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of school improvement
Since the end of summer 2015, more than one million refugees have come to Germany, fleeing wars,
terrorism, economic hardship or climate change in Africa (Schlechter et al. 2019). In the light of this
migration movement, the situation in schools in Germany has also changed significantly. School systems are straining to meet the needs of these newcomers, trying to put together quality programmes
that will meet their needs (Law & Eckes 2010). In this article, a part of a possible quality programme
will be shown, one that was developed for the purpose of supporting a German secondary school
in meeting these challenges within the framework of a five-way model of school improvement. The
model’s focus is on the development of staff, instruction, organization, cooperation, and family engagement with regard to students with German as a second language. The main focus in this article is
set on family engagement development as one of the five elements.

Introduction

Although there have always been migrants in
Germany with German as a second language,
more than one million refugees have come to
Germany since the end of summer 2015 as part
of the so-called refugee wave. People have fled
wars, terrorism, economic hardship or climate
change in Africa (Schlechter et al. 2019).
In the face of this migration movement,
the situation in schools in Germany has also
changed substantially (Schlechter et al. 2019)
as refugee children and adolescents are entitled
to adequate education. This right to education is
recognized in Article 28 of the UN Convention on
the Rights of the Child, in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and in Article 14 of the EU Reception Directive (2013/33).
However, school systems are straining to
meet the needs of these newcomers, trying to
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put together quality programmes that will meet
their needs (Law & Eckes 2010). The missing
link to higher academic achievements, higher
attendance, and more positive attitudes towards
school, however, seems to be family engagement
for children with culturally and linguistically diverse families (Vera et al. 2012, 184).
In the school years 2016−2018 I worked at a
German secondary school as a teacher and also
did research for my dissertation on the topic “Systematic support of newly immigrated pupils in secondary school with German as a second language
- a Grounded Theory study linked to Grounded
Action”. This was because the above-mentioned
quality programme should also include a model
that gives schools an orientation and a rule-guided approach to meet the challenges. Using an
explorative method, Grounded Action (Simmons
& Gregory 2003, 1), based on the Grounded TheKielikukko 4/2020
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ory Methodology1, a possible quality programme
was developed for the purpose of supporting the
school to meet these challenges within the framework of a five-way model of school improvement.
The model’s focus is on the development of staff,
instruction, organization, cooperation and family
engagement with regard to students with German
as a second language. The main concern of this
article is a partial aspect of this model, the development of family engagement.
In a first step I will shortly present the main
aspects of second language acquisition, and
then briefly outline the five-way model of school
improvement developed in my dissertation. Further on, I will deal with the above-mentioned aspect of the development of family engagement.
This will be considered under the question of
how parents of children with German as a second language can be brought on board. Using
selected practical examples, I will show how an
exemplary school has met this challenge.

Second language acquisition
and family engagement

On the one hand, the joint learning of children
from different linguistic, social, cultural and religious backgrounds is a great opportunity for
educational work. On the other hand, there are
substantial challenges that the actors in the education system − educational policy, educational
administration, school administrators, teachers,
other educational staff, parents and learners, but
also teacher training and educational research −
face in their daily work (McElvany et al. 2017).
Since this article refers to students with German as a second language, two different systems
of second language acquisition are briefly outlined
here. Firstly, the students can be taught using the
submersion model. In this model, the students
1
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are included in a regular class and receive language support depending on the resources available (Kniffka & Siebert-Ott 2012). The students
can be supported here, for example, through differentiated teaching or through language promotion in small groups. Secondly, the pupils can be
instructed according to the immersion model, in
which they attend a separate class, which initially
serves to acquire the second language (Kniffka &
Siebert-Ott 2012). Neither model can do without
family engagement as school partnerships − especially with culturally and linguistically diverse
families who have a powerful influence on educational success (Colombo 2006).
Both models can be found all over the world
in second language acquisition. Often, they are
complemented by support systems (Langer &
Schnebel 2020), partially integrative approaches to schooling and many additional measures
to help students in their second language acquisition. In most cases, the integration of pupils,
sometimes even of whole families, is also included through so-called family literacy programmes
(e.g. Anderson et al. 2011).
In the following section, a possible support
model relating to students with German as a second language in the school context is explained.
The five-way model was developed in the context of
school improvement at a secondary school in Germany with the support of a multi-professional team.

A five-way model of school improvement
with a focus on learners with
German as a second language

In Germany, many teachers in regular classes
complain about the lack of language skills, but
also subject knowledge, of pupils with German
as a second language. In addition, a lack of integration is often noted (Fürstenau 2017).

The research in the dissertation was done using the Grounded Theory Methodology by Corbin and Strauss.
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As part of my doctoral thesis, I worked in a
multi-professional team at a secondary school
during the school years 2016−2018. Depending on emerging issues, the team consisted of
several second language teachers, the school’s
principal, the school’s social worker and practitioners from different disciplines. In this school,
students with German as a second language
are taught first according the immersion model
in a separate class, so that they can acquire the
language first. This takes between one and two
years, in which they are already partly integrated
into regular classes according to their interests
(e.g. participating in sports) and their former academic achievements in their home countries
(e.g. participating in English classes). In this way,
the students already know the other students
with whom they will later attend a class.
Using an explorative method, Grounded
Action (Simmons & Gregory 2003, 1), the multi-professional team first worked with a three-way
model of school improvement from Rolff (2010,
34) with the elements of organisational development, staff development, and instructional
development, always with the learning process
of students as a core reference point. To name
but a few examples, language sensitive teaching
or systematic transitions between classes and
across schools were introduced for pupils with
German as a second language.
It soon became clear during the process that
more external resources were needed to better support the students, so a fourth part was
added, cooperation development2. Here, much
emphasis was placed on sports activities and
cooperation with clubs to promote language and
integration also at this level.
2
3

In the further course of the action, a lack of
parental involvement was identified. However, as
described, parental involvement is an important prerequisite for the academic progress of the students
(e.g. Stetson et al. 2012). Therefore, we added a
fifth, in our opinion indispensable part of school improvement: the development of family engagement.
This last point will be examined in detail
below. I will use examples from the process to
illustrate which development aspects the multiprofessional team has worked out.

Development of family engagement
for newly immigrated students

Repeatedly, teachers have pointed out facing
more instructional and behavioral problems with
students from culturally and linguistically diverse
families. Insufficient family involvement3 was
identified as one of the key factors for the academic achievement of these students (Stetson et
al. 2012, 22). Numerous educational researches have also shown that family involvement in
schools is highly correlated with higher student
performance (Đurišić & Bunijevac 2017).
In view of this, the inclusion of the family and
the associated development of family engagement in a model of school improvement seems indispensable as mentioned above, especially in the
context of newly arrived pupils with German as a
second language. “By recognizing and addressing
the challenges families face, schools can inform
and involve parents across racial, educational,
and socioeconomic groups” (Sheldon 2011, 100).
Therefore, the cooperation with families
at the above-mentioned school has been redesigned within the work of the multi-professional team. Numerous measures were thought of,

This fourth part can also be found in a model done by the Liechtenstein school administration.
In today's discussion, the term “parent involvement or engagement” is being replaced by “family engagement”
in recognition that grandparents and other family members may also be responsible for the care and upbringing of children (Moles & Fege 2011).
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planned, implemented, and evaluated. In the
following, I discuss two measures that have proven to be particularly valuable: Home visits and
learning progress meetings.

Home visits
There is a wide agreement about the potential of
home visits. By going to the homes of their most
disengaged students, teachers could encourage
more family engagement and therefore create
a positive family-teacher-student relationship
(Merkel et al. 2015). This could lead to more successful academic achievement and improve social behaviors (Vera et al. 2012). It might also decrease chronic student absenteeism (Stetson et al.
2012, 23). The visits can provide the teacher with
a better understanding of the student, especially
concerning their life experiences. This can then
be transferred to the classroom, and the teachers
thus have the opportunity to better support their
students in learning (Merkel et al. 2015).
At the example school in Germany, the teachers wanted to achieve the following main objectives by carrying out home visits: the pupils who
had shown themselves to be acting out in class
were to be perceived differently in their home
environment. Other parents or family members
usually come to parents' meetings, which, however, are rarely attended by families with German
as a second language for various reasons. The
teachers expected to break the ice and get to
know the families through home visits. Most of
the pupils showed themselves to be somewhat
out of place at school. In addition to the social
aspects mentioned above, the school behavior
and academic progress of the students was also
to be discussed. In advance, all home visits were
prepared with this in mind.
Home visits to newly immigrated families
posed some challenges for the teachers at the
example school. First of all, it was fear of the un20
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known that made some teachers hesitate. The encounter with people from other cultures and the
language barrier were hurdles that had to be overcome. To make this easier, two teachers always
made the visit together. The visits were always
arranged in advance with the families via the students. Some families asked for interpreters from
their circle of acquaintances, others tried it themselves with very little knowledge of the language.
Another challenge was the scheduling of the visits. Some families kept rescheduling or cancelling
the appointments. Some families were difficult to
convince and did not understand why we decided
to make house visits and seemed to see this as a
way of controlling their homes.
The teachers prepared themselves by creating an overview for each visit. This overview dealt
with the social behavior, the school achievements, but also the personality of the students,
as they were perceived by the teachers. The main
focus, however, was getting to know the families
and gaining a better understanding of the family
situation.
In summary, it can be said that the expectations have been fulfilled. After initial hesitation,
the families appreciated the home visits and
personal connections were made. The students
and the families have, for the most part, understood that school is an event with three partners:
teachers, student and family. Furthermore, they
understood that learning takes place within this
triangulation and leads to individual success.
The teachers have gained insights into the home
situation of the students and could thus provide
better learning support.
In addition to home visits, learning progress
meetings, which have been held annually at the
school for all other students for some time now,
were also offered with the participation of students, teachers and family members. These will
be described in the next section.

Learning progress meetings
Learning progress meetings usually take place
at schools and they involve three parties: teachers, pupils, and family members. Not only learning and achievement development is discussed,
but also the working and social behavior and the
well-being of the students at school. This can improve the cooperation between school and parents (Bonanati 2018).
At the example school, the learning progress
meetings that have been held for the other pupils for several years were adapted for pupils with
German as a second language. On the one hand,
the conversations did not take place within a fixed
time frame, but the families were given individually arranged appointments. Again, the teachers
prepared an overview with the social behavior, the
school achievements, but also the personality of
the pupils, as they were perceived by the teacher.
The pupils considered in advance what they felt
should be discussed. In some cases, acquaintances of the families were called in as interpreters at
the families' request. Although the meetings took
place in the school, the teachers tried to create
an attractive setting, for example, drinks were offered. All meetings took place after the home visits, so that the participants already knew each other. Although the teachers determined the course
of events, all participants were able to contribute
their own thoughts and ideas at any time. In addition to the school achievements, these conversations also focused on the students' personalities
and the different perspectives of those present. At
the end of each learning progress meeting, short
and medium-term goals were formulated. On the
one hand, these related to school performance,
for example, students were asked to read a book
or participate more actively during the lessons. On
the other hand, they aimed at the personal and
linguistic development of the pupils, also outside
school. For instance, objectives were also included

which determined that the pupils should choose
a leisure activity of their choice in a group within
a given time. For example, some chose to participate regularly in a football club, others chose to
volunteer with the Red Cross. All the goals were
written down and agreed on by the participants.
For many families it seemed strange at first
that the teachers were interested in any kind of
cooperation with the families, and especially the
teachers' interest in the students' private life,
such as their hobbies, seemed odd to them. Nevertheless, the teachers noticed not only on this
date, but especially in the following weeks, that
the families were supportive. In this way, many
students could be integrated into clubs, especially in the field of sports, partly through the
school's cooperation partners.
In the course of the next weeks, the students
not only tried to meet their goals, but also sometimes found interest in doing more than that.
Some participated more vividly in the lessons,
others enjoyed their newly found leisure activities
so much, that they went more often than required.
All in all, the adaption of learning progress
meetings to the needs of newly arrived students
with German as second language can be described as successful, especially in combination
with the home visits.

Discussion

Students with German as a second language and
their families need support from the school system
and its stakeholders. The five-way model of school
improvement and in particular the section shown
here, the family engagement development, have
displayed how such support can be provided via
a school’s quality programme. The example has
illustrated how families with German as a second
language can be included, and therefore play an
important role in the academic achievement, but
also in the personal and linguistic development of
Kielikukko 4/2020
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their children. Despite the several challenges that
arose, which were also described here, it can nevertheless be said that the development of family
engagement has been quite successful.
However, there are still some desiderata that
have already been included into a programme of
home visits in the United States (cf. Sheldon &
Jung 2018): Firstly, teachers should be trained,
especially when dealing in diverse cultural backgrounds. And secondly, teachers should be compensated for visits outside of their school day.
In addition to these statements, two more
suggestions should be considered: The family engagement development should become an integral
part of the school curriculum. Moreover, the family
engagement development as well as the other four
parts of the five-way model of school improvement
should be evaluated and adapted regularly.
The five-way model of school improvement,
and in particular the component of family engagement development shown here, can be
adapted to each school and its specific needs. In
this way, the model can make a valuable contribution to supporting students with German as a
second language and their families. In addition,
different countries could certainly learn from
each other and pursue and discuss mutual good
practice, since second language acquisition and
the challenges of culturally and linguistically diverse families are similar in every country.
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