintain the Hauptschule as an independent
school form. The reform pressure was high, but a reform in Berlin was only possible
because education-policy-makers from the different political camps were willing to
reform the school system. Education-policy-makers from the CDU as a strong oppo-
nent of school reforms in the past had to reconsider their views that the four-tier school
model no longer represented a viable solution for Berlin. In both parties (i.e. SPD and
CDU), an increasing number of voices announced the two-tier model as a political
solution.85 In this climate of willingness to reform, one change agent become important:
With the appointment of Jürgen Zöllner in 2006 as Senator for Education and Research
in the left-wing coalition of the SPD and the Linke, a major structural change occurred.
In September 2008, Zöllner proposed to integrate the Hauptschule and the Realschule
into one school form. This proposal had to be understood as a tactical manoeuvre
because it initially left out the comprehensive schools. The supporters of the compre-
hensive schools in the SPD and the parents, as well as the principals, were vehemently
against the reform proposal. However, numerous informational events and small
informal discussion groups were able to mitigate the concerns of the comprehensive
schools about being potential losers in any school form integration. It was always

82Autorengruppe Regionale Bildungsberichterstattung Berlin-Brandenburg (Author Group of education reports in Berlin
and Brandenburg), Bildung in Berlin und Brandenburg 2010 [Education in Berlin and Brandenburg 2010] (Berlin:
Education Ministries of Berlin and Brandenburg, 2010).

83Deutsches PISA-Konsortium (German Pisa consortium), PISA 2000. Die Länder der Bundesrepublik Deutschland im
Vergleich [PISA 2000. Comparison of the German states] (Opladen: Leske + Budrich, 2002).

84Rita Nikolai, ‘Institutioneller Wandel durch Politiknetzwerke? [Institutional change through policy networks]’, in
Traditionen, Zukünfte und Wandel in Bildungsnetzwerken [Traditions, futures and change in educational networks],
ed. Nina Kolleck, Sabrina Kulin, Inka Bormann, Gerhard de Haan and Knut Schwippert (Münster: Waxmann, 2016).

85Ibid.
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highlighted that the comprehensive schools would be the model and threshold for
school reform. With this argument, it was possible to integrate the opponents from
the SPD and the Linke.86 With his moderation and his ability to involve many
stakeholders, Zöllner must be characterised as a change agent. In January 2009,
Zöllner proposed to integrate the Hauptschule, the Realschule and the comprehensive
school into one single school form, the Integrierte Sekundarschule (integrated secondary
school), which would offer all secondary school degrees including the Abitur (see
Figure 3).

In addition, Zöllner was able to garner broad and bipartisan support including the
following supporters: the government coalition, the left-wing oriented Union of Education
and Science (Gewerkschaft Erziehung und Wissenschaft), the parents’ association
(Landeselternausschuss), the association of head teachers of the Gymnasium (Vereinigung
der Oberstudiendirektoren), and different industry associations (among them the Berlin
Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the Berlin Chamber of Handicrafts).87 As the
Gymnasium was preserved as an independent school type, Zöllner’s reform proposal met
with broad approval. In January 2010, the parliament of Berlin decided to implement the
school reform at the beginning of the 2010/2011 school year.

In summary, the school form integration in 2010/2011 was possible due to changes
in all four dimensions of institutional reproduction. The declining enrolments of
students at the Hauptschule, its lost function for vocational education and the proble-
matic concentration of at-risk students left the Hauptschule a costly and ineffective
school form. However, the reform was only possible due to the reform willingness of
the education-policy-makers from different political camps and the capability of a
change agent to convince and bring together different actors.

Summary and outlook

In recent years, many German states have implemented sweeping structural reforms of
their school systems. This article has shown that concepts from historical institution-
alism with a focus on the concept of path dependency and the role of actors could be
used effectively in the analysis of persistence and change in educational institutions. In
particular, Edelstein’s concept for the mechanisms of institutional reproduction in the
context of school politics is a fruitful instrument for analysing the stability and changes
of school systems. On the one hand, the structural reforms carried out in Saxony and
Berlin may both be characterised as path dependent because, in a two-tier model,
students are still selected after grade four or grade six for different secondary school
forms. The Gymnasium remains unaffected by the school reform integration and still
exists as an independent school form in all German states, and so do the special schools.
According to Paul Pierson, the reforms in Saxony and Berlin could be understood as
‘bounded change’,88 institutional change that is hampered by path dependency.
Nevertheless, also within the remaining institutional logic of tracking students, the
two-tier model led to substantial change in the school systems in the German states.

86Interview BE4, interview with a state parliament member of the Christian Democrats in Berlin, December 2, 2012;
Interview BE9, interview with a state parliament member of the Social Democrats in Berlin, February 16, 2015.

87Nikolai, ‘Institutioneller Wandel durch Politiknetzwerke?’.
88Pierson, Politics in Time, 52.
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In Saxony, the introduction of a two-tier school structure was the result of political
negotiations taking place in a decision-making situation that lasted for only a relatively
short time. As part of a path-dependent sequence, actors could choose between a
limited number of alternatives with regard to school structure, one of which eventually
prevailed as a political compromise. By contrast, the school structure reforms imple-
mented in Berlin represented the culmination of long-term incremental changes that
had made the preservation of the Hauptschule as an independent school type increas-
ingly difficult. As part of a path-dependent sequence, the switch to a two-pillar model
finally emerged as the only politically feasible option.

In both case studies, the integration of school forms was possible because institutional
reproduction was suspended or eroded in four dimensions: Whereas in Saxony educa-
tion-policy-makers perceived and discussed the declining role of the Hauptschule in the
Western German states in 1991, Berlin experienced a tremendous descending role of the
Hauptschule in the 2000s. In both states education-policy-makers doubted that the
Hauptschule could play a functional role for parents and vocational education.
Concerning utilitarian mechanisms, the Hauptschule was also perceived as a costly school
form. In Saxony, the school building infrastructure of the former comprehensive system
was not suitable for the implementation of a tripartite school structure. Introduction of
the Hauptschule would have meant enormous investments in school buildings.
Concerning legitimisation mechanisms, the quality of the Hauptschule and its role as
an appropriate school has been questioned by education-policy-makers in both states.
Nevertheless, the erosion of reproduction mechanisms in the functional, utilitarian and
legitimisation dimensions could only lead to a structural reform, as long as power-based
mechanisms also changed. Furthermore, reform-minded actors and specific actor strate-
gies of individual entrepreneurs were identified as significant factors. In both states,
reform-oriented actors put aside their ideological beliefs and as change agents could
form a broad reform coalition and could convince regarding the necessity of reforms. The
example of Berlin showed that in 1991 a change agent who could bring together different
political camps was absent and only by the end of the 2000s, with Zöllner as a new
education senator, could such a change agent transform the power-based mechanisms.

Although this paper has focused on the cases of Berlin and Saxony, the analyses can
easily be extended to comparative studies on school reforms, e.g. across other German
states or reform processes in other countries. To that effect, the present analysis offers a
wide range of options for further analyses, such as focusing on path dependency and
the drivers of change.
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