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Introduction
In spring 2002, we celebrated the inauguration o f the first G erm an-Russian- 

Jewish kindergarten in Berlin. Nowadays, there are seven bilingual Germ an- 

Russian kindergartens with 460  places and 78 bilingual kindergartens with 

other com binations o f languages [SEN BW F]. M aybe it is not enough, taking 

into account the large proportion o f im m igrants in the population o f Berlin1. 

And yet, m uch progress has been achieved, endorsing the fact that Germ an 

society has begun to change its attitude towards other languages on its territory. 

The initial request for G erm an m onolingualism  first changed into societal 

tolerance o f multilingualism and eventually to the recognition o f the value of 

multilingualism. This process is a very slow one, and it is not yet complete.

In my article, I would like to look at the developm ent in the last few years of 

the political fram ew ork that has made possible, on the one hand, the opening of 

bilingual kindergartens in Berlin, and on the other hand, to consider what has 

ham pered this process until now. I would like to em phasise three most im por

tant political spheres: linguistic, educational and integrational.

Changes in Linguistic Policy
At the end o f the 1970s in Germ any the public discourse was more and more 

about qualitative and quantitative deficiencies in people’s proficiency in the 

languages o f European Union countries and o f foreign languages altogether. 

This negative assessm ent was based above all on two arguments. The first one: 

the mutual understanding o f European Union citizens and their social unity 

cannot develop if those citizens are not able to com m unicate with each other.

1 In the ‘Berlin’s Integration concept' [Berliner Integrationskonzept: 1] we read: “Today, about 40% 
o f all children and young people under 18 in Berlin originate from immigrant families'!
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The second argum ent: the econom ic relationships o f EU countries depend upon 

the linguistic com petence o f the partners. W ith globalisation in the developm ent 

o f econom ic relationships this argum ent was growing in significance.

By the end o f the 1980s, the European Union apparatus started to engage 

with questions o f multilingualism and to address the issues o f the unsatisfactory 

situation with respect to language learning. D ifferent pro jects were elaborated, 

aiming at bi- and multilingualism. In the W hite Paper on Education and training, 
teaching and learning. Towards the learning society (1995) the goal was form u

lated for the first time, according to which, every citizen o f the European Union 

should acquire three European languages (i.e. languages o f EU countries): their 

own one plus two other official languages o f the European Union. During the 

European Union sum m its in Lisbon in 2000 and in Barcelona in 2002, this aim 

was confirm ed and generalised in the form ula ‘m other tongue plus two foreign 

languages’. Everyone engaged with language policy refers to this formula.

If we look at the history o f the developm ent o f this formula, we will under

stand that applying it to what languages should be learned, it can be and was 

interpreted differently, and it has created a debate in the field o f language 

policy until the present. In the new EU docum ents [Europäischer Sprachenrat 

2003 Abschlussbericht; Europäisches Parlam ent 2006 Rahm enstrategie M eh 

rsprachigkeit], besides European languages, regional, minority, m igrants’ and 

third-country citizens’ languages are m entioned, but not always and not as a 

priority. This situation can be illustrated with the example o f the Russian-speak

ing imm igrants in Germany, as well as by the fact that the Russian language is 

more and m ore being counted along with the English, Spanish and Chinese as a 

language o f intercultural com m unication and as an international language.

It is a difficult task to achieve the goal o f ‘m other tongue plus two foreign 

languages’ for every citizen o f the EU. It can be solved through im plem entation 

o f a steady policy. The public discussion about how to achieve this goal puts 

as the highest priority the need to learn foreign languages at an early age. This 

fact leads us to the second political sphere w hich has a great im portance for the 

creation o f the bilingual pre-school institutions, namely to education policy, to 

kindergarten policy. From  the outset, it is clear that European Union directives 

on language policy are executed by each EU  m em ber state at its own discretion 

and similarly, directives cannot be put into operation at the national level in 

Germ any because cultural and educational policy is in the hands o f the respec

tive Federal State governm ents.



Katharina Meng 45

Changes in Education Policy
In the Federal Republic o f Germany, contrary to the Soviet Union and the Germ an 

D em ocratic Republic, day care centres were for a long tim e not considered to 

be part o f the education system. They were under the departm ent o f youth 

affairs, and thereby a part o f  the governm ental subdivision o f social welfare for 

the poor and citizens with restricted abilities. In recent tim es, opinion about 

the functions o f pre-school institutions has changed significantly. To the great 

satisfaction o f the Russian-speaking im m igrants in Germany, a consensus was 

reached in the debate that day care is the ‘initial step in the education system’ 

[M eng]. The educational tasks o f the kindergarten are in principle politically 

no longer in dispute, although discussions and negotiations are still conducted 

upon how these educational tasks can be understood and solved [Laewen et 

al.]. These changes were perhaps stimulated by innovations in the pre-school 

pedagogy o f the other countries2, as well as the state o f the G erm an education 

system which provokes concern. The necessity to undertake a fundamental 

educational reform  becam e m ore and more evident and was corroborated by 

the international PISA assessm ent.

In 1999, the Federal governm ent appointed a com m ission which had to 

elaborate the concept o f educational reform , the so-called ‘Education Forum! 

Representatives o f the federal m inistries, federal states, research, church, and 

other experts worked in this com m ission. After two years, the ‘Education Forum’ 

presented its recom m endations for the reform  o f the education system. These 

recom m endations were based upon structural changes currently happening in 

all spheres o f life and activity and leading to the form ation o f the ‘knowledge 

society ’. Thus the main goal o f the education system reform  consists in the 

developm ent o f a culture o f knowledge acquisition and teaching, increasing 

m otivation and the capacity for independent life-long acquisition o f knowledge 

and giving the joyful sense o f the success [Empfehlungen: 4]. The ‘Education

2 Bredekamp published in 1987 in the USA a leaflet entitled "Developmentally appropriate practice 
in early childhood programs serving children from birth through eight' which' became one of 
the most influential docum ents on early education [Kunze & Gisbert: 48]. It caused a discus
sion and later debate about the pre-school system in the Germ an D em ocratic Republic result
ing in the creation o f two big programmes with scientific as well as educational and political 
goals: an international research association called “International child care and education study” 
[Tietze: 37) and a project “Kindersituationen -  W eiterentwicklung der pädagogischen Arbeit 
in Tageseinrichtungen für Kinder in den neuen Bundesländern und im Ostteil Berlins" (1993- 
1997) [Laewen et al. 1997: 8]. Discussions o f the concept o f the kindergarten in the German 
D em ocratic Republic are significant for the Russian-speaking migrants, because the pre-school 
pedagocy in the GDR had lots o f com m on features with the pre-school pedagocy in the USSR.
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Forum’ considers the developm ent o f very young children and the education o f 

immigrants as being the priority aims o f the education reform.

In the kindergartens, the spontaneous striving o f children for knowledge 

should be recognized and supported. In particular, the extraordinary abilities 

o f pre-school age children to learn and to refine their G erm an language and to 

acquire foreign languages should be utilised. This should take place in accor

dance with age-appropriate and individual capacities o f the child. For that pur

pose, in-depth investigations and teachers’ continuing education are necessary.

W ith respect to the education o f migrants, it is argued that the support 

and integration o f m igrants should becom e the core elem ent o f education at 

all levels. O ther cultures and languages should be understood as enrichm ent 

and an opportunity for foreign and G erm an children. The G erm an education 

system should guarantee acquisition o f adequate knowledge o f the G erm an 

language to all m igrants [Empfehlungen: 21]. The next recom m endation says 

that an intensified support for multilingual developm ent with reference to the 

m other tongue starting in day care centres should be provided by the federal 

government, federal states and local com m unities [ibid. -2 2 ] .

These and other sim ilar recom m endations issued at the m eeting o f M inisters 

of Youth Affairs and at the m eeting o f the M inisters o f Culture and Education in 

2004 served as a basis for the ‘General plan o f the Federal States for teaching at 

early age in pre-school institutions’ (G em einsam er Rahm en). At the same time, 

the first tim e in the history o f the (old) FRG, the Federal States elaborated their 

own educational program m es for the children in pre-school institutions.

In all these docum ents, assistance with speech developm ent is considered 

the most im portant educational sphere. The aim is to make linguistic com pe

tence the key qualification, and linguistic com petence is called the ‘key com pe

tence’, because it is a prerequisite for successful participation in any educational 

processes and in the form ation o f civil society. Thus, assistance with language 

development has to becom e a ‘principle’ in the functioning o f the pre-school 

institutions. Yet, the talk about linguistic com petence as a key qualification 

refers almost always only to the G erm an language.

The State o f Berlin has reacted with different initiatives with respect to the 

necessity for a fundam ental educational system  reform  in general and o f the 

pre-school institutions system in particular. In 2005, “the Law < ...>  upon the 

further development o f the care and rearing o f children < ...>  in the institutions 

for children” [Kindertagesbetreuungsreform gesetz: 322] was passed. In this law, 

the aims and goals of the pre-school institutions are form ulated as follows:
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(1) Kindergartens and nurseries, like social-pedagogical institutions, com ple

m ent and support the child's education in the family <...>. The developmental 

programme focuses upon education, upbringing and care o f children. Pre-school 

institutions should grant children equal educational opportunities regardless of 

their gender, ethnic or religious affiliation, social and econom ic position o f their 

parents and regardless o f their individual capacities. As far as possible, there they 

should counterbalancesm ooth over social injustice <...>

(2) Pre-school institutions should consider the individual requirem ents and the 

living environm ent o f the child and his/her family. Children should be given sup

port during the form ation and development o f m otor skills, cognitive, social and 

aesthetic abilities, in perception o f the surrounding world outside o f the children’s 

institution; the support for the Germ an language learning belongs here.

(3) The programme for education and upbringing o f pre-school institutions should 

be directed especially toward:

1. preparation o f the child to live in the society in which great significance is 

attributed to knowledge, linguistic com petence, intellectual curiosity, the wish and 

ability to study, the capacity to solve problems;

2. preparation o f the child to live in a dem ocratic society that needs active, respon

sible citizens, brought up in the spirit o f tolerance, mutual acceptance and peaceful 

disposition [Kindertagesbetreuungsreformgesetz: 322].

This definition o f the main goals o f pre-school education is compulsory for all 

types o f day-care institutions with all forms of property in the State o f Berlin.

These goals are realised by the owner o f a children’s institution. S/he signs 

a contract with the Senate according to which s/he pledges herself/him self 

to guarantee and develop quality in accordance with the tasks o f pre-school 

education. The basis for the agreem ent is the pedagogical concept o f the owner 

in which s/he expounds their m ethods for the realisation o f the general goals of 

pre-school education and defines the specific goals and tasks o f the particular 

children’s institution. The State o f  Berlin then declares its readiness to com plete 

an agreem ent with the owner o f a children’s institution concerning the approval 

o f the pedagogical and other models [ibid. -  328]. In this Law, bilingual pre

school institutions are not mentioned.

A lm ost at the same tim e as the Law on the reform  of the pre-school insti

tutions was adopted, the ‘Berlin educational program m e' (Berliner Bildungs-
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programm) for pre-school institutions was elaborated, published and pro

claimed as compulsory. It assumes that the m ain goals o f pre-school education 

should be realised as concrete curricula. It form ulates goals for teachers’ activ

ity, defines educational spheres, describes possible pedagogical actions and puts 

questions for the analysis o f child development. The goals are the developm ent 

o f the child's personality and form ation o f the following com petences: personal, 

social, subject-oriented com petence, and with the teaching m ethods. The goals 

formulated in the ‘Berlin educational program m e’ seem  to be, the m ost interest

ing basis for discussion and debate during teachers’ and parents’ m eetings and 

are o f interest for those educators and parents who have until now not had 

enough experience o f living in a dem ocratic society. The educational spheres 

relate educational goals with educational contents o f various kinds. In the 'Berlin 

educational program m e’, seven different educational spheres are presented. To 

sustain language developm ent means, on the one hand, an unalterable principle 

o f support for verbal developm ent, and on the other hand, it is an autonom ous 

educational sphere. This educational sphere is called ‘Com m unication: lan

guages, literary culture, and the m ass-m edia’. In this part o f the program m e 

language is understood as a means o f com m unication in different spheres o f 

activity: it develops in real life, which means in practical and verbal interactions 

with other people, adults and children [Berliner Bildungsprogramm: 62-63].

In other words, children acquire language while interacting verbally. At 

the same tim e they learn what linguistic tools to im plem ent to express various 

language functions. Children acquire language only if they are given sufficient 

opportunities to participate in motivating verbal interactions o f very different 

kinds [Wode; Rehbein & M eng],

Though this understanding o f language acquisition refers to every language, 

the reference is made again to the G erm an language only. The ‘Berlin educa

tional program m e’ does not deal with bilingual education. N evertheless, the 

active or passive experience o f multilingualism am ong a great num ber o f Berlin 

children is taken into account. That is why the educational sphere ‘C om m uni

cation: languages, literal culture, and the m ass-m edia’ in accordance with the 

‘Berlin educational program m e’ em braces also the task o f teaching children to 

perceive and to acknowledge multilingualism.

The ‘Berlin educational program m e’ introduces many interesting proposi

tions about how kindergarten teachers can achieve educational tasks in the 

sphere o f ‘Com m unication: languages, literal culture, and the m ass-m edia’ by 

departing from evidence about language developm ent and existence o f m ulti
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lingualism in the life o f children. This chapter o f the program m e could be a valu

able piece o f reading for analysis and discussions by educators and parents.

O ne should pay special attention to the sections where questions fo r the 
analysis of the child development are formulated. The 'Berlin educational pro

gram m e’, as well as the educational program m es o f other Lands, starts from the 

point that children develop independently, interacting with their environm ent. 

Adults can support child developm ent by creating a stimulating environm ent 

that enhances their activity and impels children to make efforts. This should 

happen continuously in accordance with the individual developm ent of a child 

and her or his tendencies. Such an understanding o f child developm ent assigns 

a m ajor role to observation in the educational process. Yet, adults, parents and 

educators do not initially have a sufficient capacity for observation. At first 

they must be taught to observe. That is why the ‘Berlin program m e’ contains 

questions for use in the observation o f child developm ent in each educational 

sphere. These questions should help adults to perceive and to docum ent child 

developm ent with the goal o f putting together a plan for concrete actions on 

every occasion and to im plem ent this plan in daily life.

Let us sum m arize the results o f the language policy in the kindergartens 

o f  the State o f Berlin. N either the Law on the pre-school institutions reform, 

nor the ‘Berlin educational program m e’ foresees the bilingual education o f pre

school children. Supporting verbal developm ent means, first o f all, assistance in 

the acquisition o f the G erm an language. Yet, the bilingual education o f children 

is not excluded. The owners o f pre-school institutions have the right to use 

special educational curricula and to organize bilingual day-care centres as well. 

The Berlin docum ents on pre-school education form ulate for these and other 

types o f pre-school institutions stimulating principles, which could be discussed 

through analysis and evaluation o f different traditions o f pre-school pedagogy. 

This task is always the focus at turning-points for a society and/ or when, in the 

case o f m igration, a necessity em erges to com pare traditions o f two societies 

and two linguistic com m unities.

Changes in the Integration Policy
To conclude, let us look at the changes in the G erm an integration policy, in the 

context o f which bilingual G erm an-Russian day care centres are also placed. 

Today, the situation is perceived, for the first time in the history o f Germany, 

through the recently adopted National Plan for the Integration o f M igrants 

[Integrationsplan], in which all the initiatives o f the Federation, o f the States, of
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the com m unal authorities and o f individual citizens are brought together. The 

integration o f m igrants requires the application o f collective, system atic and 

sequential efforts by the whole society. Integration does not happen on its own. 

This is an im portant lesson taken from  the many years o f experience o f im m i

gration to Germany. Eventually, the fact was acknowledged that in past years, 

diverse, often serious problem s have arisen in the integration o f m igrants. The 

National Plan for the Integration o f M igrants puts it like this: “som e m igrants do 

not speak G erm an well enough, make poor progress in school, m eet with failure 

while acquiring professional education and often remain without a job. In addi

tion, som e m igrants do not accept the main rules agreed upon in our society. 

< ...>  W e have to avoid the deadlock o f a great num ber o f the young migrants 

caused through lack o f prospects and o f attention from  society and absence of 

policy towards their problem s. < ...>  O therw ise cooperation risks will end up in 

a confrontation" [Integrationsplan: 12] In the National Plan, different ways of 

am elioration o f the m igrants’ integration process are indicated. The m ain among 

them  are ‘integration through education’ and ‘education through language’.

Verbal developm ent support is understood in the National Plan for the Inte

gration o f M igrants basically in term s o f m easurem ent o f the acquisition o f the 

Germ an language. It is applicable even for ForM ig, which is “The Federal and 

States program m e for the support o f children and youth from  migrant fam ilies” 

and was elaborated by the Com m ission o f the Federation and States (=  BLK) 

for the developm ent o f education and research. The advertising leaflet o f the 

programme proclaim s: “M ultilingualism  as a resource. Children and teenag

ers from  migrant fam ilies live in the m ajority o f cases in bi- and multilingual 

environm ents. Languages spoken in their fam ilies are o f great im portance for 

them. Therefore, multilingualism in ForM ig-projects is a starting condition to 

support language developm ent. The multilingualism of children and teenager 

migrants is considered not to be an obstacle, but a rich source o f linguistic expe

rience and language developm ent in a world w hich is becom ing m ore and more 

international" [BLK: para 1].

The Federal States on the basis o f the N ational Plan for the Integration o f 

M igrants developed their own integration program m es starting from  the char

acteristic problem s o f m igrants living on their territory. These program m es 

identify concrete problem s and propose potential ways o f resolving them . The 

‘Berlin integration program m e’ sees in the education of migrants and their chil

dren the main prerequisite for successful integration. It formulates one o f the 

eight main action strategies as follows: “To recognize and to support talents:
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successful integration policy defines in a new fashion the main educational task 

o f pre-school institutions and schools” [Integrationskonzept: 6].

The following statem ents about the contribution o f kindergartens to the 

integration o f migrants seem  to be im portant and worth discussion:

(1) “Bilingualism is an im portant com petence o f many children from migrant 

families. <...> The education system especially has to take into account and sup

port bilingualism" [ibid. -  35].

(2) "Assistance with the development o f comm unicative ability is the main goal of 

the early age children’s education. This em braces in the first instance systematic 

learning o f the Germ an language up to the level necessary for the following suc

cessful studies at school. In order to reach this goal, the Senate has elaborated a 

series o f measures. < ...> ” [ibid. -  36]. These measures include "further education 

o f the educational staff, a corresponding reform o f the social pedagogy course, 

creation o f docum entation o f children's language development by educators and 

realization o f the language tests for assessment o f the language proficiency level 

with the goal o f developing different language teaching m ethods" [ibid. -  35-36].

(3) Active involvement o f parents in the educational process: parents have to be 

more intensively acquainted with the institutions o f the society where they live, 

including pre-school institutions and schools: "They get the opportunity to for

mulate their own expectations and demands. The educational system becomes 

more transparent and understandable; parents will participate m ore actively in the 

formation o f the educational career o f their children” [ibid. -  35],

These definitions from  the ‘Berlin integration program m e’ give to parents o f 

different migrant groups initiative and freedom  o f action which they can realize 

in practice.

The political fram ew ork for bilingual educational institutions includes cer

tainly not only political docum ents, but also the opinions o f researchers and 

attitudes o f various organisations. In this sense, the institutional support of 

bilingualism in Germ any still rem ains a m oot point (see materials o f the Sym

posium  ‘Streitfall Zweisprachigkeit’ organised by the Institute o f Comparative 

Pedagogy at Hamburg University on 19-20.10.2007).
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