
                                                                                           
 

 

Newly arrived students: from prior learning and welcome 
classes to mainstream courses in North-Rhine-Westphalia 

 
By Pietro Santilli, Network of Education Policy Centers  

 
Brussels –A SIRIUS members’ delegation visited in mid-July North-Rhine-Westphalia to explore 
how the educational system of this Bundesland is providing education to newly arrived students 
(NAS), with a focus on the transition from the welcome classes to the mainstream classes. The 
peer learning activity was organised in the frame of the SIRIUS Network fourth course of 
actions, dedicated to the exploration of the most interesting policies and practices for migrants’ 
education in Europe.  
 
In North-Rhine-Westphalia, 25% of the population has a migration background (4.3 million 
people approximately). In 2017, the Bundesland hosted 2 461 625 pupils overall, 35.5% of 
which (869 218) with migration background: 236 608 are refugees (fled themselves), 500 948 
speak a different language than German at home and 824 886 have at least one parent who was 
not born in Germany.  
 

The first study visit intersected the national workshop 
on Educational integration of refugees and newly arrived 
children and young people in Germany.  The Healing 
Classrooms program by the International Rescue 
Committee was presented. The program trains 
teachers to acquire special techniques that help the 
students coping with the stress of the displacement 
and of the asylum seeking process. The program, free 
of charge for participants, aims at helping the 
teachers in fostering the social, emotional, linguistic 

skills of the learners, so that they can express their full potential in society. 
 
The organisation has a branch office in Berlin and it provides the training for the whole country. 
The participation of the teachers in the seminar is voluntary. In 2017 – 2018, the training was 
provided to about 400 teachers in Germany, and 90% of the trained staff stated they would 
recommend it to their colleagues. A series of workshops provides the teachers with tools and 
approaches on how to support the psychological well-being of their students and to strengthen 
their socio-emotional skills. It includes several exercises and games that can be performed 
without words, to overcome the possible language barriers. The exercises are meant to foster 
interactions between groups, sense of belonging to the classroom and to the school. The 
program aims at changing the mind-set of the teachers, not the teaching methods, to create the 
conditions for a more inclusive classroom, avoiding separate classes as much as possible. 
«While their training is available for both primary and secondary school students, the teachers 
of primary schools often just get a positive feedback during the sessions, that what they have 
been doing before is a good method, while secondary teachers usually find it very helpful. It is 
because secondary teachers often focus mostly on the subject and less on the learning 
environment», commented Baris Altindag, education officer at IRC. Subsequently, the 



                                                                                           
 

 

participants had the chance to get acquainted with different projects and practices 
implemented in the country, and to interview academics, practitioners and civil servants of the 
area involved in this field. 
 

The second study visit included a meeting with the 
school staff of the Gertrud-Baumer Realschule School 
(Medium Secondary School) in Dortmund. It is a 
medium secondary school, where students attend 
between 5th and 10th grade from 27 different 
countries. Out of 730 pupils, only 35 have no migrant 
background. There are a lot of children with Turkish, 
Bulgarian and Romanian heritage, but the recent 
refugee influx also affected the school. Around 80% 
of the pupils are Muslims, according to the principal, 
and the intercultural and inter-religious focus is an 

important feature of the school climate. The school fulfils its capacity and it even has to turn 
down some applications.   
 
One of the most crucial factors is the learning of the German language. All the students speak 
the language, but at different levels, and therefore the school applies a more tolerant mistakes 
policy.  
The school staff reported also that they use more flexibility when it comes to timetable and 
school attendance, especially for the students who have not been enrolled in the educational 
system before. The school hosts two international (preparatory) classes of 18 students each, 
heterogeneous by age, nationality and education level. The international class, led by a 
specially trained teacher, lasts for two year, before the students can be admitted in the 
mainstream course. The second year is more based on the individual progress, and the NAS can 
slowly join the mainstream class, but there are no pre-set guidelines on when to join the 
mainstream class. According to the principal’s experience, inclusion from the very first moment 
(e.g. direct placement into mainstream classes) does not come with the desired benefits.  
The close cooperation of the school with the neighbouring Gymnasium (Upper Secondary 
School) facilitates students’ transition to this higher-level school. It is remarkable that former 
students of the Gertrud-Baumer Realschule repeatedly are among the best graduates of the 
Gymnasium. Furthermore, students of the Gymnasium regularly come to the Realschule as 
tutors to help lower performing students. 
 

A very clear feature of this school is the cooperation 
with other organisations and professionals at the 
school and in the neighbourhood, such as a social 
worker and  youth workers. The social worker, though 
not employed by the school (legislation does not 
foresees this profession in schools), is seen as a liaison 
between the school and the parents and the 
community, as she shares similar life paths. Her role in 
the school is perceived as crucial. The relationship 
with the neighbourhood and the community is also 



                                                                                           
 

 

very important. The municipality and NGOs active in the area offer a vast range of leisure time 
activities for free that can contribute to the inclusion of newcomers. 
According to the principal, the teachers convey a lot of effort in knowing the families and the 
background of their students and in acting accordingly. The teachers often are seen as some 
sort of counsellors by students.  

The third study visit took place  at the Integration 
Center of District Unna (Kommunales 
Integrationszentrum Kreis Unna, KI), in Bergkamen, 
where the attendees had the chance to be acquainted 
with the pilot project “Go-In”, that aims at improving 
school careers for newly arrived students. North 
Rhine Westpahlia has 53 Integration Centers that are 
responsible for their respective districts. They 
complement the existing municipal integration tasks, 
and understand integration policy as a cross-
sectional task, they build a network between 

integration-relevant stakeholders in administration, among private bodies and in migrant 
organizations, they advise and support newcomers from different professional backgrounds, 
they support the intercultural qualification/opening of organizations and educational offers 
along the educational chain of young people.   

«Since 2012 all newly arrived children and youngsters in the Unna district are being consulted 
scholastically in the KI and admitted afterwards potentially-oriented in the regular German 
classes of all school forms. From 2012 until 2015, the admission of the “Go-In-students” was 
realized in all primary schools and mainly in 35 of the secondary schools. Since 2015, all 
schools in the district admit the newcomers», explained the project managers.  
To master the acquisition of the German language, the students receive regular lessons in 
German and the students are instructed free of grades in the first two years, with some extra 
hours of parallel lessons, if needed. In all other lessons, the Go-In-students are taught according 
to their linguistic state and knowledge in certain subjects. The first school counselling takes 
place in the KI and it is about the previous school career of the newcomer.  
 
The most important cornerstones in the Go-In-concept are the creation of a structurally sound 
schooling, of timely and potential-oriented schooling of the NAS, the linguistic and social 
integration into regular classes and day-to-day life in school (without separate preparatory 
classes), further vocational training of teachers in all school types (German as a second 
language is already part of the teacher education), and the collection of static documentation to 
enhance and create a basis for school development planning.   
Since 2013, the Go-In project works as well on the academic development for teachers involved 
in the schooling of newcomers (“BiSS-programme”), in cooperation with the Ministry of 
Education and Research, the Federal Ministry of family, senior citizens, women and youth, the 
Ministers of Education and the educational conference, the Mercatorinstitut for linguistic 
support, the University of Cologne, the German Institute of International Educational Research 
and the Humboldt University of Berlin. Fourteen schools of the district are organized in two 
school unions to cooperate in the BiSS-project. 



                                                                                           
 

 

The main challenges concerning the Go-In program are the lack of satisfactory numbers of 
teachers, the assortment of appropriate study materials and learning resources, the transition 
between preparatory and mainstream classes, the heterogeneity of students, the high number of 
students per class, the communicational issues between parents-teachers-students, the lack of 
qualification for all teachers, the insufficient capacities at certain school types and the 
misunderstandings caused by cultural differences.  
 
From the final plenary discussion following the workshop, the interviews and the visits on the 
field enlightened, some relevant issues emerged. It appears that it is easier for primary school 
staff to address the NAS needs as at this level the focus is more on the pedagogical approaches, 
rather than at high schools levels (comprehensive or vocational), where the focus is more on the 
subjects/contents.  
The German case is peculiar, as the country is a federation of states, which have jurisdiction 
over education. Legislation differs from state to state, and it can be modified at every electoral 
mandate in each state. Moreover, the schools can implement different practices. Therefore, it 
was remarked that a comprehensive policy package at regional or state level, that would 
include monitoring, follow-up and enforcement actions, would contribute to harmonize the 
system.   
The need of cooperation, networking and extra-training for teacher was stressed, as well as the 
need for an adequate support for the school staff.  
 
   

 
 

 

 

 

 


