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CHAPTER 13

Paper Versus School Information 
Management Systems: Governing the 

Figurations of Mediatized Schools 
in England and Germany

Andreas Breiter and Arne Hendrik Ruhe

13.1  IntroductIon

Teaching and learning are the core processes of schools, constituting 
their frame of relevance, in other words ‘good education’. But, with 
changing educational governance as well as a changing media environ-
ment, administrative and strategic processes increasingly gain impor-
tance. This is because of the introduction of neo-liberal concepts such 
as new public management and other systems for accountability that 
are emerging on a global scale. The international competitiveness of the 
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education system has become an important playground for education 
politics (Grek 2009; Martens et al. 2010; Selwyn 2011, 2013). With the 
availability of large-scale databases, school data on pupils, staff, budget 
or infrastructure receive more attention. Schools can be compared with 
‘key performance indicators’ locally, nationally and internationally. In 
this combination, these databases build ‘infrastructures of account-
ability’ (Anagnostopoulos et al. 2013) on different levels of educational 
governance. While pedagogical research on information and communi-
cation technology (ICT) integration in the core processes of schools is 
manifold, documented in handbooks and shows significant differences 
between and within countries, there is a lack of empirical results on com-
municative practices in school organization and the related managerial 
processes. What is more, the media ensemble related to these practices 
is only partially known—in contrast to the well-researched practices in 
classrooms. In particular, the widespread implementation of school 
management information systems in England and the lack thereof in 
Germany opens up the question as to whether and, if so, how govern-
ance structures shape the way schools are constituted as organizations 
and constructed as communicative figurations. The school’s media 
ensemble is a moulding force for changes in communicative practices 
within the actor constellation of schools, among staff, students and 
administrators as well as in contact with parents. It is accompanied and 
reinforced by new public management procedures to reorganize school 
governance and control, which in turn require management information 
systems for decision-making as new parts of the media ensemble. This 
chapter will describe theoretically the frame of relevance in relation to 
educational governance and compare empirically media ensemble and 
communicative practices of secondary schools in England and Germany.

13.2  SchoolS aS communIcatIve FIguratIonS

The general concept of communicative figurations as introduced in this 
book allows us to draw attention to under-researched areas of educa-
tional institutions. In particular, the media-related communicative prac-
tices for organizing the school have shown a significant change during 
the last decade. This relates to communication between students, teach-
ers, school management, parents and the administration. Mediatization 
in the life of children and young people (Livingstone 2009) as well as 
the impact on teaching and learning (e.g. Voogt and Knezek 2008; 
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Spector et al. 2014) have been widely researched. International com-
parative studies on ICT integration in both elementary and secondary 
schools show significant changes of teaching and learning practices (e.g. 
SITES: Kozma 2003a; Plomp et al. 2003) and student skills (e.g. ICILS: 
Fraillon et al. 2014). Additionally, they highlight country-specific dif-
ferences in access and use of ICT, and learning outcomes. The role of 
ICT in this change process and its integration in institutionalized learn-
ing environments such as schools is under constant political discussion, 
ranging from high expectation attached to the next technological wave 
(Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier 2013) to profound scepticism (e.g. 
Cuban 2001; Ball 2007; Selwyn 2011). Compared with this, there are 
only a few studies from an organizational perspective.

Just recently, Livingstone and Sefton-Green (2016) finished their empir-
ical research on a school class in an English suburban secondary school. 
Besides the detailed reconstruction of the ‘digital life’ of students (grade 8), 
they refer to organization-specific changes which affect the media ensemble 
of the school and the communicative practices between core actors:

In the case of the VFS [the school, the authors], the information man-
agement system used was called SIMS, and talk of ‘SIMS’ figured rou-
tinely in students’ and teachers’ accounts of the school day. […] Teachers 
entered and extracted information about any student’s progress or behav-
iour throughout the school day via a range of computers available to them 
across the school. We observed that each student might attract between 
two and ten entries on any one day, resulting in a detailed database. 
(Livingstone and Sefton-Green 2016: 140)

If we regard an information management system as part of a school’s 
media ensemble, this already indicates why a process perspective is nec-
essary to understand transformations. In particular the relation between 
different actors within and outside the school and their individual media 
repertoire is relevant for the communicative construction of the school as 
a whole institution:

In the class, connections between people and places were most sought 
among peers (locally or online) and most avoided between home and 
school. […] Parents’ efforts to bridge the home-school divide by organizing 
learning at home were unrecognized by or even problematic for the school, 
while teachers’ efforts to bridge that same divide using digital technologies 
were fragile and short-lived. (Livingstone and Sefton-Green 2016: 247)
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While integrated information management systems are less common in 
German schools, there is a growing number of learning management  
systems (LMS) which are used to exchange classroom material between 
students and teachers, to plan lessons or to distribute and collect home-
work (Avgeriou et al. 2003). Research in German schools (Karbautzki 
and Breiter 2011) showed that teachers used the system mainly to 
inform students. Instructional use was less prominent. This coincides 
with findings from Belgium (De Smet et al. 2012) and Switzerland 
(Petko and Moser 2009).

Schools are organizations that can be defined by their orientation to 
a shared purpose and practices (teaching, learning and administering), 
by a coordinated division of work or responsibility (staff, school man-
agement) and by certain rules of membership (Breiter 2001). In organi-
zational studies, schools are often characterized as ‘loosely coupled 
systems’ (Weick 1976, 1982) with highly autonomous actors who work 
independently. March and Olsen (1986) used the ‘garbage can model’ 
to describe the cellular structure and the ambiguity of decision-making 
in educational institutions, as there are no exact measurable goals and an 
unclear hierarchy. Weick has described organizations as the ‘process of 
organizing’, referring to streams of practices, materials, actors, interests, 
solutions, problems and decisions (Weick 1969: 90). Organizations are 
neither static nor stable entities, and change according to negotiations 
and enactment. They are described by the practices of actors rather than 
by goals or objectives: ‘When action is the central focus, interpretation, 
not choice, is the core phenomenon’ (Weick et al. 2005: 409).

If we bring these concepts together, we can identify three interde-
pendent aspects: actor constellation (students, teachers, parents, admin-
istrators, management, school board), media ensemble (SIMS, LMS, 
software products, internet resources) and communicative practices 
(from face-to-face to online communication). With respect to schools as 
organizations they centre around a specific frame of relevance, that is, 
providing ‘good education’ to future generations. This process-oriented 
view on social dynamics was described by Elias as figuration, that is, ‘net-
works of individuals’ (Elias 1978: 15). We built on this to introduce 
the concept of schools as communicatively constructed organizations,  
following the approach by Putnam and Nicotera (2009), and Taylor and 
van Every (2011). Schools as organizations are constructed through the 
communicative practices of the actors involved in their media ensemble 
and can, hence, be regarded as a communicative figuration.
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Borrowing from sociological research on governance (Arnott and 
Raab 2000; Wong 2013), we follow the framework model of educational 
governance (Sergiovanni et al. 1987) introduced to the German context 
(Altrichter 2010) and contextualize it to the role of ICT in schooling 
(Kozma 2003b). Assuming that the structure of the school system as well 
as processes of governance influence or at least frame the organizing of 
schools, we will focus on the core difference and communalities on the 
first two levels of educational governance: macro and meso. The micro 
level of classroom management will be excluded from analysis. Although 
this theoretical concept is rather static and does not fully reflect the 
dynamic processes of the school as a communicative figuration particular 
to ‘deep mediatization’ (see Chap. 1) across the levels, we want to take 
educational governance as an external framework condition in order to 
focus on our empirical study on the school level.

In most countries, public pressure on changing education policy 
enforced by international non-governmental organizations can be observed 
since the publication of Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) results in the 1990s. Martens and others explained different reac-
tions of nation states to these pressures (Martens et al. 2007; Martens 
et al. 2010)—from adoption of achievement tests in the national educa-
tion policy, to ignoring them. This is part of a larger movement of stand-
ardization in education, output measurement and accountability (Burch 
2006; Jacobsen and Young 2013). This also affects the administrative level 
of schools by introducing methods of ‘new public management’ (Pollitt 
and Bouckaert 2000) for budget control, benchmarks and goals to meas-
ure effectiveness. While national standards and respective testing regimes 
are well established in the UK, Germany has only just started. Recently, 
education policy in Germany changed from input orientation to output 
orientation with forms of educational measurement (Huber and Gördel 
2006). With PISA in 2001, a gap between student achievements within 
Germany was reported, and this started an extensive discussion about 
school quality and the best ‘school structure’. As a consequence, most 
Länder introduced central student achievement tests, which were devel-
oped by universities and special state institutions, borrowing from experi-
ences from the UK, the USA and the Netherlands. In Germany, national 
standards for the core subjects were not introduced until 2005 (KMK 
2005). In order to understand the frame of relevance of education govern-
ance, we will highlight some specificities of the school systems in England 
and Germany. The German federal government has no legal or financial 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_1
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obligations in K-12 education. The Länder are responsible for all aspects 
of schooling. Furthermore, all Education Acts of the Länder define a divi-
sion of responsibilities between the Länder, the district and the school. 
This combination of centralized power at the Länder level with limited 
management control at the school level and the responsibility for infra-
structure at the district level is unique among OECD countries (OECD 
2001). The Länder department of education is responsible for general 
 education provision, curriculum, teacher training and teacher employment, 
and the school district or municipality is responsible for school buildings, 
facility management and administration. This shared responsibility and 
the limited autonomy of the school and its management lead to constant 
budget struggles concerning ICT infrastructure. This structure leads to 
a systematic ‘digital divide’ between richer and poorer districts as well as  
richer and poorer schools.

The meso level of school organization has often been underesti-
mated (Pelgrum 2001). With regard to ICT and its innovative power, 
the organizational perspective becomes more crucial. First of all, deal-
ing with change is a core process in school development. This is often 
related to schools as learning organizations (Leithwood and Seashore 
1998; Fullan 2001; Fauske and Raybold 2005). Secondly, technological 
innovations have to be embedded in the organizational culture to secure 
sustainability (Volkoff et al. 2007). Particularly in schools, this is related 
to funding, training and management decisions (Hodas 1996). Within 
the organizational setting of the school, the principal plays the central 
role for change processes (e.g. Blumberg and Greenfield 1986; DuFour 
2002; Wissinger 2002; Green 2010). While school leadership in England 
is often described with attributes from management science, the role of a 
German principal, even in larger secondary schools, is different. English 
head teachers are controlled by inspections, report data to other admin-
istrators and lead their schools on a competitive market which is made 
partly transparent by rankings. German principals have fewer responsi-
bilities and just receive some teaching reduction. Teachers are hired by 
the Länder and distributed among the schools based on certain criteria. 
The influence of principals on staffing depends on their region. They are 
responsible only for a small budget, as many decisions are made at the 
Länder level or on a district level. Hence, they are in a fourfold sandwich 
position: between staff (without directives), Länder (as control entity), 
parents and district (as infrastructure provider).
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This leads to our main research question. How can we describe the 
dynamics of the organization school as a communicative figuration and what 
are the interrelated aspects of educational governance? Although schools 
have a shared frame of relevance and a similar actor constellation, the  
process of organizing is rather different. We assume that communicative 
practices as well as differences in the media ensemble play an important 
role. This can only be answered on an empirical basis by comparing distinct 
school systems.

13.3  methodology

In order to understand the internal organization of schools, we visited 
schools in England and Germany to gain insight into everyday practices. 
We base our empirical research on case studies carried out in a two-year 
project in two German secondary schools.1 This is used as a fixed case to 
subsequently collect accordant data from English schools. Secondly, we 
follow the sampling method of most-different design (Lijphart 1971): 
England as a decentralized system with high autonomy of the school but 
central authority through inspections and national standards; Germany 
as a decentralized system on the national level with Länder in charge. 
Within the Länder, we find a highly centralized system with no school 
autonomy but limited control through standards and inspections. As our 
special focus is on ICT for school management as part of a school’s media 
ensemble, we conducted qualitative interviews with key stakeholders 
(teachers, administrators) at school management level.

The sampling and selection of schools in England was based on the 
assumption that we search for ICT-savvy schools. Hence, we followed 
two different strategies, of which the first failed. The first attempt was 
to use the Department for Education’s School and college perfor-
mance tables.2 The website offers school data for all English schools 
and includes all grades. ‘The performance tables give information on 
the achievements of pupils in primary, secondary and 16–18 provision 
in schools and colleges, and how they compare with other schools and 
colleges in the local authority (LA) area and in England as a whole.’3 
Besides the school test scores (mainly key stage 2 and key stage 4), 
the tables also offer data about the financial situation of each school. 
One category is the ICT budget per pupil. We assumed a correlation 
between ICT investments, a superior ICT infrastructure within a school 
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and a priority on ICT. Therefore, we tried to sample schools with the 
highest expenditures. This strategy was not successful. The main rea-
son is the growing number of Academy schools in England. In 2010, 
the government passed the Academies Act,4 which allowed both the 
conversion of existing schools into Academies and the creation of new 
Academies (Academies Act 2010). Academies are directly funded by 
the government instead of the Local Education Authority (LEA). 
They are no longer controlled by the LEA and report less information 
than Community Schools (and no data on ICT budget). Colleges and 
Independent Schools do not have to report detailed budget statistics, 
either. This means that of all 5905 active Secondary Schools in 2013, 
3434 did not report any information on their ICT budget. The second 
attempt was to search for schools which received ICT awards. One nota-
ble award is the NAACE ICT Mark. This is given to schools ‘(…) with 
good use of technology to support teaching, learning and school admin-
istration. Deservedly popular with schools wanting to demonstrate both 
effective and mature use of technology. Schools use this award to drive 
change and many are, or go on to be, outstanding.’5 NAACE is a charity 
ICT association that supports ICT in education.6 The database included 
121 Secondary Schools, which served as our sample. All schools were 
invited by an email to participate in our study. Six schools responded and 
showed interest, from which three schools were sampled (Table 13.1).

We visited all English schools for one day with two researchers. All 
site visits included an interview with a (vice-)principal and a head teacher. 
We conducted group discussions with teachers and other school staff in 
every school. All interviews and group discussions were recorded and 
transcribed. Guided tours of all schools offered the possibility to gain 
a deeper insight into media-related communicative practices and daily 

Table 13.1 General information for English schools

School name (anonymized) No. pupils Location School form NSI7

Whitefall Secondary School 1200 Urban Community school 
(mixed gender)

B

Jaynestown Academy 2000 Suburban Converted academy 
(mixed gender)

C

Beaumonde Academy 1300 Suburban Converted academy 
(mixed gender)

B
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routines. We took several pictures and notes during these tours which 
supplemented the interviews and transcripts.

The two German schools were visited over a period of two weeks by 
two researchers. As part of a larger research project, we focused on how 
communicative practices of teachers change owing to changing media 
(Welling et al. 2014). During the visits, participant  observations were 
conducted. Wherever possible, spontaneous interviews with selected 
teachers took place. Additionally, group discussions with teachers and 
members of staff were conducted. Additionally, logfile analyses of the 
learning management system (Schulz and Breiter 2013) were done 
(Table 13.2).

In both cases, all observations, interviews and group discussions were 
analyzed by a qualitative research design. The recorded interviews and group 
discussions were transcribed. Together with notes from the observations, 
all data was analyzed using an inductive content analysis (Berg 2009; Flick 
2014). The data is scanned for multiple iterations to ensure new categories 
are adapted to formerly scanned material. These categories are the basis for 
answering the research question.

13.4  empIrIcal FIndIngS

During the visits to the three English and the two German schools, we 
gained insights into the media ensemble and the communicative prac-
tices of teachers and school administrators in everyday situations. With 
the help of interviews, group discussions, participant observations and 
school tours, it was possible to describe the school as a communicative 
figuration along the aspects of media ensemble and communicative prac-
tices of different actors. We start with media ensembles as they are a nec-
essary condition to understand media-related communicative practices.

Table 13.2 General information for German schools

School name (anonymized) No. pupils Location School form

Waldschule 1300 Urban Gesamtschule (all tiers in secondary 
education)

Bergschule 1100 Urban Gesamtschule (all tiers in secondary 
education)
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13.4.1  Media Ensemble

All three English schools have an ICT infrastructure that builds the techni-
cal backbone of their media ensemble in relation to organizational prac-
tices. At Jaynestown Academy, the school provides notebooks and tablets 
for all teachers. A state-of-the-art network including complete wireless cov-
erage and a state-of-the-art server architecture ensure a smooth integration 
into the teachers’ daily routine. The Beaumonde Academy also provides 
laptops for teachers. A full-coverage wireless network is available and can 
be used by teachers, pupils and guests. Customized Google spreadsheets 
are used by the teachers to monitor pupils’ behaviour and performance. 
The Whitefall Secondary School does not provide mobile devices for 
teachers. Instead, every classroom is equipped with a desktop computer. 
In England, pupils change rooms between classes, in contrast to Germany 
where the teachers change classrooms after each lesson. A school-wide 
wireless network is available and accessible by teachers and pupils. All 
schools provide an open-minded network policy. Teachers and pupils can 
bring their own devices to school and log into the school’s network.

The Waldschule has a comparably good ICT infrastructure. There are 
several computers in every staffroom, including faculty staffrooms. Most 
classrooms have at least one computer. A wireless network is not avail-
able. All teachers and pupils have school-wide and own network shares. 
Limiting is the aspect that the school’s network is older and does not 
offer up-to-date transfer rates. The Bergschule is also focused on ICT. 
Every classroom is equipped with an interactive whiteboard, which is 
comparable to English schools. Unfortunately, there is no full network 
coverage within the school, which hinders the full usage of these white-
boards (e.g. internet videos, sharing of content). There are some com-
puters in the main staffroom. A wireless network is not available.

There are differences in the media ensemble between Germany and 
England as well as between the schools within each country. The cross-
national differences are more important and bigger. English schools have 
more intense usage of ICT. This has consequences for communication 
practices as well as for the actor constellation.

13.4.2  Media-Related Communicative Practices

As a common ground, and besides all differences of mediatized com-
munication, the English as well as the German schools show strong and 
stable face-to-face communicative practices. We identified strong ‘forces 
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of persistence’ against changing established practices just because of 
the advent of ‘new’ communication technologies. Teachers in English 
schools as well as their German counterparts emphasized the importance 
of direct face-to-face contact:

(.) I am very often in my side room because my two [subject, note] col-
leagues are there and we exchange a lot face-to-face. That’s why I’m rarely 
in the staff room which is not good, I force myself to go there at least 
every second day because it’s good to see each other face to face. (teacher’s 
group discussion ‘Platane’ at Waldschule)

Important communication media are the ‘pigeon holes’ for each teacher 
in the staffroom. This applies both to German and English schools. 
They are used for information exchange as well as for storing class mate-
rial and work by pupils. Additionally, all staffrooms have pin boards 
with attached flyers and other information concerning everyday school 
life. Nevertheless, communication via pen and paper seems to be more 
important in German schools. One teacher mentions:

The school is governed by slips of paper (notes during participant 
 observation at Waldschule).

Differences between Germany and England are mainly in the role of 
mediatized communication. The main element of the media ensemble in 
all three English schools is email. Email is seen as a fast and reliable form 
of communication which transports important information within the 
schools. All teachers have an email account via the school server:

A lot of (.)key information is communicated through the email system so 
(.) it’s in people’s interest to keep up to date what’s going on and check 
(…) (interview vice-principal at Whitefall Secondary School)

Teachers and staff members check their emails regularly:

‘(…) I think people check their email’ – ‘Every morning’ – ‘Some, yeah, 
every morning (.) or through the day, depending on the nature of the 
work they do (…)’ (interview vice-principal at Whitefall Secondary School)

The high frequency of checking for new emails is made possible by the 
reliable ICT infrastructure. Nevertheless, direct face-to-face contact is 
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still seen as one of the most important communicative practice, espe-
cially between teachers and pupils. Teachers mention the importance of a 
physical appearance during classes and that not all communication could 
be mediatized. In daily routine, they need to make use of the whole 
range of communication media to make sure the spread information 
reaches the receiver:

(…) the chances are that you’re gonna need to use a range of methods, 
if you wanna make sure that you hit absolutely everybody (.) and that’s 
the sort of the balance I think we have (…) (interview vice-principal at 
Whitefall Secondary School)

The importance of using digital and non-digital media and combining 
them dynamically is seen as a key competence for all members of staff:

(…) personalizing the communication, erm, so that you make sure people 
are getting information in a way that (.) they’re gonna be able to process it 
and deal with it(.) (interview vice-principal at Whitefall Secondary School)

The group discussions uncovered an extensive media ensemble in 
English schools. The Beaumonde Academy uses social networks (Twitter, 
Facebook, Vine) for communication between teachers, pupils and par-
ents. Twitter is used for direct communication between teachers and 
pupils (e.g. homework reminders) and for informing pupils and parents. 
Communication with parents is also done by recording Vine videos from 
school trips aboard. This communication is mostly one way, whereas 
Twitter and Facebook are used in a bidirectional way. The other two 
schools do not use social networks as intensively. They use functionalities 
of their SIMS and LMS to communicate with pupils and parents.

The teachers also mention the use of mobile phones. All schools have 
group call systems to inform parents about news or reporting absence. 
Attendance plays an important role in English schools as it is a key per-
formance indicator during school inspections. While some schools ban 
pupils’ mobile phones, all teachers are allowed to use their personal 
devices. Voice calls are also an important communication media between 
parents and teachers, especially in a case of emergency:

[We, editor’s note] will use the phone, if it’s (.) if it’s something urgent 
like pretty much, certainly everybody on leadership has each other’s 
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mobile phone numbers (.) erm so we can contact each other if there’s that 
kind of situation, so if it’s something immediate (.) we wouldn’t use email, 
we’d use either the phone system or the (.) or a hand-delivered note(.) 
(interview vice-principal at Whitefall Secondary School)

(…) we also have kind of the in-school routes and the traditional routes 
of a mobile phone number that parents can contact in an emergency (…) 
(teacher group discussion at Beaumonde Academy)

A vice-principal mentioned the difficulties of mediated communication. 
Surprisingly, it was not seen as a step backwards when compared with 
face-to-face communication. The identified challenge was about the ‘cor-
rect’ use of the technology. Email is not seen as the right solution for 
every situation. This applies especially to urgent situations:

(.) if you’re teaching five classes back-to-back (.) you may not be able to 
check your email from nine o’clock until half past three, so if you need 
somebody to do something at lunchtime (.) email wouldn’t be the appro-
priate method to get that out, because staff may not be able to check it, 
and staff here are pretty good about working out when email is appropri-
ate and, well you know, and when it’s not (.) (teacher group discussion at 
Whitefall Secondary School)

Another drawback of email is that users get ‘flooded’. They are likely to 
overlook important information. Therefore, important information is 
stored and spread via the SIMS. SIMS are mainly used to manage pupils, 
facility management and budgeting. All relevant pupil data such as grades, 
classes, attendances and characteristics are stored within the systems. 
The system provides a link to the Office for Standards in Education, 
Children’s Services and Skills (OFSTED) database, which sends grades 
and attendance statistics automatically. The Beaumonde Academy uses 
Google spreadsheets to exchange data with the SIMS. Two benefits of 
SIMS are mentioned multiple times. First, the system allows the teachers 
a fast and complete overview about the current status of each pupil:

(…) it (SIMS, editor’s note) collects the data on the children’s perfor-
mance essentially (.) although we’ve got attendance (…) but what we’re 
really using it for (.) is tracking how the children are coming into the 
school (.) and how they’re progressing through their time in the school 
(…) (teacher group discussion at Beaumonde Academy)
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(…) then with the key assessments, they go in there, and then they feed 
into a current sort of predicted level for the children, their effort and 
behaviour would go into SIMS (.) this is sort of where we’re at in our 
thinking (…) (interview vice-principal at Whitefall Secondary School)

The second-mentioned advantage is the possibility to share pupils’ 
information with parents. They can log into the SIMS from home and 
see current grades, absences and other notes concerning their child. 
SIMS are used intensively for the communication between teachers and 
parents. They also offer some kind of connection between different 
 communication media. Some notes to parents are generated by the SIMS, 
printed and sent via postal mail. Additionally, they can be accessed online. 
SIMS are also connected to the group call system in the schools to send 
reminders to parents.

The media-related communicative practices are different in German 
schools. Teachers do not have an official school email address; they have 
to use their private accounts. Hence, communication via email exists, but 
is used significantly less frequently than in England:

(…) newsletters do exist, but reach just 60 per cent of all colleagues (.) 
(principal interview at Waldschule)

Some teachers even refuse to use email:

(…) [the usage of email] has been a major point for controversial discus-
sions as many teachers do not want to communicate via email (.) (teacher 
interview at Waldschule)

The use of private email addresses conflicts with German privacy laws and 
acceptable use policies. German laws prohibit the storage of individual-
related information in unsecure information technology (IT) environments, 
which applies to almost all commercial email providers. Besides the legal 
problems, this individual communicative practice is not embedded in the 
school’s organizing practices. In both schools, the local education authority 
provides an LMS that helps the teachers to communicate among each other 
and pupils. As it is not compulsory and not embedded into the communi-
cative practices, the usage is not very high (Schulz and Breiter 2013). This 
may also be owing to the limited ICT infrastructure within both schools. 
Combined with the lack of wireless networks, this hinders more intense 
usage from within the school.
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(…) there is the disadvantage that I cannot access OrgaTec [the LMS, 
note] directly (…) wireless coverage with an iPad would be perfect (.) 
(teacher group discussion ‘Platane’ at Bergschule)

In both cases of email and LMS, German principals cannot make 
the usage compulsory. This lowers their relevance within the media 
ensemble:

(…) email is not the main component of our official communication (…) 
mainly, because we do not have the guarantee that colleagues on the one 
hand get in touch with us just in time and on the other we cannot be sure 
that they read their emails as there are no official policies (…) (group dis-
cussion head teachers at Bergschule)

These may be the reasons that German schools still rely on paper in 
pigeon holes. In both schools, we were able to see the routine that every 
teacher, when walking into the staffroom, first looked into the pigeon 
holes.

To summarize the findings, we can state that German schools are gov-
erned with slips of paper while English schools are governed with SIMS.

13.4.3  School Stakeholders and the Media Ensemble

In the next step, we investigated the school’s media ensemble and 
mapped it into a matrix with all relevant actors (Fig. 13.1). The left col-
umn (teacher, pupils, parents, officials) is the sender, whereas the other 
four columns (teacher, pupils, parents, officials) are the receivers. Owing 
to the visits and group discussions, we were able to restore most of the 
communication practices between teachers, but we still do not know 
about the communicative behaviour between teachers, pupils and parents 
and between parents and school management (Table 13.3).

As mentioned above, the main communication media are email, 
SIMS, LMS and file sharing. Email is the most important and used 
through all combinations of sender and receiver, which includes parents 
and officials not only as receivers, but also as senders addressing teach-
ers. SIMS, LMS and file sharing are used more selectively. File sharing 
is mainly used within the schools. Both teachers and pupils have per-
sonal accounts. They are hosted on servers provided within the school 
or within cloud storage. Public access allows the exchanges of documents 
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Fig. 13.1 Relation of communicative practices and media ensemble in English 
schools

Table 13.3 Media ensemble and actor constellation in English schools
From/to Teacher Pupils Parents Officials

Teacher SIMS
email
File Sharing
Pigeon Holes

LMS
email
File Sharing
Social Media

email
SIMS (LMS)
Social Media
Group Call
Pen & Paper

SIMS
email

Pupils LMS
email
File Sharing
Social Media
Pigeon Holes

LMS
File Sharing
email

Parents email
Telephone
Pen & Paper
Social Media

Officials email
Telephone
Pen & Paper

Main communication form underlined; hatched cells: unknown
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and media files with selected others (course, class, special groups or 
school-wide). The number and variety of accounts is limited by the 
administrators according to the school’s policy. In SIMS and LMS, 
depending on the visited school, grades and behavioural notes concern-
ing the pupils are accessible by parents. Additionally, general information 
can be spread through the systems. Registered accounts assure that espe-
cially grades and behavioural notes are only accessible by the responsible 
parents. LMS allow teacher–pupil communication (both ways), including 
the exchange of materials, which makes them a substitute for file sharing. 
SIMS are the second main source for communication between teachers 
as they cover different areas of within-school organization (decision sup-
port, budget, grades, behaviour) with connection to the group call sys-
tems. Parents and officials get in touch with teachers mostly via email, 
but parents especially also use phones to contact the school or selected 
teachers. There is also a regular paper exchange between schools/parents 
and officials (Table 13.4).

The same matrix was developed for the German schools. The  variety 
of used media is significantly lower. The most used tools are private 
email addresses and pen and paper. Email is used in all sender–receiver 
 combinations. Both visited schools use a SIS for the communication 
purposes between teachers. SIS contain many components of the SIMS 
in English schools, with the exclusion of some management applica-
tions like budgeting and facility management. Only one of the two SIS 
includes a pupil management (grades and attendance) with a link to 
the state-wide pupil database. Both schools use the system for commu-
nication among teachers about everyday school life, to organize a sub-
ject or help the principal to distribute certain information and directives  

Table 13.4 Media ensemble and actor constellation in German schools
From/to Teacher Pupils Parents Officials

Teacher email (private)
Pen & paper
SIS
LMS
File Sharing

email (private)
Social Media
LMS

email (private)
Pen & paper

email (official)

Pupils email (private)
Social Media
LMS

Parents email (private)

Officials Pen & paper

Main communication form underlined; hatched cells: unknown
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(e.g. changes in the curriculum) among the teachers. Some teachers also 
use an LMS to distribute information among each other. File sharing is 
another important means of communication, but not that relevant as in 
English schools. Many teachers use email to exchange files. Some network 
drives can only be accessed within the school network. Some teachers 
use cloud storage (e.g. Dropbox) for file sharing. Teachers also use social 
media (mainly Facebook) to communicate with pupils. The fragmentary 
ICT equipment in both schools may be the reason for the less intense use 
of LMS as they also offer the possibility to use them from home.

The two matrices show similarities and differences among the 
cross-national comparison. Email has a much stronger official char-
acter in England than in Germany. In Germany, non-digital media 
is still very widespread, especially in combination with pigeon holes. 
Communication in England is more mediatized and standardized.

13.4.4  The Relation Between Communicative Practices and the 
School’s Media Ensemble

After mapping the actor constellation and the media ensemble into a 
matrix, it became clear that the cross-national differences also lead to 
different communicative practices. We began to find an aggregated 
description of communicative practices in relation to the existing media, 
by characterizing it as either selective or public. Public information or 
communication can be accessed by almost everyone. On the other hand, 
selective communication can only be accessed by formerly chosen receiv-
ers (teachers, pupils, groups). Additionally, it became obvious that the 
media ensemble affords communicative practices in different situations 
and for different purposes. The main differentiation was between con-
trol and monitoring and exchange and information. The former is used 
for school management like grades, attendance or other topics concern-
ing pupils. The latter is information about school life, dates and other 
announcements. In Fig. 13.1, both the selectivity and the purposes are 
displayed in a coordinate system for English schools only. This allows us 
to map the two subjects precisely. Some media may serve multiple com-
municative practices and may be mapped multiple times.

Communication via social media must be split up into sub-groups. 
Three providers were mentioned during the group discussions. Facebook 
groups are mainly used for the communication between teachers and 
pupils. The groups establish a restricted communication area which 
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is usually limited to classes or courses. The main focus is on questions 
about homework or class-related topics. The closed user group makes 
the communication selective. The other two mentioned providers are 
Twitter and Vine. Both services are used by teachers for sharing infor-
mation with parents. Vine especially is used regularly at Beaumonde 
Academy. The teachers upload small videos during class trips, which 
allows parents at home to stay informed. Twitter is used to publish infor-
mation and results. Both services are focused on the public sphere and 
offer information:

The first time we used it was on a (.) school trip that we run, erm it’s a 
sports (out) sports trip (.) erm as part of (.) erm the PE department run 
but it’s an open sports trip (.) and the initial usage of was about commu-
nicating with the parents a little bit more openly (.) so that they can see 
what the kids are up to, they know that we’ve arrived safely (.) things like 
that (.) and it was just a more instantaneous way of us doing it (…) I also 
use erm (.) an accompaniment to Twitter (.) erm is Vine (.) which is three-
seco- er six-second videos (.) erm (.) and this one we use (.) this one we 
use to give snippets of what we’re up to in the department (.) so parents 
and students can see little snippets of their work, of their kids’ work (…) 
(teacher group discussion at Beaumonde Academy)

The communication and exchange within an LMS can be seen as similar 
as those within Facebook groups. LMS also offer testing and feedback 
options within internal groups. The focus is on control and monitoring. 
The test can be done within computer labs, at home or any other situ-
ation where pupils have access to the LMS. The feedback can be indi-
vidual (selective) or public to the other members of the group. The 
main purpose of SIMS is to monitor pupils’ performance and to con-
trol their learning process. This information is strictly selective and can 
usually only be accessed by the teachers, other teachers of that class and 
teachers in superior positions. The pupil-related data can be uploaded in 
an aggregated form to OFSTED and are later publicly available via the 
OFSTED homepage. Pupil-related data can also be accessed by parents. 
In cases of non-attendance or other incidents, parents can be informed 
via short message service (SMS) or a predefined voice message. Both 
communication media are strictly selective but more focused on informa-
tion. The LMS of the Whitefall Secondary School also offers a login for 
parents to access pupils’ grades and homework.
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Besides email, SIMS and LMS, groupware systems are the fourth 
main group that support teachers’ communication. The systems offer 
extended collaboration detached from time and space. The main focus in 
schools was on communication and coordination and the main services 
were shared calendars and the possibility to invite other teachers and 
organize events. Shared calendars and the organization of events are seen 
more selectively than public ones (owing to restricted access) and focus 
on exchange and information.

File sharing between teachers and pupils is also organized via shared 
hard drives within the school network or by cloud storage. It is regarded as 
more public than selective as the access to these data may be restricted to 
classes, courses or groups but access may only be granted by administrators. 
The uploaded data has informative content. Teachers share more sensitive 
and selective information via SIMS and email among each other. Sensitive 
data between pupils and teachers (homework, tests) is handled via email or 
LMS. Sensitive content between teachers (grades, behaviour, etc.) is han-
dled via SIMS, sensitive digital communication between teachers and pupils 
is handled via LMS and via face-to-face communication.

All the schools we visited had websites to improve their public image. 
As websites are public, they do not contain sensitive information. The 
focus is not totally public as only interested persons (e.g. parents) access 
the site. In the social networks Twitter and Vine, uninvolved persons 
may receive the information by simply clicking through tweets or vid-
eos or because someone ‘retweeted’ a tweet of a school account. This 
makes them more public than websites, although tweets and videos are 
sorted by an algorithm. The published OSTED data is freely available. 
It offers aggregated school data and is also only visited by interested per-
sons. Nevertheless, schools use this data to promote themselves and their 
success (Fig. 13.2).

German schools have some similarities but are actually quite differ-
ent. First, the media ensemble has fewer varieties. Second, the control 
and monitoring processes can be neglected. One reason might be the 
less reliable ICT infrastructure. But more relevant are communicative 
practices as well as organizational structures and policies. German teach-
ers organize their lessons individually and independently. Only aggre-
gated grades have to be reported at the end of the school term. During 
parent visits, grades might be discussed with parents. The LMS of the 
Bergschule includes a grade module; but only a few teachers use it regu-
larly. The majority log on a month before the end of school term to type 
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in the final grades. Teachers do not have the possibility nor responsibility 
to enter data during or after each lesson as there is no computer avail-
able. Attendances and other occurrences are entered into a paper-based 
class register.

Paper-based communication media are used more extensively than 
in English schools—first because of the relevance of pigeon holes, as 
described above. Postal letters are still important to communicate with 
parents. Teachers usually do not send emails to parents but use printed 
letters with information about school dates (tours, parents’ evenings, 
etc.) for the pupils to hand over at home.

Private emails and social media are used selectively and mainly for 
sharing information. Owing to legal constraints, the usage of private 
email addresses is unacknowledged, but this is sometimes the only way to 
reach other teachers in bigger schools. Although illegal, Facebook is used 
to inform pupils about urgent matters:

(…) it was about a changed date and she [other teacher, note] said, she 
will post that information in Facebook that all pupils can see that (.) 
(teacher interview at Bergschule)

Fig. 13.2 Relation of communicative practices and media ensemble in German 
schools



334  A. BREITER AND A.H. RUHE

This also applies to cloud storage, which is used very selectively among 
smaller groups of teachers. The Waldschule uses the LMS as an official 
shared storage. The usability and overview of the available data is limited:

The whole thing [LMS, note] is not intuitive. – (…) it’s tricky. (teacher 
group discussion ‘Lärche’ at Waldschule)

The network in the Bergschule is accessible from every computer within 
the school, but not from home. This hinders teachers and pupils from 
actively using it. In both German schools, the main fact is that the 
incomplete and old ICT equipment hinders a more intense usage.

The main difference between Germany and England is the more 
intense usage of control and monitoring purposes in English schools. 
SIMS fit this purpose very well. The strong focus of control and monitor-
ing is strongly determined by the educational governance of England. In 
both countries, digital media allow teachers and staff to be very selective as 
regards who should be the receivers of their communication. This shows 
that choosing the right media out of the available media ensemble that 
relates to the communicative practices is a key competence for teachers.

13.5  concluSIon

Our empirical study in two German and three English schools show some 
interesting similarities as well as large differences. If we assume that the 
frame of relevance of any school in a state school system is to provide 
good education and equal opportunities, the underlying administrative 
processes might vary according to the governance structures. The actor 
constellation is similar, although administrative staff in English schools 
have different responsibilities compared with their German counterparts. 
The media environment in both countries is comparable, although there 
are differences in the appropriation of social media. This applies especially 
to the usage of Twitter, which is much more common in the UK than 
in Germany. Communicative practices vary significantly and especially 
regarding the media ensemble of the school. As we show, the core system 
of communication in English schools comprises management information 
systems such as SIMS. Although we selected schools in Germany with an 
existing LMS in place, the role of this medium within the media ensem-
ble is rather low. What are the reasons for such different developments? 
As indicated in the beginning, the role of governance structures is often 
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underestimated in the appropriation of media and its related communi-
cative practices. There is significantly more pressure within the English 
system owing to decentralization and, as a necessary side effect, account-
ability. Management principles such as new public management are far 
more widespread and at the centre of the English school system than so 
far in Germany. There is a kind of ‘data culture’ that embraces school 
rankings and data-based decision-making and the legal framework condi-
tions alike. In all schools, the most challenging decision for teachers is to 
use the best suitable communication tool in the currently given context 
and based on the opposite communication partner(s). All schools offer a 
wide media ensemble for addressing colleagues. Parents expect public data 
and a higher degree of transparency. This is represented in the school’s 
media ensemble. Furthermore, the right form (formal versus informal, 
selective versus open) has to be chosen. This applies especially to German 
schools, as privacy laws and policies usually prohibit a number of media-
related communication practices. All in all, this is reflected in different 
communicative figurations which construct the school as an organization.
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