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Chapter 9
Diverging Perspectives on “Integration” 
in the Vocational Education System: 
Evidence from an East German Periphery

Birgit Glorius and Anne-Christin Schondelmayer

9.1 � Introduction

In 2015, around 890,000 asylum seekers reached Germany, the majority of them 
aged 25 and younger (BMI 2016: 15). Among them, there were a large number of 
children and adolescents under 18 who had the fundamental right to receive (and 
also the duty to attend) school education. Due to years of war in their home coun-
tries or a poor educational system, many of them had received limited years of 
schooling and thus lagged behind their age peers in Germany who had pursued a 
continuous educational biography. This is also true for the large groups of young 
adults under 25, who could not finish their degree programmes in their home coun-
tries and now needed opportunities to catch up. This chapter presents results from 
an empirical case study carried out in 2016 in two vocational schools in a remote, 
rural district of East Germany. During the last decades, the region had experienced 
population losses rather than net migration, and there were few experiences with the 
integration of foreigners. Even though theoretical knowledge and concepts existed, 
they were not embedded in the actual experience of teachers and headteachers.

Our research aimed to evaluate the practical implementation of a programme for 
continuous language education, which had been used for the integration of migrant 
children for a long time. However, its implementation with a group of young refu-
gees who entered the German school system at the ages of 14–17 was rather novel. 
During the year of our research, we accompanied stakeholders who collected and 
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reflected upon first experiences, and observed the development of structures and 
regulations for this educational field and this specific group. In this chapter, we will 
first show how the implementation and outcome of the concept is linked to the inter-
pretation of stakeholders on site, who are not always ready to apply conceptual 
approaches that were developed without consultation with them. Second, we will 
highlight that the definition of integration not only varies on an individual level, but 
that it is entangled with social positions and roles. Third, we will show how the 
specifics of the locality affect integration processes, taking into account regional 
characteristics like the shape of the labour market, population structures, and per-
ceptions of and public discourses on migration and asylum.

To tackle those aspects, we address the following guiding questions:

What idea of “integration” is present in the narration of the main stakeholders?
How is this interpretation framed?
How do varying interpretations of “integration” influence the practices of integration?

In order to address these questions, we will first elaborate upon the notion of 
“integration” from the perspective of various disciplines and their development 
(Sect. 9.2). Section 9.3 will address the policies and regulations for the education of 
migrant children and recent policy changes due to the arrival of refugees. Section 
9.4 discusses the regional settings of our case study, our research methodology and 
implementation, and Sect. 9.5 turns to the results of our case study, which are dis-
cussed and generalized within a wider explanatory frame in the final section (9.6).

9.2 � Perspectives on Integration and Its Implications 
for Educational Planning

The notion of “integration” has manifold meanings and interpretations, which vary 
throughout societal groups, professions, and over time. Generally speaking, integra-
tion means the connection of single parts within a system, like for example a social 
system. When all parts are connected with each other, the system can be understood 
as being a whole and can be identified by its clear delimitations with respect to other 
systems (Esser 2000). Following social theory, the differentiation between the sys-
temic level and the actors’ level is of crucial importance for understanding integra-
tion processes. While system integration, according to Lockwood (1964: 245), 
means “the orderly or conflictful relationships between the parts”, social integration 
characterizes “the orderly or conflictful relationships between the actors” of a social 
system. Social psychology uses the term integration for the description of inter-
group relations (Berry 1984). Pettigrew (1988) defines “integration” as “intergroup 
interaction that involves social processes that facilitate both intragroup integrity and 
intergroup relations” (Pettigrew 1988: 19). Both social theory and social psychol-
ogy stress the importance of social structures and human (individual or group) inter-
actions for the process of integration. More specifically, social theory distinguishes 
three main mechanisms of social integration:
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	1.	 culturation, which means that the actors need to acquire specific knowledge and 
competences (like language skills) to get into contact with other actors;

	2.	 placement, which means the assignment of a specific social position; and
	3.	 interaction, which means the mutual orientation of actors with the help of shared 

knowledge, symbols, daily communication and emotions.

Following the mechanisms of social integration, schools seem to be the ideal 
place for integration processes, as they offer knowledge and skills which are rele-
vant for integration, and provide an overall accepted social identity (as students) to 
their members, as well as opportunities for interaction in a shared environment.

In the context of migration, the term “integration” is frequently equated with 
“assimilation”, especially in political and public discourse (Bowskill et al. 2007, 
Hersi 2014), or when referring to specific aspects like culture and religion (see 
Schneider and Crul 2010:1145). This perspective is criticized from the field of peda-
gogics, because those framings of both assimilation and integration are based on the 
assumption of a deficient “other”, who can only enter a given structure by abandon-
ing his/her own norms, values and habits, and instead adopting the norms and values 
of the host society. It also denies ongoing societal changes, which result in a higher 
social divergence and the creation of new identities. The assimilation approach con-
ceptualizes the host society as a homogeneous entity, which is threatened by the 
addition of other, foreign cultures. Thus, already existing differences in the host 
society are neglected (Nohl 2010: 17ff). In this perspective, integration is a process 
of determining and distinguishing between the inside and the outside, the “we” and 
the “other”, or the “local” and the “stranger” (Riegel 2009: 24), and therefore con-
tributes to a process of exclusive identification and essentialization.

Taking a transatlantic comparative perspective on discourses and processes of 
migration and integration, Schneider and Crul (2010) point to the varying interpre-
tation of the terms “assimilation” and “integration” in the US and Europe. In the 
US, the term assimilation refers to the idea that all groups of immigrants and their 
offspring can become similar (“the mainstream”), which basically means to be 
incorporated into a dynamically developing system (like the immigrant society of 
the nineteenth and early twentieth century). “Studying ‘successful ‘assimilation’ 
thus has mainly meant to measure the degree of incorporation into patterns of eco-
nomic and social ‘success’” (Schneider and Crul 2010: 1144). In the European con-
text, on the other hand, this dynamic and inclusionary perspective of “assimilation”, 
especially in terms of economic performance, is often overlooked. “European ‘inte-
gration’ predominantly carries the implicit ideal of (a minimum degree of) cultural 
homogeneity especially referring to language as a prerequisite for social cohesion” 
(ibd.) Also, Schneider and Crul (2010) highlight the different traditions of social 
politics in the US and Europe. While in the US a neoliberal economy with low regu-
latory influences and a high self-determination of the individual prevails, the 
(Western) European context is especially characterized by a strong welfare state 
with a high number of regulations and specific policies aiming to overcome group 
inequalities and integrate strangers. In this framing, the term “integration” fits 
better, as it more explicitly includes structural aspects of incorporation into society 
than “assimilation” (ibd.: 1145).
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Since the late twentieth century, the transnational paradigm in migration research 
challenges the traditional approaches of migration and integration. The term “trans-
nationalism” reflects migrants’ lived realities, which are characterized by the expan-
sion of their individual reference frame and social relations beyond borders, thus 
creating a transnational social space (Pries 1996). These processes cannot be ade-
quately addresses by dualistic models of inclusion and exclusion, such as in tradi-
tional assimilationist approaches. Pries (2003: 32) therefore suggests an expanded 
model of social incorporation as an open-ended social process of economic, cul-
tural, political and social interdependence for migrants at the local, regional, 
national and transnational levels. In the context of ongoing globalization and a mul-
titude of migration processes, he argues, nation states cannot uphold models of 
homogenization or dominant integration paradigms any more, but should prepare 
for flexible processes and results of incorporation (ibd.: 33, see also Treibel 1999: 
151). Incorporation in this sense entails the negotiation of self-perceptions and 
external perceptions, which requires a certain level of openness from all actors 
involved. This is in line with the post-migration paradigm, which points to societal 
negotiation processes that acknowledge the (irreversible) realities of immigration 
countries with high levels of diversity and the concomitant necessity to adapt regu-
latory structures, institutions and political cultures to those new realities (Foroutan 
2015). However, the post-migration paradigm is more radical in challenging the 
conventional understanding of migration and in problematizing racist practices. In 
relation to educational issues, the turn towards open-ended modes of incorporation 
would involve a change of perspectives: Rather than asking how students need to 
adapt to an educational system, we would have to explore the adaptation of schools 
to respond to the individuality and resources of their students. This perspective 
brings the notion of “inclusion” to the fore—an educational approach that aims to 
acknowledge differing but equal ways of life on the basis of formal regulations and 
structural adaptations (Georgi 2015: 26). The notion of inclusion thus also implies 
the acknowledgement of diversity.

9.3 � The Positioning of Foreign and Asylum-Seeking Students 
in the German Educational System

9.3.1 � Development of “Foreigner Education” in Germany

The German educational system is traditionally constituted as a monolingual school 
system and is associated with a homogeneous and monolingual nation-state concept 
(Gogolin 2010: 303).1 Questions of migration, social plurality and multilingualism 
were considered rather late in educational planning and politics. It was not until 

1 In Germany, the governance of education is organized on the level of the 16 states, which results 
in a considerable variation regarding educational trajectories and school types. A good overview 
can be found at https://www.schulsystem.info/bildungssystem.html

B. Glorius and A.-C. Schondelmayer

https://www.schulsystem.info/bildungssystem.html


183

1964 that the compulsory education regulation was extended to foreign children, 
even though many children of the so-called “guest workers” already lived in West 
Germany, and it took many more years until the specifics of educating children with 
foreign backgrounds and non-native German speakers were seriously considered in 
the educational planning process (Herwartz-Emden 2007: 12). At the end of the 
1960s, preparatory classes for foreigners were established in West Germany, fol-
lowed by curricular developments for German as a second language, but also for the 
support of the children’s native language, which was mainly constituted as a prepa-
ration for the anticipated return of guest workers and their families to their country 
of origin (Baur et al. 2004: 162). During the 1980s and 1990s, as a reaction to the 
numerous arrivals of ethnic German repatriates (“Spätaussiedler”) and their off-
spring, differentiated curricula were developed for German as a second language. 
These curricula also established measures for labour market orientation and prepa-
ration, as well as issues of general social integration (Kühn and Gawlick 1994). In 
what was then the German Democratic Republic (GDR), however, specific integra-
tion programmes for migrant children were not provided. After the re-unification, 
most East German states adopted the West German system of stepwise integration 
and installed integration classes for migrant children. In the 2000s, all federal states 
harmonized educational planning processes in this regard and developed curricula 
for German as a second language, and corresponding training programmes for 
teachers. However, the development of an educational infrastructure for foreign 
minors and adults varied due to the differing shares of foreigners and changing 
migration processes. This is especially true for the East German states, which have 
a significantly lower share of population with a migration background than West 
German states (6.8 vs. 26.5% in 2017) (StBA 2018). While in the 1990s a consider-
able infrastructure was established for the education of ethnic Germans and other 
migrants, this infrastructure was dismantled during the 2000s due to reduced arrival 
numbers of “Spätaussiedler” and asylum seekers (see Glorius 2008: 87f).

9.3.2 � Organizational Aspects of the German School System 
and the Placement of Migrant Children

In general, the German school system provides 9–10  years (depending on state 
laws) of compulsory full-time education, followed by compulsory vocational edu-
cation, which terminates when 12 years of schooling have been reached or when the 
student turns 18. Above the age of 18, students have the right to continue schooling 
in order to complete their secondary education, either in a “Gymnasium” which 
terminates with the university entrance exam, or in a vocational school, which offers 
general and specialized education, usually accompanied by a vocational traineeship 
(Fig. 9.1).

Migrant children have the same rights and obligations as non-migrant children. 
They receive special support to develop German language skills, mostly via prepa-
ratory classes. From there, children can gradually switch to the regular classes as 
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Fig. 9.1  Structure of the German educational system. (Source: HowtoGermany, at https://www.
howtogermany.com/pages/germanschools.html)

soon as their language competencies are sufficient (Mercator-Institut 2015: 44ff). 
The success of this integration path is – among other factors – dependent on the 
educational age of migrant children. While children who arrive at elementary school 
age (6–9) have good opportunities to catch up, the situation of children who start at 
a later educational age is more difficult, as the German school system in most states 
starts with differentiated educational tracks at the age of 10 (see Fig. 9.1). Thus, 
most immigrant children at secondary school age are allocated to a secondary 
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school that prepares for a minor educational exam (age 15 or 16 – after 9 or 10 years 
of schooling) rather than being enrolled at secondary schools preparing for the uni-
versity entrance exam (age 18, after 12–13 years of schooling). As a consequence, 
children who arrive at the ages of 15 or 16 – especially those with interrupted edu-
cational biographies – are unlikely to learn German and integrate into the regular 
classes until tenth grade, and thus often leave secondary school without a secondary 
certificate.

Preparatory classes at vocational schools focus on 16- to 18-year-old students, 
who are perceived to be too old to integrate in regular secondary school classes. The 
1-year preparatory programmes at vocational schools serve two goals: (1) they pro-
vide full-time education so that minors can fulfil their compulsory school education; 
and (2) they not only offer intensive German lessons but also a first orientation in 
the German labour market system, for example vocational education programmes. 
A vocational apprenticeship provides training on the job on the basis of a work 
contract with a specific employer. Parallel to this, trainees receive part-time educa-
tion in a vocational school in order to prepare for the Chamber of Commerce exams 
after the termination of their 2–3 year apprenticeship.

9.3.3 � Education for Refugee Students – Quantitative 
Development and Qualitative Results

Regarding asylum-seeking children, federal education laws follow the EU Reception 
Directive 2013/33/EU (in particular Article 14 (2)), which determines that access to 
the educational system must be granted no later than 3 months after an application 
for international protection has been made. Also, minors must be offered prepara-
tory and language courses. The implementation of this directive is handled differ-
ently in the German states. For pragmatic reasons, allocation to a school only starts 
after a minor has left the first reception centre and has been allocated to a municipal-
ity, where they live during the asylum application process (Mercator Institut 
2015: 37).

After years of rather moderate immigration to Germany and declining numbers 
of immigrant children requiring preparatory education, immigration numbers started 
to increase in 2007, due to increasing inner-European mobility and the arrival of 
refugees. And then, in 2015, Germany had 2.14 million arrivals, among them around 
890,000 asylum seekers. Regarded by age groups, children and young adults under 
25 were the highest share: 42.9% of all immigrants, and 55.9% of all asylum seekers 
(those who submitted an asylum application) (BAMF 2016: 21f). This high increase 
of young immigrants resulted in a rapid expansion of preparatory classes. In the state 
of Saxony where our case study is located, the number of students in preparatory 
classes more than doubled from 3751 to 7531 during the winter term 2015–2016, 
and the number of preparatory classes increased from 290 at the beginning of the 
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school year to 469 in March 2016, of which 189 classes were located in elementary 
schools, 151 in secondary schools and 122 in vocational schools (Kelch 2016).

Between 2014 and 2018, a large amount of instantaneous research was carried 
out, delivering a first overview of major problems and issues at stake regarding the 
educational integration of asylum seeking students of higher age. A number of stud-
ies criticise the curricula for adolescent refugee students in vocational schools, 
which are mainly oriented towards language acquisition rather than general educa-
tional content, and thus leave the students ill prepared for vocational training or 
labour market integration (Gag and Schroeder 2014, Heinrichs et al. 2016, Paulsen 
et al. 2016, Vogel and Stock 2017). This is also reflected by labour market actors 
such as the Bavarian Industry Association, who assert that current preparatory train-
ing in vocational schools for refugee students is inadequate (vbw 2016: 242). A 
study from Hamburg shows how vocational schools struggle with unsuitable curri-
cula for the vocational schooling of refugees and plea for educational approaches 
that are better connected to the social environment of the students (Gag and 
Schroeder 2014: 30).

One reason for those narrowed curricula is found in the organisation of foreigner 
education as such, which views preparatory language classes as a starting point, fol-
lowed by stepwise integration into ordinary classes. However, as adolescent refu-
gees can only be enrolled in schools for a limited time, due to age restrictions, they 
rarely reach the point of integration into ordinary classes with a regular curriculum. 
“While student interviews show that they appreciate the welcoming atmosphere and 
individualised attention in preparatory German classes, they also indicate that they 
miss ‘real’ school where they can learn subjects” (Vogel and Stock 2017: 24). Bauer 
and Schreyer (2016) therefore suggest a prolongation of educational opportunities 
above compulsory school age.

Several studies stress the significance of social contact among age peers with and 
without refugee backgrounds for integration success and overall well-being (Gurski 
and Rother 2018, Metzner et  al. 2018). A study among refugee students in North 
Rhine-Westphalia showed that those students who were able to establish contacts with 
Germans outside the classroom had fewer difficulties integrating in class than those 
without contacts (Gurski and Rother 2018: 179). A study from a vocational school in 
Lower Saxony revealed that students who had continuous contact with German peers 
of the same age group and who were able to establish social bonds within their neigh-
bourhood showed much higher life satisfaction (Behrensen 2007: 53).

Organisational issues are also touched upon in the recent studies, due to the mul-
titude of actors in the field of asylum and education. Among other issues, long com-
muting distances from refugee accommodation facilities to schools (especially in 
rural regions), forced secondary mobility of refugee students resulting in 
re-allocation to other schools, as well as general uncertainties regarding residency 
and work permits for refugees, are mentioned as obstacles towards long-term inte-
gration. However, there is a great interest in integrating refugees in vocational pro-
grammes, notably in regions which are lacking a qualified labour force (Speer and 
Klaus 2015, Braun and Simons 2016, Scheiermann and Walther 2016). Furthermore, 
Heinrichs et al. (2016: 235) found problems with different cultural ideas as well as 
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racism and rejection, and stressed the important role of headteachers in paving the 
way towards systemic integration of refugee classes in the vocational schools.

Wrapping up this section, we can say that in Germany’s educational integration 
there has been a traditional focus on language proficiency, based on a perception of 
a linguistically homogeneous nation state. Regarding the layout of the educational 
system, there is a large and sometimes confusing variety of school types, educa-
tional programmes and regulations, which are due to the federal organisation of the 
state. It is obvious that the rapid increase of refugees of educational age, notably 
those near adolescence, challenged the existing approaches of system integration, 
which only proved partly ready to cope with the number and the needs of the 
migrants.

While this overview of existing studies has highlighted general problems, our 
case study will give deeper insight into the complexity of approaches, practices, and 
perceptions of integration.

9.4 � Case Study Background and Research Methodology

9.4.1 � Case Study Background

Our case study was carried out in two vocational schools in the county of 
Erzgebirgskreis, a peripheral, mountainous area on the border with the Czech 
Republic. Due to its rural and mountainous features, the region is sparsely popu-
lated: 347,665 inhabitants live in an area of 1827.9 km2. There are 61 municipali-
ties, the largest being the county capital Annaberg-Buchholz with 20,426 inhabitants. 
There are six other towns with populations of between 11,000 and 18,000 inhabit-
ants; the other municipalities are rather small, scattered settlements with poor pub-
lic infrastructure, especially in terms of public transport. Like many other peripheral 
regions, the county of Erzgebirgskreis has suffered from population losses for 
decades. Especially younger adults leave the region in order to attend university or 
to settle in larger agglomerations, which are perceived as more attractive. However, 
the region is economically quite strong: it has a historic tradition of mining which 
laid the foundation for many other industrial sectors, such as manufacturing. In 
2013, the county had 5000 small and medium-sized companies and 108,625 
employees; unemployment is low, and in June 2016 there were more than 2600 
open job positions. Regarding further demographic development of the county, 
there are serious concerns about the availability of a skilled labour force in the near 
future (Wirtschaftsförderung Erzgebirge 2014: 35). Accordingly, the recruitment of 
skilled workers, in particular in the context of vocational training, has a great sig-
nificance for the future development of the region.

Due to population decline in the county and general restructuring processes fol-
lowing German re-unification, the structure of the public administration and the 
educational infrastructure has been reorganized several times. The county of 
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“Erzgebirgskreis” was formed in 2008 by the fusion of four former (and smaller) 
counties. Also the system of state schools was reorganized several times, as a reac-
tion to declining student numbers, but also due to changes in the economic structure 
which translated into students’ vocational choices. At the time of writing (2018), 
there are three vocational schools, which are each scattered over several locations 
(as they served as independent schools in former times). Our two case study schools 
operate at five locations at a distance of between 20 and 45 km from each other, 
which constitutes a significant burden for the daily organization of lessons.

While the migration balance of the German population in Erzgebirgskreis has 
been negative for years, the number of foreigners has shown net gains since 2013. 
Foreigners also contribute positively to the age balance: in 2015, 37% of the dis-
trict’s foreign population was younger than 25, and only 4% were 60 years or older. 
From 2014 to 2015, the number of foreign children under 15 years old and adoles-
cents between 15 and 25 years old doubled, mainly due to the arrival of asylum 
seekers in the county.

The extraordinary dynamics of international immigration are also reflected in 
changes in the duration of residency: While in 2013, 16% of foreigners had resided 
less than 1 year in Erzgebirgskreis and 22% between 1 and 4 years, in 2015 these 
shares increased to 40.5% and 24.6%, respectively. Those dynamics already shed 
light on the major challenges regarding the organizational aspects of education. 
Furthermore, as data from February 2015 suggests, asylum seekers were widely 
distributed across the county and resided in 39 of the 61 municipalities. For refugees 
who attended classes at the vocational schools, this meant sometimes extraordi-
narily long and strenuous commutes on public buses.

9.4.2 � Research Methodology

Our study took place throughout 2016 and mainly reflects the school year 
2015–2016, which was strongly influenced by the large numbers of arrivals during 
the summer of 2015 and concomitant reactions. During our research, new prepara-
tory classes were formed, new teachers were engaged, new problems emerged and 
a number of sometimes contradictory regulations came into force. Our study was 
commissioned by the State Ministry of Culture and aimed to evaluate the educa-
tional practices in the preparatory classes focusing on the process of teaching and 
studying German. As the former curricula for preparatory classes aimed at children 
and younger students, our evaluation was meant to bring about suggestions of how 
to adapt the curriculum to the needs of more adolescent students.

Our research sites were suggested by our contractors. Both vocational schools 
had large and scattered campuses and offered a large variety of educational and 
vocational degrees,2 most of them as part-time classes. One school had 954 stu-

2 For example in bakery, gastronomy, metal construction, automotive electronics or sanitary 
installation.
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dents, among them 53 asylum-seeking students in preparatory classes; the other had 
1717, among them 73 asylum-seeking students, mainly from Afghanistan, Eritrea, 
Syria and Kosovo. During the year of our research, the number of asylum seeking 
students increased to 72 and 108, respectively, and there was a relatively high fluc-
tuation among the students, due to changing statuses in the asylum application pro-
cess, opening and closing of group accommodation facilities, or changing regulations 
that excluded students older than 18 from the lessons. One of the school campuses 
operated a boarding house for unaccompanied minor asylum seekers who attended 
the preparatory class on campus.

We started our research in February 2016 with field visits to both campuses and 
informal talks with the staff. Between February and June 2016 we carried out 11 
expert interviews with the headteacher and teachers on both campuses, as well as 
six interviews with representatives of the school authority and other relevant 
stakeholders. For the expert interviews, we used an interview guideline that 
addressed the status quo of integration practices, success factors and difficulties, 
and left room for specific aspects that were of relevance for the interviewees. 
Furthermore, we attended lessons of the preparatory classes and a social event on 
campus and carried out participant observation, three group discussions and three 
guided interviews (in English and German) with the refugee students. Group dis-
cussions with the refugee students followed a participatory approach and were 
supported by visualizing tools in order to bridge language difficulties (see Fig. 9.2). 
During the sessions, the students were asked to evaluate their school programme 
with respect to structures, content, interaction with teachers and social aspects. 
Furthermore, we motivated them to thematise their future career aspirations, tak-
ing into account relevant framing factors such as status determination and second-
ary mobility for the purpose of family reunification. All interviews were taped and 
transcribed, and the informal talks and participant observations were documented 
in a research diary.

Our analysis followed the documentary method by Karl Mannheim, which has 
its foundations in the sociology of knowledge and praxeological approaches 
(Przyborski and Wohlrab-Sahr 2014). It aims to reconstruct collective orientations 
and the “modus operandi” of a specific field of action, which can be extracted dur-
ing the interpretation process (Bohnsack et al. 2010). First, the topical sequences of 
each transcript were documented. In a second step, relevant passages for interpreta-
tion were selected. Those passages were reformulated in order to reveal the inherent 
meaning of what had been said. The next step entailed reflective interpretation, 
which aimed to uncover the action orientation embedded in the narration. In par-
ticular, this involved the explanation of the frameworks of orientations and habitus 
formations. One strategy of interpretation was to search for the limits and 
opportunities for action and to assess the potential for action from the perspective of 
the interviewees. By contrasting those action orientations and action potentials, col-
lective orientations as well as diverging orientations and practices and their substan-
tiation came to the fore.

9  Diverging Perspectives on “Integration” in the Vocational Education System…
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Fig. 9.2  Visualization tool for in-class evaluation. (Source: author’s photo)

9.5 � Results

From the perspectives of the interviewed groups of actors, we can differentiate three 
perspectives on integration: headteachers and school authorities focus on organiza-
tional aspects, teachers concentrate on language and classroom situations, while the 
students highlight aspects of social integration on and off campus.
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9.5.1 � Integration as an Organizational Challenge

From an organizational point of view, the integration of asylum-seeking students in 
2015 was a new coordination task for the respective schools and was, at the time of 
our study, still under development. From the perspective of the school authorities, 
the formation of those preparatory classes and their integration into the structure of 
the school was the main integration task

because, integration, in my understanding, not only means participation of individual stu-
dents at the regular lessons, but it means integrating a class within the school system. 
(Representative of Regional School Authority, interviewed 12/02/2016, lines 13–18)

The headteachers of the vocational schools mainly focused on material issues in the 
preparation of those new classes, such as buying school books and dictionaries, as 
well as special equipment for the practical lessons, for example safety goggles for 
the welding shop. Possible consequences for the existing staff and students, such as 
xenophobic reactions or conflicts about scarce resources, were barely considered. 
Thus, the preparations did not include the school as a whole. It was not considered 
to unite the staff for the task of refugee integration, and likewise the German stu-
dents were not prepared for integrating their new peers.

Hence, the class teachers of preparatory classes reported being left alone with all 
integration issues that needed cooperation with the “regular” teachers. This con-
cerned for example the stepwise integration of refugee students in the practical les-
sons of “regular” classes (which was often refused by the instructors due to scarce 
capacities and the priority for trainees who were preparing for exams), the participa-
tion of refugees in internships (which required some extra engagement in terms of 
work permits or insurance, due to varying statuses), or practical questions regarding 
physical education (gender issues or lack of sports clothes). As a consequence, 
while the organization of systems integration was perceived as the duty of the head-
teacher, the social integration of the refugee students relied on the individual 
engagement of the preparatory classes’ teachers. They usually reached out to other 
individual teachers who they knew were responsive to their requests, whereas some 
other teachers refused to teach “foreigners” at all.

Then I take the path of least resistance and approach those colleagues who I know will 
make the effort to integrate them [the refugee students], because that’s not always easy. 
(preparatory class teacher, interviewed 08/02/2016, lines 613–615)

Some interviewees gave the impression that the preparatory classes’ teachers and 
their work was perceived as marginal and not the subject of joint efforts.

With the end of the school year approaching, the question of future steps became 
more pressing for both school representatives and refugee students. While the stu-
dents sometimes expressed very high educational goals and asked us researchers 
about possible pathways into university, teachers and representatives of the school 

9  Diverging Perspectives on “Integration” in the Vocational Education System…



192

authority were less optimistic about their future perspectives. They anticipated that, 
due to a lack of German language proficiency and general knowledge and skills, 
students would need further educational support to achieve a vocational degree. A 
number of problems were caused by the regulations for labour market access: for 
most apprenticeships, a secondary school certificate and a German language certifi-
cate are obligatory, neither of which were offered in the preparatory classes. This 
was also criticized by one teacher, who anticipated

that we are producing stockpiles, so to say: they have learned German, but then they cannot 
make anything out of it. (preparatory class teacher, interviewed 08/02/2016, lines 
1251–1252)

Also regulations concerning the access to secondary education constituted a bar-
rier for the continuation of refugee education: a number of orientation and prepara-
tory programmes which were designed for teenagers without a secondary certificate 
are linked to the compulsory school age, which means that students above the age 
of 18 are not eligible for them. This also affects the preparatory classes. During our 
research, due to increasing refugee numbers and capacities lagging behind, this 
regulation was enforced and students turning 18 were sometimes not allowed to 
complete the one-year programme. Instead, they were recommended to enrol in a 
language course as part of other integration measures offered by various actors such 
as the labour agency or the Federal Agency for Migration and Refugees. Again, this 
regulation—which was enforced at the beginning of the second term of 2015–2016—
was heavily criticized by the teachers in charge of the refugee students, as they saw 
their integration efforts as being in vain:

There were students who just started in February, and they all had to leave…. They were 
told to look for regular integration classes. But they are only eligible for those classes when 
their asylum application is accepted. Those who are in the asylum procedure, or who only 
have a toleration status, are not eligible for those classes. (preparatory class teacher, inter-
viewed 08/02/2016, lines 94–102)

Those asylum seekers who had sufficient knowledge of German after completing 
the preparatory class could look for an apprenticeship. At this point considerations 
of integration and the specifics of the region came to the fore. All interlocutors 
regarded the question of labour force development as essential for the further devel-
opment of the regional economy. In this respect, the young asylum seekers can be 
regarded as a resource. At the same time, the integration of young migrants in edu-
cation and the labour market is a central goal of the integration efforts. However, as 
the interviewees pointed out, this goal will only be achieved with great joint efforts 
from all relevant actors.

An actual example in this respect is the effort to introduce young people from the 
preparatory classes to the field of metalwork, since there is a strong demand for 
skilled workers in this area and accordingly a high motivation of the relevant actors 
to support the transition of the young asylum seekers into a dual education.
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We would like to attract them into metalwork, so that maybe one or two will later say they 
could imagine working in this field. Because that’s what is needed in Erzgebirge: they are 
all very eager and are looking for apprentices in metal techniques–there is a very high 
demand. (headteacher, interviewed 04/02/2016, lines 593–597)

A problem could arise if educational certificates that are necessary to start an 
apprenticeship are missing, but this problem was perceived as solvable if chambers 
of commerce and employers cooperate (e.g. by easing the formal entry require-
ments into a dual education). From the point of view of our interlocutors, direct 
contacts between young people and employers are crucial, and the development of 
those contacts should be supported by mediating actors.

Employer and apprentice have to find each other to make this work out. (representative of 
regional school authority, interviewed 12/02/2016, lines 214–217)

Theoretically, both vocational schools have broad networks in this respect, as 
they have contacts with most of the small and medium-sized firms in the region that 
take apprentices. However, our research revealed that neither the headteachers nor 
the teachers felt responsible for or perceived to have capacity to do this kind of 
mediating work, and there were no additional staff at the schools (such as social 
workers) who could take over this task.

9.5.2 � Language Acquisition as a Basis for Social Integration

As elaborated above, language plays a key role in the integration process, not only 
to reach educational goals, but also as a means for everyday communication, par-
ticipation and recognition. Thus, for refugee students and teachers, learning the 
German language is the most important goal, and sometimes the only one. The skill 
level of the students was described as heterogeneous, and this not only refers to 
German language skills, but also general skills and competences, which ranged 
between near university entrance certificate and illiteracy. This was a big challenge 
for the teachers, who needed to flexibly switch between the various skill levels, but 
it also imposed a burden on those students who were more advanced.

You cannot speed up learning a new language. And they know it, they always say ‘Step by 
step, slowly, slowly’. But some are learning quickly, and others more slowly. And those 
who learn easy, they are losing patience to listen to the others, who strive and want to speak, 
and they want to speak because they are faster. That’s really challenging. (preparatory class 
teacher, interviewed 07/04/2016, lines 243–261)

A further problem is the fluctuation of participants in the preparatory classes, as 
students are continuously allocated to the classes throughout the year, and some 
have to withdraw from class during the year, due to changing asylum statuses or the 
changing allocation of refugee housing. In the teachers’ perceptions, the goal to 
acquire enough German to start an apprenticeship after the end of the preparatory 
class will be rather difficult to achieve under these conditions.
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The teachers also anticipated a lack of opportunities to meet and enter into social 
interaction with German peers or Germans in general.

But how are they gonna do it? You don’t go out in the street and ask: ‘Do you want to have 
contact with me?’ ‘Contact’ is the favourite word of some students. But this only works in 
natural everyday situations. That’s why it’s so important to get them into an apprenticeship, 
to get them into a job, because that’s the only way it really works. Everything else is fake. 
(preparatory class teacher, interviewed 08/02/2016, lines 1212–1220)

However, the possibility to create opportunities for social interaction on campus 
were not used, and in some cases even restricted: The refugee students were edu-
cated separately to the German students, and also on campus there was a segregated 
situation, which culminated in different schedules for the breaks between lessons 
“to avoid conflicts”, as one of the headteachers stated.

9.5.3 � Challenges of Social Integration – The Students’ 
Perspective

What is the view of the students on their language class? We addressed this question 
during group discussion, supported by a visualization tool (Fig. 9.2).

All students assessed their language understanding during lessons as very good, 
and all said they enjoyed the lessons. However, there was a shared desire to learn 
more than just German. The students would have also liked to take further subjects 
such as mathematics, biology or history in order to complete their education. They 
were interested in history, geography and the political system of Germany and 
regretted that these were not subjects in their lessons. Considering their language 
competences outside the classroom, many were dissatisfied. One student stated that 
he would not dare to approach German age peers due to his poor language profi-
ciency. Ninety percent of the refugee students stated they never had any contact with 
German students, mainly due to the fact that they did not meet during classes. Many 
reported a feeling of isolation:

One problem is that we are all from Afghanistan or other countries. We want to study 
German with Germans, because this is good for our progress. That’s the only problem here, 
the rest is fine. (Student M., research diary of participant observation, 01/06/2016)

During our participant observation of a football match on campus, we asked the 
German students if they knew where the refugee team came from. No one identified 
them as fellow students from the same campus. This might be partly due to the spe-
cifics of a vocational school with mostly part-time students, so that there is no con-
tinuous presence of peers on campus. In any case, the segregated situation was not 
seen by the teachers or headteachers as a problem they should take care of.

As stated above, the possibility to conduct German conversations outside the 
classroom would strongly support language skills. Furthermore, everyday social 
contacts and participation opportunities for migrants are the basis for social integra-
tion and for them finding a place in their new surroundings. However, if we consider 
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the housing situation of the young students, it is clear that those opportunities are 
scarce. Some live with their families or in group accommodation in various munici-
palities of the county, while others live in the boarding house of the vocational 
school, directly on campus. Their daily life outside school is characterized by social 
isolation, reinforced by the fact that the public transport infrastructure is poor and 
there are no other means of transport for the students.

I have students from O. which is one full hour from the bus station. But they live on the 
outskirts, so that they have to take one more train or bus for half an hour. (…) We have a 
group accommodation for minors in L., that’s not that far from here, but the connection is 
really bad. From L. to P., then from P. to W., and so forth. They have to leave at 5.30 every 
morning. When I get up in the morning, I think ‘poor boys, they are already on the road.’ 
But still they arrive with a smile and are happy, that they can go to school. (preparatory class 
teacher, interviewed 08/02/2016, lines 339–359)

The distant accommodation not only makes the daily trip to school onerous, but 
generally impedes a self-determined life, in which the young people can orient 
themselves and interact with other young people. Also, the unresolved residence 
status and the sometimes unclear perspectives for long-term stay have a negative 
effect on social integration. Concerning the specific problems the asylum process 
imposes, there are no provisions in the rural area that are specific to this target group 
and their needs and interests. For example, there are neither lawyers working on 
asylum in the region, nor specialized counselling centres. In addition, the job centre 
is far away. Thus, many students plan to move to bigger towns or cities as soon as 
possible, as these offer more possibilities for employment, education and for social 
contacts with peers.

When I talked to A., he told us he was looking forward to moving to S-town tomorrow. He 
doesn’t like O-town, as he has no public transport ticket and is struck in the town. In S-town 
he will move in with a friend who is also from Syria. Here, in O-town, he is all alone. After 
moving to S-town, he will also be able to visit C-town more frequently, as it is much more 
accessible. He likes the town and he will get the opportunity to work in an Arabic restau-
rant. (research diary of participant observation, 01/06/2016)

A further obstacle to social integration in the region is xenophobia and racism, 
which affects the students directly. Students reported that people insulted them 
when riding on the public bus, and some even experienced physical attacks at their 
accommodation facilities. Some students perceive their classroom as a shelter, and 
they only go out in larger groups, because they fear being attacked. We were also 
told of rumours in the schools and of undifferentiated reports in the regional news-
papers, which address and partly also problematize the presence of refugees in the 
vocational school. However, the school staff did not actively oppose these xenopho-
bic activities. Those reactions and underlying attitudes of the local population were 
rather perceived as normal and unchangeable, as the following citation shows:

I also do field trips with larger groups even though we are being recognized on the bus and 
on the train and sometimes we annoy people. The students don’t do any harm, but if I am 
arriving with a group, and there are ten black students, who raise a lot of attention, then you 
experience just the normal life here, so sometimes you are harassed and shouted at. (prepa-
ratory class teacher, interviewed 08/02/2016, lines 930–935)
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9.6 � Discussion and Conclusion

The main aim of the research presented in this chapter was to investigate the role of 
the local in the field of educational integration in vocational schools in Germany. 
The significance of this field of research is highlighted with regards to the age struc-
ture of refugees, who are mainly younger than 25 and often have not finalized their 
education in their home countries. In order to find a way into the German labour 
market, not only language knowledge, but also knowledge about the specifics of the 
labour market and the German education system are necessary. From the perspec-
tive of state actors, vocational schools are a preferable environment in this respect, 
as they focus on the acquisition of practical skills, and are more easily accessible 
than academic education, given refugees’ limited knowledge of German. With the 
choice of our case study, we also wanted to highlight the relevance of contextual 
factors, namely the geographical setting, the social and economic situation, and the 
history of the case study site, notably with respect to migration issues. Additionally, 
we wanted to highlight the connectivity of policies, practices and discourses in our 
field of research.

In our analysis, we were guided by research questions that focused on the very 
meaning and contextualization of the term “integration”, as we assumed that the 
individual and collective framing of this term strongly influences concrete practices 
of integration. From our own understanding, we followed the general outlines of the 
term “integration” from social theory, which differentiates between systems and 
social integration with its main aspects of culturation, placement and interaction, 
but we also integrated the perspectives of transnational and post-migration 
approaches, which stress the intercultural and anti-racist aspects of immigrant 
incorporation.

Considering the interpretation of “integration” in the understanding of the main 
stakeholders in the field like headteachers and school authorities, we clearly identi-
fied the priority of systems integration, meaning the implementation of preparatory 
classes, based on the guidelines and regulations of the authorities. The authorities’ 
engagement mainly entailed organizational tasks and showed a segmented under-
standing of integration as giving a formal frame in terms of physical settings (class-
rooms), devices (dictionaries etc.), personnel (teachers) and time (school schedule), 
rather than taking the perspective of the individual and his or her needs from a more 
holistic perspective. This interpretation and these practices can be comprehended 
from the professional role of the stakeholders as public servants in a segmented 
culture of planning, and corresponds to their general professional role. However, it 
hinders focussing on the long-term integration of the refugee students and possible 
integration paths, such as arranging internships or further pre-employment mea-
sures. The respondents did not feel responsible in this respect, but rather awaited 
necessary system adjustments. Such adjustments would come too late for the refu-
gee students from 2015–2016.
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The perspective of the teachers, on the other hand, is guided by their role as lan-
guage teachers and pedagogical professionals. While they predominant focus on the 
organization of everyday teaching, they are aware of mismatches between the for-
mal regulations and their application. They build up personal relationships with the 
students and thus also introduce the category of emotion to the topic of integration. 
However, they perceive their own agency as limited, which is due to their rather 
marginal position in the school boards on the one hand, and the specifics of the 
region on the other, as there are few experiences with foreigners in the area and parts 
of the population show strong signs of xenophobia.

The refugee students certainly have the most holistic view of integration, but the 
least amount of action autonomy, so they are barely able to stimulate change. For 
them, school is not just a place of learning, but constitutes the primary place of 
everyday integration through contact with their teachers and peers. At the same 
time, they cannot plan ahead in terms of time or space, as their future depends heav-
ily on their asylum procedure, and repatriation or onward migration is possible at 
any time. Thus their classrooms and their relations to their teachers and peers are 
islands of stability in an otherwise uncertain future. In class, they aim to acquire 
knowledge which can be helpful in their future life. However, they are confronted 
with a system that is rather inflexible with respect to their peculiar situation.

What do these results mean in generalized terms? Based on the geographical and 
structural specifics of our case study, we have shown how the issue of refugee recep-
tion and integration is embedded into broader lines of conflict in a specific region or 
policy field and that the effectiveness of reception and integration measures is 
dependent on political culture in general.

The practices and policies we have found show the contradictions between a 
monolingual, sedentary culture of education and the supposed temporality of the 
stay of adolescent refugees. On the one hand, the refugees’ provisional situation 
refers to their unclear asylum status (which was, at the time of our survey, subject to 
multiple re-regulations, which mostly meant aggravations for the asylum proce-
dure) and, on the other hand, to the assumption that they will not stay put, following 
the predominant experience of the region, which is outmigration. Against this back-
ground, it is rather unlikely that further efforts will be made to ensure a more sus-
tainable integration of the refugee students, even though the general conditions are 
rather favourable.
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