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The secondary analysis focuses on teachers’ perspectives on welcome culture (Willkommenskultur) in German schools for pupils who have fled from Ukraine. The following research question was pursued: What aspects of the welcome culture become apparent in statements of teachers? Data from five group discussions with individuals from primary and secondary schools and an educational institution in Rhineland-Palatinate were analyzed. Participants included teachers (n = 12), school principals (n = 2), and one director. The study indicates that refugees from Ukraine are treated differently from refugees originating from Syria or other countries; these differences can be recognized at both the individual and societal levels.
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Introduction

The article reports on an exploratory study in which group interviews with members of schools and educational institutions in Rhineland-Palatinate (RLP), one of Germany’s 16 federal states, were subjected to secondary analysis. The analysis focuses on teachers’ perspectives on welcome culture (Willkommenskultur) (Heckmann, 2012) in German schools for pupils who have fled from Ukraine. The so-called welcome culture was widely discussed in Germany in the context of the reception of refugees from Syria in 2015 (e.g., Dinkelaker et al., 2021). It is again evident in relation to the individuals fleeing Ukraine since February 2022. Our research explores the question: What aspects of the so-called welcome culture become apparent in the statements of the teachers? The central concern of the report is gaining insight into how welcome culture is negotiated at schools in RLP and the critical reflection of the results of the analysis.

Research into the welcome culture practiced in schools has as far as we know not taken place - and this despite the fact that the schooling of refugee children and young people takes place in some federal states in so-called welcome classes. Positive attitudes toward migration- and refugee-related heterogeneity (for which the welcoming culture normatively stands) can be assumed to be of great importance for integration processes in society as a whole (Filsecker and Abs, 2021). For the school setting, attitudes of teachers are accordingly to be taken into account. These are examined in the context of school-related immigration and acculturation research (see Hachfeld and Syring, 2020). One focus of the research has been on teachers’ attitudes toward pupils who have fled Syria (Ekin and Yetkin, 2021). Ekin and Yetkin summarize the research findings available for Turkey as follows: Language problems, pupil and teacher adjustment problems, and inadequate training related to refugee education were reported by teachers. It was also found that respondents generally have positive attitudes toward Syrians and that teachers who teach Syrian children have better attitudes than teachers who do not teach Syrian children themselves (Ekin and Yetkin, 2021: 386). Moreover, to our knowledge, there is hardly any research on school situations (in Germany) in regard to the war in Ukraine. The exploratory research project that we conducted addresses this desideratum and reports on welcoming practices from the perspective of teachers.



Background


Residence law in Germany

The Russian war of aggression against Ukraine has caused more than 21 million people to leave their homes (Statista, 2023). In addition to the many refugees within Ukraine, about 12 million have left Ukrainian territory. Since Russia’s attack in February 2022, more than one million people have fled from Ukraine to Germany (Statista, 2023). In Germany, this EU-initiated protection status is anchored in §24 AufenthG.1 It is granted without a procedure (but with an examination) upon registration with the Foreigners’ Registration Office. In comparison of the residence regulations for people who fled from Ukraine with those for people from other nations, there are many differences, with refugees from all other nations being worse off. Unlike the large movement of refugees, especially from Syria in 2015/2016, people fleeing Ukraine did not have to go through an asylum procedure to extend their stay after the visa-free stay expired. In March 2022, the Council of the European Union declared the “existence of a mass influx of displaced persons” (EU, 2022, Art. 12). This declaration aims to grant temporary protection status to displaced persons who lived in Ukraine or had their habitual residence or domicile in Ukraine regardless of their nationality (EU, 2022, Art. 2 (1), German Embassy 2022). The regulation also applied to family members, although a broader definition was applied to family than in asylum law (EU, 2022, Art. 2 (4), AufenthG). With immediate access to key rights and state benefits, people who fled Ukraine were able to participate in society to a greater extent than for refugees from other countries.



School participation for migrant and refugee pupils

In Germany, school attendance is compulsory for children from the age of six for a period of at least 9 years. While in some federal states school attendance is already compulsory during the asylum procedure, in other federal states it only becomes compulsory after the refugees have been assigned to a municipality by the state or after a certain period of time. Some federal states also grant children and adolescents the right to attend school while they are accommodated in an initial reception facility (Massumi et al., 2015: 37). In the case of Ukrainian pupils, the political will was to integrate them quickly into the German school system (SWK, 2022: 4) - a distinction according to residence status is not mentioned.

In Germany, there are five school organizational models, which can be grouped into three broad categories. In submerged models, all pupils are taught together in a regular class. In (partially) integrative models, pupils partially participate in the instruction of the regular class and only language support is provided outside the regular class. In parallel models, pupils are taught in a specially designed class for a certain period of time or even until graduation (Massumi et al., 2015: 45).

In the context of labor migration in Germany in the 1960s, the law stipulated that foreign pupils should be taught together with German pupils, provided that their share in the class did not exceed 20% (Karakayali et al., 2017: 225). However, due to the high proportion of foreign pupils, there was (and still is) often a separation of foreign pupils into so-called foreign, national or welcome classes (Engel and Nohl, 2022: 288). In an evaluation of welcome classes in Berlin, the positive assessments from school administrators and teachers were primarily related to the teaching of German language skills and everyday knowledge for orientation in Germany (Neumann et al., 2020: 24 f). Less successful were the exchanges between the pupils of the welcome classes with the pupils of the regular classes as well as the integration of the pupils into society (Neumann et al., 2020: 24 f). The results are in line with the biggest pedagogical as well as social criticism of the welcome classes - the separation of the newly immigrated pupils (Engel and Nohl, 2022: 288 f). The separation does not only influence a child’s perception, but also integration processes. Thus, the culture of the new country remains for the newly immigrated “without visualization, without the possibility to try it out interactively and to have it demonstrated in all its heterogeneity” (Engel and Nohl, 2022: 2793). Accordingly, culture cannot be lived, but is mediated by all actors and institutions involved - whereby mediation often leads to a homogenization of culture (Engel and Nohl, 2022: 279).

While origin or nationality used to be the decisive factor for assignment to regular classes for foreigners, in the mid-1990s the need for language support became the central criterion for separating foreign pupils and still applies today (Karakayali et al., 2017: 226). Within institutional construction processes, a German-language normality is constructed and a monolingual habitus (Gogolin, 1994) is established in German educational institutions (Karakayali et al., 2017: 227). It is assumed that German-speaking children growing up monolingually represent the normal case and everything else is understood as a deviation4 (Gogolin and Duarte, 2018).

Because of the criticism of parallel models and the difficulty of implementing submersive models due to the capacities of schools and teachers (partially) integrative models of school organization are the primary goal. For example, the Standing Scientific Commission of the Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs in the Federal Republic of Germany (SWK) recommends as “much as possible not to set up preparatory classes in elementary schools and the lower grades of secondary education” (SWK, 2022: 45). The state of Rhineland-Palatinate also specifies that schooling should take place “either in internal differentiation in regular classes or in partial external differentiation” (RLP, 20236). The Ministry of Education in RLP states four central points concerning the integration of Ukrainian children and young people in schools:

• admission to the existing regular classes

• intensive German language support

• joint participation in lessons in subjects with a rather “low language content” such as sports, music and art

• participation in Ukrainian learning opportunities (Ministerium für Bildung, 2022: 3 f).

Accordingly, the policy pursued is a partially integrative model, in which only language support is outsourced and integration into the regular class is conceived via subjects with a low language content. Participation in Ukrainian online classes is to be made possible by the schools. Statistics7 shows that many Ukrainian families comply with compulsory education or make use of the right to attend school. In 91% of families, at least one child of school age attends school. 70% of pupils are taught within a regular class or according to the partially integrative model, and 30% of pupils are taught exclusively in special classes for refugee children and youth. The state schools in Germany do not themselves offer classes that follow a Ukrainian curriculum (Mediendienst Integration, 2023). This may be one reason why in 23% of families, at least one child participates in online classes from Ukrainian schools on a supplementary basis. 3% of children and young people take part exclusively in Ukrainian online classes (IAB, 2022: 10).



Welcome culture

Welcome culture (Willkommenskultur) is a term that refers to the reception and integration of new immigrants and refugees into a new society. It can be seen as an important normative concept for Germany that also symbolizes a paradigm shift in immigration policy. Welcome culture according to Heckmann (2014) is a term that is predominantly used in Germany (or in German-speaking countries). However, welcome culture itself is a phenomenon that is also discussed internationally (Whiteman, 2005; Braun, 2017; Trauner and Turton, 2017; Funk, 2018).

For a long time, denial of the importance of immigration for German society dominated. The path from official denial to the acceptance of Germany as an immigration country and immigration society took decades (Bade, 2015). Although the idea is to convey a culture of welcome to new immigrants in general, the concept actually dates back to a time before the ‘refugee crisis in 2015’. When Germany was looking for specialists - in the sense of ‘guest workers’ - due to the shortage of skilled labor, the term had been established (Haman and Karakayali, 2016: 73). Nevertheless, welcome culture addresses the integration of new immigrants and not migrants who have been living in Germany for years or decades.The study adopts the definition of Heckmann (2012), where welcome culture refers to prejudice-free attitudes toward refugees at the individual level. On the societal level, it includes the existence of opening and welcoming practices toward new members of society. Heckmann (2014) coined the term welcome culture. The term refers to the principal attitude and practices of the dominant culture toward new immigrants (Heckmann, 2014: 203). More precisely, it is a “positive, accepting attitude” (Heckmann, 2014: 203) that excludes discrimination. Heckmann locates a “useful vagueness” (Heckmann, 2012: 28) in the concept of welcome culture, because this makes it possible to use the term productively depending on the context. The goal of welcome culture can be understood as breaking down barriers to integration and finding ways of inclusion (Heckmann, 2012: 2). To make the term more tangible, it can be differentiated on four levels.

The level of the individual is about encountering people who do not correspond to one’s own group, ethnicity, religion or appearance as openly as possible and without prejudiced attitudes and behavior (Heckmann, 2012: 3).

This level is expanded to include the second level of interpersonal relationships, as integration requires more than open attitudes. It is about establishing communication and entering into relationships (Heckmann, 2012: 3). The broadening aspect can be understood here as actively approaching and accepting each other without discriminating.

Welcome culture also plays an important role at the third level of organizations and institutions: because it is here that principles and regulations are established that directly affect migrants and refugees. Accordingly, it must first and foremost be possible to be accepted as a member of organizations and institutions (Heckmann, 2012: 3). At the same time, there is also an active component here, which places the responsibility for the inclusion of migrants and refugees in the hands of the dominant culture. Active practices, such as increasing the proportion of people with a migration background in organizations, are necessary to enable the development of representation of interests in the first place (Heckmann, 2012: 3).

Heckmann describes the fourth level as the level of society as a whole. This can be understood as being above the other three levels, as it is about the fundamental understanding of the entire population with regard to its self-image as a country of immigration (or not as a country of immigration) (Heckmann, 2012: 5).

Even though the term has now been divided into four levels, this should not lead to the idea that they exist and work independently of each other. It can be assumed that the levels are mutually dependent and influence each other. For example, institutions influence the attitudes of individuals and groups. Cultural narratives,9 in turn, shape and mould institutional possibilities.




Method

In context of the demand for the reusability of collected data in qualitative research (Medjedović and Witzel, 2010: 17) we decided for a secondary analysis. Quality, information content, and fits of data (Medjedović and Witzel, 2010: 59 f) of a primary survey of schools in the context of the newly arrived pupils from Ukraine were deemed suitable. In the summer of 2022, five group discussions with persons from primary and secondary schools and an educational institution in Rhineland-Palatinate were conducted in this context. Twelve teachers, two school principals, and one director of the educational institution were interviewed. The focus of the interviews was on the needs analysis; there were no explicit questions about welcome culture. But in the interviews, there was a lot of information about the everyday practice in the schools regarding the newly immigrated pupils. Therefore, the perspective on welcome culture was conducted on the treatment of the newly immigrated pupils and the attitudes of the teachers.

The secondary analysis of the interviews was carried out with the content structuring qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz and Rädiker, 2022). Content analyses aim at describing features of communication in a systematic and intersubjectively comprehensible way. The aim is to summarize what is said about a certain topic: in the present case, this concerns statements about the four levels of welcome culture (Schreier, 2012: 3; Kuckartz, 2014: 39). Within the method of consensual coding (Kuckartz and Rädiker, 2022: 24410), the texts were coded independently by authors and an assistant and then the codings were compared and checked. The deductively created category system was derived directly from the research question (Kuckartz and Rädiker, 2022: 133) and is based on the four levels of welcome culture according to Heckmann (2012).



Results

In the following, an overview of the results found is given by citing exemplary sequences. The statement that dealing with pupils with a refugee background in 2022 is not a new and unknown challenge is assigned to the “Level of society.” A lot of experience has been gained in recent years, so that they felt well prepared. It was also mentioned that there was good and supportive management of the processes by the Ministry of Education. It is clear from the statements that an immigration-affirming social framework was perceived. This was also reflected symbolically, for example peace flags were hoisted in schools. According to the teachers, there were statements from Syrian pupils in connection with these symbolic measures, such as “But we did not have that”11 (I2: 1322). With regard to the question about the self-image as a country of immigration in comparison between 2015 and 2022, one teacher wonders to what extent the great willingness to help in 2022 represents an attempt to make up for what was missed in 2015 (I2: 1339–1,402). This same teacher, moreover, reflects on other symbolic measures explicitly for Ukrainian children and how children from Afghanistan or Somalia feel about them. She says that it must be strange “when you come here and there is a sign at the gate saying welcome in Ukrainian, but not in Arabic, nor in Farsi” (I2: 1225–1,326).

In terms of organizations and institutions, a distinction must be made between the regulations and practices implemented by school-supporting institutions and individual schools. It was already mentioned that supporting structures were established by the ministry: e.g., a telephone hotline was set up to answer questions about the enrollment of pupils from Ukraine or the Ukrainian school system. Translations were provided and work materials for Ukrainian children have been made available. In addition, an online portal was set up for potential (pedagogical) employees who speak Ukrainian and can be employed in schools. As one teacher said: “So well as with this crisis, so now (we have never been) so well adjusted. Yes, also with quite a lot of educational […] quite great information” (I1: 432–434).

The interviewees report a variety of welcoming practices in the schools themselves: For example, weekly reception days were established, information and form collections were compiled, donation tables were set up. In some cases, welcoming ceremonies were held. There was an intensive search for new colleagues who spoke Ukrainian (or Russian), and Ukrainian-speaking teachers took on a variety of translation tasks. Intensive German courses were offered during school hours and in the holidays. The teachers also report that children took part in online classes offered by their Ukrainian home schools or the All-Ukrainian Online School12: “That’s also very exciting because the pupils are not cut off from the reality of what’s happening at home” (I2: 1168–1,169).

In some cases, there were exceptions for pupils from Ukraine: for example, mobile phone bans applied to them only to a limited extent, so that worried parents could reach their children. The regulations and practices described facilitate the arrival and development of the new school members. However, they sometimes lead to conflicts. For example, non-Ukrainian pupils apparently asked “Yes, why do we have mobile phone bans and they do not?” (I2: 1260).

At the level of the individual, it is evident that attitudes toward people from Ukraine are appreciative. They are seen as new members of the schools who should be supported. Their needs are mainly related to language barriers and the lack of knowledge about the rules and customs of German schools. The support offered is geared toward integration: “For me, it’s really about education and socialization […], that you really pick up the parents” (I1: 318–319). Teachers also positively emphasize that with the Ukrainian children they “do not have to start at minus ten13” (I2: 772–776), but can start teaching directly.

The perception of the pupils and parents from Ukraine is positive: one teacher, for example, says: “Even the people who are now starting their jobs without really getting to know the culture, that is a huge achievement.” (I1: 542–544). The attitude of the pupils toward their new classmates is described as follows: “really quite a lot are really helpful and […] They are so curious about each other” (I2: 1349–1,350).14

The category Level of interpersonal relationships takes a look at the diverse personal commitment, e.g., with regard to the necessary support with language challenges. For example, there are many statements about people who give German lessons or courses on a voluntary basis. The support of teachers who can speak Ukrainian themselves is very important, as these teachers can interpret between the German and Ukrainian speakers in the school as well as help with filling out forms: “It was a great relief when they came here and someone spoke Ukrainian as their mother tongue, yes. There were also a lot of emotions involved, so tears came right away” (I1: 156–157). However, practice shows that literal translations (e.g., of forms) are often not sufficient: “the words do not have equivalents either, so you cannot translate them, that is, you have to translate concepts” (I2: 848–849).

In addition to assistance with communication, recommendations for everyday life - on sports facilities, public transport, medical care, etc. - are also given: “one girl came up to me and said: We have to go to the doctor with mom […] Then I had written out Russian-speaking doctors here, for example” (I3: 218–220). Beyond that, respondents emphasize the great importance of building trustworthy relationships and security: “Yes, the first contact that takes place, they need someone who understands” (I2: 765–767).



Discussion

In the presentation of the results, it could be clearly shown that the teachers predominantly felt well prepared and networked with regard to the situation. They justified this primarily through the experience they had been able to gain in the 2015 situation. Symbolic measures (such as hoisting the peace flag) in combination with the confident statements about managing the situation show (at least for the current situation) that the teachers can be said to have a fundamentally positive (Heckmann, 2012) and welcoming attitude toward the new arrivals from Ukraine. The critical-reflective observations of individual teachers attempt to establish a connection between the situation in 2015 and the current situation. Thus, the consideration of the extent to which the current willingness to help the refugees from Ukraine represents an attempt to make up for the failures of 2015 can be viewed from different perspectives. On the one hand, different rules/laws generally apply to Ukrainian refugees, such as the possibility of visa-free entry and the subsequent granting of protection status. This in turn has a positive effect on the possibility of quickly participating in many areas of daily life in Germany. On the other hand, other reasons (such as new experience-based ways of dealing and attitudes) could also be suspected behind this willingness to help. The question is rightly raised as to why “Welcome” can suddenly be found in Ukrainian at school entrances, but not in other languages such as Farsi or Arabic.

Looking at the results from the perspective of the organizational and institutional level provided some interesting insights. In this context, the question of language and the possibilities or necessity to translate stands out. Language and the need to translate in the context of teaching were given a high importance. At the same time, children from Ukraine are also enabled to continue participating in mother-tongue lessons. The results show that (partially) integrative models have been established at the individual schools, which neither insist on strict monolingual German teaching (Gogolin, 1994) nor consistently place the pupils in separate welcome classes with intensive German lessons. This approach is also in line with the ideas of the Ministry of Education RLP. This flexibility and openness can definitely be seen as positive and as an active responsiveness to the needs of the Ukrainian families. In terms of the integration process, it is also positive that culture can be lived and experienced together through joint teaching, instead of only being taught in separate lessons and the idea of adapting to the dominant culture (see for overview: Engel and Nohl, 2022).

On an individual level, attitudes toward the Ukrainian children and their families were found to be generally positive. Teachers positively emphasize how the newcomers master their entry into society and explicitly into professional life. Statements like “open the doors. Come to us” (I2: 1026–1028) clearly show that the teachers see themselves in this context as part of a welcoming integration society. As mentioned earlier in the text, further comparisons to other groups of refugees or to the situation in 2015 can be found especially at this level. The question that can and must be asked is how the different groups are valued. Statements such as, for example, that lessons with Ukrainian pupils do not have to start at minus 10, allow conclusions to be drawn about the perception of previous situations or other groups. This narrative implies that there is a lack of awareness of the value of education and a lack of willingness to build on students’ learning if Eurocentric notions of education are not met. Another reading of the two situations could also be linked to the extent to which more favorable conditions were simply created for the Ukrainian pupils by teachers - through the fundamentally open and positive attitude and the willingness to organize Ukrainian materials and lessons in Ukrainian - which make it easier to settle into everyday school life. In no case is the aim of this discussion to impute active group-related prejudices or discriminatory practices to the teachers interviewed, but it must be shown to what extent differences in the perceptions of the individual groups can be discerned. Heckmann also makes clear that it would not be realistic to assume that it is possible to create a society entirely without prejudice and discrimination through a welcoming culture (Heckmann, 2014: 205). However, pointing out these different perceptions is important insofar as it makes it easier to get to the bottom of the causes for the emergence of group-related prejudices and thus to identify concrete starting points for preventive measures or educational interventions.

The content analysis we conducted shows that, from the perspective of the teachers interviewed, a culture of welcome is cultivated. Accordingly, the current challenge is how to shape school life and the ‘post-migrant society’ (Foroutan, 2021). In their study, Zick and Krott (2021) suggest that it is no longer a question of negotiating who is allowed to come to Germany, but rather how to shape a common life in diversity. According to the authors, it is explicitly about developing comprehensible, inclusive concepts of belonging and equality, far removed from prejudices, obstacles and barriers that prevent and hinder equal coexistence (Zick and Krott, 2021: 28). The statements of the teachers interviewed show that a lot has happened since 2015 with regard to the integration of pupils with a refugee background: Teachers can build on the experience they have gained in the meantime. They see the school support measures for refugees from Ukraine as an opportunity to develop an inclusive school culture for all children. To achieve this goal, all stakeholders are called upon to look at social and school structures, attitudes and interactions. For teachers, on the one hand, the implementation of honest reflection practices and a transparent approach to power relations is strongly recommended. On the other hand, it is important to think further about the practices of a welcoming culture and to extend them to a post-arrival culture. A very important aspect of this is the involvement of refugees in this process.



Scope statement

The brief research report can be located in the field of migration studies. The study focuses on the role of teachers in the context of refugee students (especially in relation to Ukrainian students) and asks in particular about teachers’ perspectives on welcome culture. Data can also be used to draw comparisons between the situation of refugees in 2015/2016 and the situation of Ukrainian refugees of 2022/2023. The results indicate that there is a difference in the role of socio-political concepts (in terms of welcome culture) between the two situations.
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Footnotes

1   In Germany, the AufenthG (Residence Act) is a central law in the context of migration; it regulates the residence, employment and integration of foreigners in the federal territory.

2   Translated by the authors.

3   Translated by the authors.

4   The exception to this is languages that are not seen as a potential risk to pupils’ learning success due to their use by large groups of speakers or their apparent economic advantages (Karakayali et al., 2017: 227).

5   Translated by the authors.

6   Translated by the authors.

7   THE statistics do not refer specifically to RLP, but to the whole of Germany.

8   Translated by the authors.

9   Cultural narratives, as a result of collective attitudes, make complicated realities tangible through meaningful representations. They compete with each other for interpretive sovereignty and yet can be closely intertwined.

10   Translated by the authors.

11   All statements of the interview partners were translated from German into English by the authors.

12   https://osvitoria.org/en/the-all-ukrainian-online-school/

13   This means that the teacher can start the lesson with the necessary knowledge (in terms of content and school context) and does not have to explain how school works, and can build on existing comparable knowledge.

14   The aspect of helpful pupils is not further concretised by the teacher, but can also be located at the level of interpersonal relationships, when it is a matter of actively approaching each other (for example, in the sense of explaining school tasks).
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