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Seminar: Parental Involvement, 21./22. 11. 2007

Presentation – Prof.Dr.Andreas Lange, DJI/Munich

An Overview of Family Learning in Germany: Lessons learned and new research questions

Before I start with my presentation, I want to thank for the invitation to speak here about some facets about the family learning in Germany. But I must also say that I’m not an educational scientists, but a family scientists and a childhood researcher. 

1. Introduction: New Attention for the Family as a Site of Learning and Education

- The debate about family learning and processes of intergenerational transmissions of cultural goods has been revitalized by two discourses. Firstly, PISA and Co have shown – again, one must say - that in Germany the family of origin in terms of its socioeconomic and cultural resources has a very intense and strong  influence on the achievement and competences of pupils (Baumert et al 2001, Baumert et al. 2006) and their educational careers. The international comparative assessments were important, because they placed the German data in a sort of ranking. The theme of social inequality, the family and  educational chances was after Georg Pichts (1964)“Bildungskatastrophe and” Ralf Dahrendorfs “Bildung als Bürgerrecht “ a very much researched topic in German sociology with a peak of attention in the late 60 and early 70s. Also it was a driving force for some educational reforms in Germany. But it lost its appeal in the 80s and 90 in the light of new debates on “pluralization”, the “risk society” and other diagnoses. But the “empire strikes back” – after the public reception of the PISA and TIMMS Data and some other OECD-materials, the connection among family, social inequality, schooling and achievement could get a new status in sociology and other fields. Family as a relevant institution for learning and socialization in these days also becomes a new aspect of concern because of the demographic development in Germany with one of the lowest birth rates in Europe. It is argued that the less children this German society has, the more they have to provided by with human capital to fulfil the many tasks in society.

Secondly, a new debate of “spaces”, “sites” and forms of learning beneath the school has been sparked off in German Educational Sciences and Sociology under the head of “blurring boundaries among working, learning and playing”. Especially discourses from the sociology of childhood and the sociology of youth and the media sciences could be read as hints for new forms and facets of learning out of school. In a knowledge society and in a society which is permeated by the products of popular culture, there is a new canon/curriculum, part of which ist appropriated by the children themselves. In Germany, there a now very interesting debates about the relative importance of these processes of “self-socialization” versus the traditional processes of socialization and learning, going the path from the parents to the children. 

In this context, also the family as an important site for learning and education has been “rediscovered” (Minsel 2007). Not only the basic functions of family for the building of attachments, emotional security and motivation for learning are to be noticed, but also the functions families have in delivering certain cultural goods – i.e. religion, sports and so on.

Whereas we know from large-scale studies and surveys a lot about the impact of certain familial characteristics on the educational achievement of children and youth (social, cultural and financial capital, regional variations), and about the influences of poverty on transitions to secondary and tertiary education and grades, there is much more to be learned about the processes of transmission and the contents of transmission in everyday life. One has to consider also the ambivalences of the changing contexts of socialization and learning which impinge on family learning: mediatization of the society, the demographic changes, the workforce and labour organization (Jurczyk/Lange 2007) and the changes in family life itself. A very important topic is how to combine the learning potentials and resources of families on the one side and schools and other educational institutions on the other side. This a great challenge, but also a great chance in the process of designing the fulltime day school (Ganztagsschule). 

In my presentation I will first give some insights into  the quantitative and qualitative studies which have been carried out in Germany to uncover a) the causes of exclusion and social inequality. In advance it has to be underlined that there is a very specific interdepence of the social inequalities in the familial background of the children and youth and the German Education system because of the tripartite school system, namely Hauptschule, Realschule and Gymnasium. In most Federal states, pupils are sorted into one of them after the fourth and this sorting not only depends on their real cognitive capacities, but also on the counselling of teachers and other sociostructural factors. Children from lower strata of the German class system have a very low chance to get into the Gymnasium. By this way a vicious cycle is set in motion. We know, that Realschule and Gymnasium are more stimulating learning environments, and children from the lower strata cannot benefit from this better learning environments. The phenomenon of these sensible phases of the transition to the secondary school and their negative impact for the career of children can also be shown with studies from poverty research. Summarizing: The tripartite schools system accentuates social inequalities!
and b) the integration of learning and socialization episodes in families with children and youth. In the end of the presentation there will be an outlook on a) a new theoretical approach to understand learning processes in families (doing family In a society with new forms of work) and on b) further research questions. The next concern must me, so my thesis, the impact of the world of work on the intergenerational processes of learning in families. 

2. Some empirical spotlights/highlights on the Family “learning System”

2.1. Some quantitative results: The long arm of the familial background and the importance of cultural capital

As I mentioned in my introduction, the PISA-data have opened a window on the structures of family learning in Germany. After the first analyses of the data, which uncovered a very intense coupling of the social class of the pupils’ parents and their achievements, further analyses could reconstruct some paths of influence: Watermann/Baumert have developed a very sophisticated model for explaining the differential achievements of pupils in PISA and tested it with data from a national extension of PISA, called PISA, their sample were 34.165 pupils. 

The model differentiates among structural factors of the family (SES, education, social status) and process aspects of the family (cultural activities, communicative activities). Theoretical background were mainly concepts from Bourdieus capital theory. 

For the reading competence as one of the depending variables, it could be proven that whereas familial structural factors account for 25% percent of the variance, 10% more of the variance can be explained by incorporating the process aspects of the family. This means that we have to take seriously the simultaneously operating texture of structures and processes. The second generalization which can be drawn from this research by way of a so called mediation analysis: The most important predictor for the attainment of competences (reading, mathematics and problem solving) are the cultural practices of the family. They operate as a kind of transmission belt, which activate the other assets of the family. The communicative aspects are not a special contribution. 

A further result is that the cultural practice counts most for the reading competence. As I mentioned in my introductory remarks about the tripartite school system in Germany, these cultural assets, which are given to the pupils by their families, are aggravated in the long run by the institutional sorting of the pupils into differential learning environments. 

The effect of this “long arm of the family learning system” in Germany also can be demonstrated extending into the life-phase of young adulthood. By utilizing a remarkable data set which consists of a sample of people who have been tested in their youth and have been retested in their young adult years (the so called LIFE-Study, realized by Helmut Fend), Werner Georg is able to detect an effect of the familial culture of reading (measured in the youth, in the years 1976/1977) on the professional status attainment of the people in the late 90s! This can be explained by the weight of extracurricular components for getting good jobs – a result which is also consistent with  Bourdieus thinking on education. Similar results for the long-lasting cultural legacy of the family for the job market have been obtained by Michael Hartmann, analysing the life-paths of PH-Students (Hartmann 2002). 

An  important study on the relative impact of the family learning versus institutional learning in the early phases of the life-course was done by Tietze/Rossbach/Renner (2005) also based on a longitudinal design. They followed children from the age of 4 years to 8 years and measured for instance the quality of family and kindergarten environments. This research team could show that the power of the pedagocical quality of the family is much stronger for the development of the children than the variations of the pedagogical quality of the institutional settings. 

Concerning the learning climate and the learning culture, another important data set has to be mentioned. The DJI-Childhood Panel study (see Alt 2004, 2005, 2006) also contains many details about the system and conditions of family learning in Germany. For me the most important fact is the relevance of a new form of intergenerational climate and participation. It can be characterized as a change from the “command household” to the “negotiation household.” Alt, Winklhofer (2005) can show that the more children are able to participate in family decisions, the more they are taking over responsibility in school and political affairs. But this positive effect depends, as in the other domains, on the social class of the family.   

Summarizing these and many other results one can generalize for the German family learning system and its interconnections with the formal institutional systems of learning:

· There are strong ties between the social class of the family of origin and the success of children in terms of competences, grades and tracking.

· The most important factor seem to be cultural elements of family learning

· There are strong arguments that these interconnections are also a result of the specific design of the German tripartite educational system.

· But there are also positive indicators of a very intense climate of stimulating children, giving them helpful suggestions for learning. German parents are very sensitive to the new demands for higher education. 

· Quantitative studies have shown that the cultural family life plays an important role, but they also show that we have to open the black box of the how and the when of this processes!

So, my message is that we have to carefully observe the further results of PISA and other large-scale international comparative studies, but that we also have to widen the scope of our thinking about family learning cultures. 

2.2. Qualitative studies: Opening the black box of family Learning

3. New Challenges

Beside the special label  for the new type of society one thing is agreed upon: the ambivalent character of the transformation, the mixture of chances and risks for children and their families. Studies about  ‘the conduct of everyday life’ in the German 90s (Jurczyk/Rerrich 1993; Projektgruppe Alltägliche Lebensführung 1995) have shown that with blurring boundaries the organization of daily life has become a challenging performance, that there is a constant demand for renegotiating the work-life equilibrium. Concerning time, we can observe that time-structures of families, jobs, schools etc. do not fit together any longer and time conflicts grow. Beside of the fact of time shortage and acceleration, it submits a higher requirement to time management. The erosion of external time structures reinforces the necessity to set the time structure of work and living by one self; put in simple words: What breaks away by society has to be made up by individual. The different activities, which happen at changing times and places, have to be managed flexible in time and space. The right moment and time period, the right speed has to be found and fit the coming up activities as well, as it has to coordinate with others (like colleagues, friends, children etc.). It takes high skills in managing to do this, which points more often in directions like “getting the right feeling for time” (“Kairos”) than in directions of strict and linear strategy (“Chronos”). An active “doing time” is getting more important than the reactive moving in defined, rigid time structures. It is easy to imagine, that new requests resulting from job flexibilisation increase if living together with others, even more if both parents work flexible. The counterpart of employment, the family is touched in many ways by this blurring boundaries, some of them will be described here.
The tendency towards economic insecurity delays the entry into a paid employment. It has become a very long process with the effect of postponing parenthood and furthering childlessness among highly educated men and women. The feeling of insecurity and inpredictability of living conditions and economic status is not only a bareer to having children, it is also a burden in the everyday life with children. Today parents cannot advise their children about taking the right track for their future professions; they don’t know, for which qualifications and jobs there will be demand in 15 years. Furthermore, the experience of their parents’ unemployment for many children has a strong impact on children’s life. New research data from the German Children Panel show, that parents try their best to buffer the negative effects of unemployment – and that children seem to be a stabilizing factor for their unemployed parent in terms of structuring the daily life and being a source of positive emotions (Strehmel 2004). On the other hand there are clear debilitating effects of poverty on children’s school careers, formation levels and aspirations.

The tendency towards work intensification means for parents the emotional and mental blurring of borders between work and family life – being constantly influenced by new and demanding tasks of work. They are bringing stress to their homes, even if they leave the work back in their working-place. Phenomena of spillovers are a burden for both parents and children: exhausted parents trying to be attentive to their children’s needs, accompanied with a bad conscience not being a sufficient father or mother, sometimes combined with feeling guilty about enjoying a satisfying job, and, last but not least, children who have to balance their needs in comparison to what they feel their parents need.  

The tendency to blurring spatial boundaries has different aspects for parents and their families. Commuting leads to weekend relationships and parentship, as forms of living apart together. The multilocality of working - as well as the multilocality of families because of divorce, which is left aside in this article - is connected to a raising need of mutual information and organization. Lots of time have to be spent in being on the road. If the work is brought to home, it transfers the economical and rational logic of the market into private space, which was dedicated to care-work and recreation. Instead of the established spatial separation between family and professional work now emerges the necessity of objective separation of activities. Flexibilization in time and space causes interpenetrating phases and places of work and private life. Living that way, new  difficulties to decide arise: Am I working? Or is this free time for me? More and more people “work” in their leisure time, by reading literature, writing memos for the job, programming, building networks for their next job and acquiring the next order. Parents additionally have to combine all this with raising up their children, juggling through the parallel but contradictionary logics of activities. New forms of tele-mediated businesses have on the one hand the potential to give new opportunities for combining work, care-work and time for children. On the other side, there are intense ambivalences and problems of “boundary work”, which are reported by mothers and fathers working at home, plus difficulties of being integrated in the firm.
All these aspects are intertwined with the tendency to changing gender roles, mostly to be seen in rising rates of female employment. Although mothers in Germany are not all following the same path - the biggest group of them (50 to 60per cent) currently follows the double-oriented model in combination of part-time-work and family, about 20 per cent show up as home-, the other 20 per cent as work-centered (Bertram et al. 2005: 26) -, the problems of reconciling family and work in daily life are wide-spread. Their everyday lives are hindered by family-hostile work-places and infrastructures, which still refer to traditional home-centered mothers and the fordist pattern of a traditional division of labor between men and women in public and private spheres. Resulting from this is a specific time-lag between different structural developments in the modernization process of Western Germany: the entry of large numbers of women into the work force has not yet been accompanied by sufficient child care (BMSFJ 2005). The offers in places and opening times of day-care-centers do not answer the needs of parents and do not show consideration for their flexibilising working-times (Stöbe-Blossey 2004). The therefore resulting “care crisis” in (West)Germany causes daily juggling-acts especially for mothers, which are not compensated by the slowly rising participation of fathers in families. 

All the trends mentioned above seem to contribute to the widespread experience of time-squeeze in Western European families, which is influenced negatively and positively by the tendency to temporal flexibilisation. A huge proportion among parents recognize being unter pressure – although, as time-diary data show, they do not spend less time with their children than parents did ten or twenty years ago (Statistisches Bundesamt 2004). This time-squeeze of parents is not a phenomena  unique for Germany, it can be found in many highly developed countries (Milkie/Mattingly/Nomaguchi/Bianchi/Robinson 2004). Its emotional effects are the result of the mixing of at the following factors, which show that time-squeeze includes much more than quantitative problems of too less time and too much activities: 

· being under stress in the different and demanding work environments, which are dictated by the economical imperatives of velocity, efficiency and service orientation;

· the challenges of parallel activity and fast changes between different activities;

· the different and contradictory time-logics and demands of family-job activities;

· the lack of sovereignty on the subject, duration, temporal position and velocity of job-activities;

· role-conflicts between being good mothers (Blair-Loy 2003) or fathers on the one hand and responding to job interests and demands on the other;

· the striving of parents today, especially in the middle classes (Büchner et al. 1998; Lareau 2003; Pasquale 1998) to give their children platforms for their actual und future successful lives in an uncertain world. The phenomenon of “soccer moms” is but one element of this sort of time stress, which is experienced by a great segment of parents today (Arendell 2001).

In line with the development which Melbin (1987) has described as the colonialization of the night, more and more families have to cope with a broad variety of working-time arrangements, which are covering day and night, week and weekend. In the flexible "24/7-economy" (Presser 2003), there are new problems of organizing family life including adequate care settings.
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