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Haci-Halil Uslucan

School as a place of orientation and as a place 
of prevention of disorientation

The following short expert report is essentially devoted to two 
central questions: 

1. Why is school the genuine place of orientation in the world?
2. What is the role of prevention in this respect?

I. School as a place of orientation in the world

Why is school the genuine place of orientation in the world in the 
lives of young people? If we just consider how much time a child 
spends in school up to the end of the tenth grade - with about 37 
school weeks and a weekly number of hours of about 30 - it is at 
least 11,000 hours in ten years; up to the final school leaving exa-
mination it sums up to almost 15,000 hours. In this respect, we can 
speak of school as the first „major and lasting coercive institution“ 
in a child‘s life. And at the same time, it is also the place where he or 
she is not only taught, instructed, etc., but also encounters children 
of other linguistic, cultural and religious backgrounds. In this re-
spect, it is also a prominent place where life in a world characterised 
by plurality is directly practised. At the same time, this transition - in 
the primary phase - from the parental home to school as a central 
space of experience and interpretation is initially a critical life event 
for all children. The different demands that now affect the child 
must be perceived, understood and mastered; at the same time, a 
„liveable“ synthesis with the child‘s own expectations and desires 
must be created. In this context, migrant children are a particularly 
vulnerable group. For them, this transition may be even more seri-
ous if they have not previously attended a day care centre and are 
confronted with different cultural and religious backgrounds for the 
first time at school. Then they feel the differences and inconsisten-
cies between the values of their own family and religious context 
and the values of the host society conveyed by the school much 
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more strongly. However, parental educational tasks are also much 
more demanding (and difficult to cope with) for immigrants than for 
native parents; on the one hand, they have to maintain continuity 
with their (own) history and tradition, but on the other hand, they 
also have to offer their children skills, knowledge and orientation 
for a society that is often not entirely transparent to themselves. In 
particular, immigrants from countries with a high cultural distance 
to Germany (such as Turkey, Syria, Arab countries, etc.) are faced 
at the beginning of migration with the task of processing a rather 
high degree of uncertainty and ambiguity and having to form new 
cognitive schemata appropriate to the current living environment 
(Hänze & Lantermann, 1999). Accordingly, this brief expert report 
will address this group in a separate section. 

Regardless of the demographic or culturally different composition 
of classes, the question of orientation and disorientation is also 
becoming increasingly important, especially in adolescence: One of 
the tasks in the development specific to adolescence is to build a 
personal identity and to prepare to some extent for adult life (Fend, 
1994; Fuhrer & Laser, 1997). In line with the individualisation the-
sis, the developmental psychologist James Marcia has been able 
to show in his work since the 1990s (1993) that the proportion of 
young people with a diffuse identity has risen from 20% in the past 
to 40%. This means that for some time now, a growing number of 
young people have no longer been able to commit themselves to 
stable, binding and obligatory – and in this sense identity forming 
– relationships, orientations and values, and that the question of 
reliable orientation has become more urgent than ever.

Functions of school:

As we all know, school as an institution not only has a selective, 
allocative and qualifying function, but also always a socialising and 
legitimising function; i.e. an effect on the recognition of the legi-
timacy of the existing social order among the pupils (Fend, 1981).

But are these functions always fulfilled or sufficiently fulfilled? 
Here we can certainly ask some critical questions:

1. The qualifying function is limited by the fact that educational 
processes are long-term investments, but the demands of the 
economic system change rather quickly.
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2. Allocation and selection function: In practice, job allocations 
often take place via gender- and other specific pathways; 
examinations sometimes have only a legitimising and only  
limited objectively differentiating character.

3. Integration and legitimation function: Educational success 
tends to familiarise people with middle-class values, and too 
little attention is being paid about the pluralisation of life-
styles; especially the ethno-cultural-linguistic heterogeneity of 
current school classes.

As far as the cognitive orientation function of school is concer-
ned, i.e. knowledge in and knowledge about the world, it can 
be stated that its primary task is to impart contemporary cultural 
tools, without the mastery of which the acquisition of cultural pro-
ducts seems almost impossible. The education researcher Baumert 
(2002) has outlined these as follows: 

1. Mastery of the common language
2. Mathematical modelling ability
3. Foreign language skills
4. IT competence

Last but not least, the teaching of a more psychological skill, 
namely the self-regulation of the acquisition of knowledge  
(cf. Baumert, 2002).

How can schools provide this orientation by means of 
(good) teaching?

One of the outstanding findings in educational research in this 
context is the work of the Australian researcher John Hattie: With 
regard to the concept of good teaching, Hattie (2008; 2015) en-
courages teachers to use the maxim „visible teaching and visible 
learning“, i.e. „visible teaching and learning“ and „recognisable 
teaching and learning“. In other words, the teacher himself be-
comes the learner and the teaching is determined by, for exam-
ple, feedback and actively passionate engagement. One of his 
core findings is that prior knowledge and basic cognitive skills are 
particularly crucial for predicting learning success, but that the-
se are linked to other factors such as socio-economic status and 
student-related personality traits (motivation and self-concept).  
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He identified teaching and learning strategies and classroom cli-
mate as particularly effective factors. Hattie‘s study is so central 
because it refers to 815 meta-analyses, which in turn are based 
on 50,000 studies. And out of these 815, a large proportion (365 
meta-analyses) relate to the field of teaching. In this respect, espe-
cially for cognitive orientation in the world, teacher action or the 
teacher‘s instructional design is essential (cf. Hattie & Yates, 2015). 

Other studies also show that a positive school climate has a suppor-
tive and protective effect, especially if there is a good relationship 
with the teacher, whom the students perceive as interested in them 
and challenging them (Wild, Hofer & Pekrun, 2006). Above all, a 
school climate in which the cultural-religious diversity of the pupils 
is seen as an enrichment and not as a hindrance can contribute to 
resilience, because thus the individual pupil is given a feeling of 
importance, significance and recognition (Speck-Hamdan, 1999). 

As far as social learning is concerned, which is covered by subjects 
close to this topic, such as German, political world studies, social 
studies, religious education, etc., its goals in the current ethno-
cultural, religious heterogeneous school landscape could be de-
scribed as follows: To perceive and acknowledge other religious 
traditions and their equal rights, but above all to recognise plu-
rality in the other (such as within other religions etc.). This form 
of „education for (religious) tolerance“ is important for the pre-
vention of prejudice and the avoidance of stereotypes. And this 
seems to be important not only for inter-religious dialogue, but 
also for everyday social life. For example, apart from theological or 
religious questions, Islamic religious education in schools has the 
potential to reduce prejudices, and of course especially prejudices 
against Muslims, which is important not only for Muslims but also 
for the local population, too. After all, greater proximity and fami-
liarity can mean that pupils/students do not become susceptible to 
generalising statements because they know different people from 
this circle (of Muslims).

Thus, in prevention research, it has also been recognised that not 
only behavioural prevention is important, but also relational pre-
vention, i.e. in detail, the shaping of someone‘s socio-cultural envi-
ronment, their social relationships with others (Marckmann, 2010).

School, it can be briefly summarised, plays a central role in per-
sonality development as well as in social and ethical-moral orien-
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tation in the world. For this reason, we will try to provide brief 
answers to the following questions: 

a. How can school promote the equal participation of all, but 
especially the integration of pupils with a history of immigra-
tion or migration and flight, and contribute to the recognition 
of lived diversity as normality?

b. How can schools keep the risks low for all children and act 
to prevent violence (both the prevention of physical violence, 
but also the prevention of verbal violence, for example by im-
plementing programmes such as „Non-Violent Communica-
tion (NVC)“, etc.)? At the same time, we can ask: How can it 
strengthen individual resilience of children and thus do justice 
to the idea of prevention of (conceivable) disorders/deficits?

c. How can schools promote or increase moral sensitivity and de-
mocratic competences of pupils?

a) Equal participation: Orientation for all

For more than ten years, educational policy has rightly called for 
the institution of school to recognise linguistic-cultural, ethnic and 
national plurality in education as a normality and to abandon the 
orientation towards a homogeneous student body in which he-
terogeneity functions as a deviation (cf. Krüger-Potratz, 2006). In 
view of the current demographic situation, where more than eve-
ry third child in schools has a migration background, this demand 
is more than overdue. 

Since 2015, the new version of the Orientation Framework for 
Sustainable Development in the Context of Education adopted by 
the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cul-
tural Affairs of the Federal States (KMK) also stipulates a change 
of perspective and empathy as central competences for pupils/
students in order to see themselves as „global citizens“ (Standing 
Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of 
the Federal States, 2016, p. 10).

How can this be achieved, initially in organisational terms? As an 
example, Claudia Schanz (2006) compiled the findings and steps 
in a model school in Hannover that tried to implement intercultu-
ral education in school development. She was able to identify the 
following processes: 
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 ▪ First, it takes individuals or a group to convince the teachers of 
the opportunities of a new departure in the school.

 ▪ It is important to involve an external consultant who accompa-
nies the process in the long term.

 ▪ The development of a culture of dialogue and conflict within 
the staff is essential in order to reach an agreement on what 
constitutes a „good intercultural school“.

 ▪ The implementation of intercultural education in the individual 
lesson contents is the next step.

 ▪ This process must be continuously supported by internal and 
external training.

 ▪ The school tries to systematically involve parents, especially pa-
rents with a migrant background.

 ▪ Opening the school internally (teaching content, other tea-
ching methods, etc.) as well as opening it externally (dialogue 
with the community) complement or complete this process.

How can vulnerable groups in particular, such as migrant children, 
be better included and better supported in this opening? One of 
the possibilities is to explicitly address the strengths of the pupils, 
namely through self-affirming interventions, as documented in 
the study of the Expert Council of German Foundations for Inte-
gration and Migration (SVR), which bears the programmatic title: 
Vielfalt im Klassenzimmer [Diversity in the Classroom] (SVR, 2017).

But first a step back: What were the background assumptions and 
research findings of this study? Previous findings made it clear 
that teachers who had a low acceptance of cultural diversity in the 
classroom also had higher stress levels, which can subsequently 
lead to the risk of lower support, especially for students with a 
migration background (cf. Hachfeld et al., 2015). If teachers ex-
pect different performance from diverse immigrant groups in the 
classroom (i.e. assume that some are better performers and others 
are poorer performers), they unintentionally create so-called „self-
fulfilling prophecies“ because they then tend to allocate their at-
tention and learning support selectively. For example, they call on 
these pupils less often or make their interaction with this pupil 
much shorter. The result is that certain groups, especially those 
from whom less performance is expected, are disadvantaged.
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Conversely, it has also been shown that when students perceive 
that they belong to a negatively stereotyped group, they actually 
obtained bad results in test situations (Steele & Aronson, 1995; 
Owens & Massey, 2011). This is often described by the term „ste-
reotype threat“. Furthermore, a drop in school motivation was 
also observed (Sherman et al., 2013). In this respect, it is import-
ant to raise awareness of stereotype threat mechanisms in school 
and to discuss them in class, for example (Johns et al., 2005).

However, the positive message of the SVR study is: Already by 
means of small psychological interventions, sustainable improve-
ments in learning motivation and school performance of disad-
vantaged pupils can be achieved and the „stereotype threat“, the 
threat to identity by stereotypes, can be counteracted. These small 
„wise“ interventions (cf. Walton, 2014) lead to a change in psy-
chological attitudes that has an immense impact in interaction: 
One of these „wise“ interventions are based on the self-affirma-
tion theory (orig. Steele, 1988). This intervention was used, for 
example, in the SVR study of 2017 under the heading „Wider die 
Stereotypisierung. Bessere Schulleistung durch Selbstbestätigung” 
[Against stereotyping. Better school performance through self-af-
firmation] and the following became clear using the example of 
pupils of Turkish and Arab origin: When they dealt with things 
that were important to themselves, better school performance in 
a mathematics test was still noticeable both immediately after the 
intervention, but also relatively sustainably, about eight weeks la-
ter. Explicitly, the strengths and resources of the students were 
called up and awakened in this intervention. The fact that pupils 
are „vaccinated“ with a positive conviction proves to be psycholo-
gically effective: They are made aware that they too can do somet-
hing particularly well as well as gain some control over their own 
performance. These positive experiences, such as better school 
performance, but also praise from their teachers and parents can 
contribute to confirming and also stabilising their conviction that 
they can do something well (SVR, 2017).

In addition to these „wise“ interventions, it is important to involve 
migrant youths more strongly in positions of responsibility in school 
contexts - regardless of their possibly lower linguistic competences. It 
is expected that they then identify more strongly with the task, which 
strengthens their inner ties to the school, but also that they thereby 
gain experiences of usefulness and self-efficacy (Uslucan, 2011a).
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For pedagogical contexts in particular, it is important to consider 
the following: In view of the fact that young people with a mig-
ration background suffer from a higher number or more intensive 
risks, as is clear in many studies (cf. Uslucan, 2008, 2012), then 
even a completely „normal“, inconspicuous way of life by them 
would initially have to appear as requiring explanation. Therefo-
re, not only the particularly positive cases should be highlighted, 
but also the efforts „towards normality“ of the „inconspicuous“ 
should be honoured and recognised. After all, successful integra-
tion often happens „inconspicuously“.

b) Violence prevention and resilience:

If one considers the functions of violence in the lives of young 
people, one cannot avoid the points of asserting interests, seeking 
recognition and experiencing self-efficacy. If schools fail to ful-
fil these basic needs and desires without violence, young people 
resort to violence (cf. Mayer, 2014). Especially when competition 
leads to the marginalisation of the lower achievers, who then lose 
the joy of learning, become victims of bullying and violence by ot-
hers as a result, this frustration can also lead to aggression against 
oneself, but also to depressive moods and withdrawal.

Forms of violence prevention in school:
First of all, schools can generally have a violence-preventing ef-
fect by giving people the opportunity to participate, for example 
by encouraging participation in school committees, facilitating 
this, rewarding participants, etc. In addition to participation, op-
portunities for identification with the school are also important. 
In addition to participation, opportunities for identification with 
one‘s own school, class, etc. must be strengthened, for example 
through recognisable signs of belonging, be it in the form of a 
school emblem, recurring ritualised events in the school (sports 
tournaments, performances, musical events, etc.) (cf. also Mayer, 
2010). It is known from research on violence and vandalism that, 
for example, destruction of school property is less frequent when 
students have positive relationships with their school, for example, 
when they are given more opportunities to shape their immediate 
environment (be it the classroom or the living space in an insti-
tution): Environments are less likely to be aggressively damaged 
if people have designed or helped to design them themselves, 
because they are more likely to develop a „commitment“, i.e.  
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a sense of obligation (Klockhaus & Michel, 1988). In the light of 
this idea, it is then also important to immediately repair already 
existing damage in buildings and facilities, because pre-damaged 
environments offer even more incentives for vandalistic acts.

Finally yet importantly, violence-triggering aspects, which from 
the students‘ point of view are caused by unfair or non-transpa-
rent grading, should of course also be avoided. Teachers should 
make their reasons for the assessment of performances as trans-
parent as possible, giving students the opportunity to influence it 
(example: Teachers giving short feedback after each lesson, be it 
in symbols +, - or 0, be it verbally). In this way, they can motivate 
students in the long run or justify it more transparently in case of 
unfavourable grading.

In particular, it is advisable for pupils with a migration background 
or with a recent refugee background, who tend to perform poor-
ly at school, to take up the findings of educational psychology 
on reference norm orientation and not only measure their per-
formance against a social reference norm - usually the German 
peer group in the class. For then they feel that despite their efforts 
they often do not achieve the required performance and are more 
inclined to resign. It is much more conducive to take their indi-
vidual developmental steps and improvements into account and 
then to acknowledge them (Rheinberg, 2006). In this way, school 
is no longer perceived by them only as a place of experiences of 
failure, which they sometimes meet with violence out of a double 
speechlessness (low knowledge of German, low transparency of 
performance feedback).

Non-Violent Communication (NVC) according to Marshall Rosen-
berg (2013) is an exemplary and also well-evaluated project on 
how a better access to oneself and thereby also to relevant social 
partners can be acquired in school. The central components of 
NVC are: Observations, feelings, needs and requests. The back-
ground to the transfer of NVC to school is the principle that school 
is not exclusively about teaching learning content (qualification 
function of school), but also about teaching universal social values 
(integration function of school), i.e. values that are valid regardless 
of ethnicity, culture, religion/worldview, tradition, gender, econo-
mic/social background, etc. The main focus of the project is on the 
development of the social skills of the pupils. etc. The objective is 
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to work on inner attitudes, behaviour and thought patterns, fo-
cusing in particular on negative feelings and thoughts that hinder 
understanding and cooperation with others in everyday school life. 
Non-violent communication, for its part, is based on authentici-
ty and respect towards oneself and others and aims to promote 
an empathetic attitude, especially among pupils. In relation to the 
context of school, this form of communication promotes self-con-
fidence as well as trust in others and cultivates social needs for 
community and belonging. This is particularly relevant for schools 
that are strongly characterised by cultural and social diversity. It is 
conceivable to use projects like NVC with young people who are 
often involved in conflicts due to so-called „violations of honour“, 
personal insults, etc.. This is because, among other things, NVC is 
also about recognising one‘s own tension in a concrete situation, 
the anger that arises, the trigger as well as the negative thoughts 
that follow and reinforce the anger, to judge in a more targeted 
way and finally to change these thoughts. If one wants to classi-
fy it psychologically, NVC follows a socio-psychological-ecological 
paradigm, which always explains or understands human action in 
the context of its environment and therefore includes the relevant 
environment of the students (family, school or teachers). The com-
petences that form the personality and precede subject learning 
(especially social competences) are promoted more strongly. These 
include the promotion of attentiveness in dealing with each other 
as well as a more conscious use of language: The aim is, on the 
one hand, to avoid verbal injuries, but also to express oneself aut-
hentically. At the same time, the pupils‘ emotional language reper-
toire is expanded (How can I express my need without hurting the 
other person? Marco Jose gave a nice example of this: Instead of 
„Why don‘t you make it clear to him that...an empathic question 
back would be: „Do you feel sad because you wish you had more 
appreciation from him?“; Jose, 2016, p. 120). It is well documen-
ted that promoting mindfulness in dealing with oneself and others 
also indirectly increases the ability to concentrate (cf. Jose, 2016).

For the question of violence prevention, proven experiences and 
findings from social psychological attitude research can also be 
used: For example, it can make sense to have young people at 
school who have been noticed for violent acts actively promote 
non-violent coexistence (through lectures, homework, etc.), kno-
wing full well that they may adhere to strongly chauvinistic or 
violence-accepting or -glorifying beliefs. As a result, these young 
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people are forced into a dissonance situation that is cognitively 
uncomfortable and tense, because they become aware of their 
hypocrisy when publicly reciting this content. In order to maintain 
self-esteem, as similar experimental findings in health behaviour 
show, adolescents are then more willing to actually implement the 
hypocritical behaviour later on (cf. Aronson et al., 2008).

Another effective measure (nonetheless unspecific to incidents of 
violence) is the social reduction of stereotypical portrayals of and 
discrimination against immigrants, and currently explicitly against 
Muslims. In everyday life, we often witness a devastating cycle 
of reporting and perception, which, for example, has a formati-
ve effect on the everyday practice of educators and teachers: A 
supposedly „factual“ reporting, which, however, is based on an-
ecdotal, selective individual observations (without a more precise 
description of their basis of observation, the situation, the sample 
composition, their initial hypotheses, etc.), which is then blown 
up by the mass media and leads practitioners to exactly the same 
form of perception of their clientele that this unreflected reporting 
generates (cf. Uslucan, 2011b). Not seeing through this latent ra-
cism can hardly be blamed on those working in the field: Even wit-
hout the assumption of discriminatory attitudinal patterns, it has 
long been demonstrated in memory psychology that people are 
much more likely to remember and then recognise information 
that conforms to their presuppositions/hypotheses (cf. Tversky & 
Kahnemann, 1973). This finding, in turn, has been known in the 
school context since the early 1970s as the „Pygmalion Effect“, 
i.e. the „shaping and construction“ of the good/bad pupil on ba-
sis of teachers‘ expectations (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1971).

Against this background, public communication and media co-
verage that not only highlights or registers differences, but also 
highlights the positive facets of (religious) minorities and pre-
sents them in a frame of reference that includes the majority as 
well as the minority, is a significant form of stereotype avoidance  
(cf. Sassenberg et al., 2007).

c) Strengthening democratic competences:

School is the exemplary place where democratic competences can 
be acquired, exercised, moderated and refined. Here, the insights 
and demands of John Dewey (1916) show that they have not lost 
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their relevance, even after more than 100 years: Dewey‘s basic in-
tention was to involve pupils directly in the process of producing 
democratic values and structures and thus to constantly renew de-
mocracy „from below“, as it were. In his sense, democracy cannot 
be reduced merely to political democracy, to a form of govern-
ment, to a procedure of decision-making, etc., as is often observed 
in autocratically governed countries. Democracy through educa-
tion and democracy in education (i.e. the active participation of the 
students in shaping the school, the classroom, the house rules, etc.) 
can be emphasised as core maxims. In this respect, it represents a 
form of living together in which common experiences are made 
and common values are shared. These considerations have been 
very actively developed and continued in educational research in 
recent decades by Wolfgang Edelstein (Edelstein et al., 2009).

Democracy education is also directly linked to moral development, 
which is a central theme of subjects such as German, political 
world studies, but also like religious education and practical philo-
sophy, which will be discussed in some detail.

School can be the genuine place to start with central questions of 
morality, one of which could also be, for example: Why be moral 
at all? For the discussion of this question, it is a good idea to go 
through the whole spectrum of response behaviour in class, from 
complete amoralism and the rejection of morality to literal compli-
ance with moral instructions.

An essential cognitive goal (for moral orientation in the world) 
should be that universal human goods such as friendship, love, 
recognition are inconceivable without a minimal form of reciproci-
ty, consideration and compliance with rules: Just to be individually 
happy, a minimum of morality is necessary. So in order to be the 
person we want to be and to contour our identities, the minimal 
recognition and inclusion of the other person is always inesca-
pable, no matter how much we reject the other. This creates the 
need to be responsive to the other person.

In the promotion of moral competences, moral judgement should 
be worked out by the individual himself; it cannot be taught di-
rectly, but at best indirectly. And for this, experiences in the social 
space and active mental processing of moral experiences and phe-
nomena (weighing up arguments and checking facts oneself) are 
indispensable. Therefore, didactically, a proximity to experience is 
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indispensable when teaching moral aspects. While hypothetical 
conflicts/dilemmas (such as the famous “Heinz dilemma” in moral 
studies, where students are asked whether Heinz, the husband, 
is allowed to break into a pharmacy and commit theft - after 
unsuccessful attempts to round up the necessary money - if the 
medicine is needed to save his sick wife) can be discussed more 
easily, they are conducted without engagement. And vice versa: 
Conflicts in which the students themselves are involved, thereby 
also taking a certain personal risk, are more likely to stick and are 
usually still reworked in the memory (cf. Uslucan, 2014).

Especially when individual motives and reasons are given little 
consideration or are completely neglected and pupils simply have 
to adopt certain attitudes, such as honesty, these attitudes prove 
to be quite unstable, as psychological moral research has shown 
since its beginnings: For example, quite early in moral research it 
was found that attempts to teach children honesty as a value in 
a Sunday school, virtually as a sermon, had little effect and that 
these children cheated in later test situations just as much as other 
children without instruction or without a moral sermon (Harts-
horne & May, 1928). Among other reasons, indoctrinative moral 
promotion is not advisable and timely because, on the one hand, 
it excludes the child‘s self-determination and, on the other hand, 
it places no trust in the child‘s rationality or his or her abilities to 
apply cognition and reason.

Another intervention (in school) for the promotion of moral orien-
tation could be to discuss in the appropriate subject (German, soci-
al studies, religious education, etc.) the so-called naturalistic fallacy 
in moral psychology, namely the false conclusion from the factual 
situation (as it is) to the wanted situation (as it should be), which 
has now acquired a new explosiveness and urgency due to the cul-
turally different composition of classes: Because there are certain 
values in society (such as competitive pressure, etc.), should pu-
pils necessarily adopt them in order to survive in this society? Why 
should they not acquire other attitudes (such as cooperation)?

The central insight here should be: Values are not legitimate just 
because they are valid in a culture. It is therefore important to 
work out with pupils the difference between validity and legitima-
cy. This critical reflection on tradition and culture contains both 
morality-promoting and violence-preventing elements, e.g. in  
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dialogues in which students refer to their own culture/tradition 
in morally controversial positions. With regard to the difference 
between social validity and worthiness of validity, the common 
realisation would be: Not every tradition is worth keeping, as his-
tory sufficiently shows (such as violence in education, unequal 
treatment of men and women, unequal treatment of boys and 
girls, the caste system in India, slavery, etc.). This form of dialogue 
or critical reflection is particularly useful when teachers have basic 
knowledge of the cultural or religious backgrounds of their pupils, 
so that they do not fall prey to naïve assumptions on the part of 
the pupils.

Furthermore, with regard to teaching, an essential strategy for pro-
moting morality is the induction of moral-cognitive conflicts, i.e. 
the staging of moral conflict situations and the discussion of the 
legal and moral positions involved in the respective conflict. The 
background to this approach is the Piagetian hypothesis that cogni-
tive conflicts create an imbalance (both logical and emotional) and 
push towards a more stable equilibrium at a higher level (through 
reflective reorganisation). In this respect, such mental „disturban-
ces“ are fruitful developmental factors (Piaget, 1976). This discus-
sion promotes moral judgement in children, which has long been a 
major finding in moral psychology (Blatt & Kohlberg, 1975).

As indicated above, the discussion of moral conflicts should revol-
ve around „real-life“ conflicts, so that young people also have the 
opportunity to identify with the events and the people involved 
and to show moral commitment out of concern. The problems 
under discussion should therefore potentially also be their own 
(for example, discrimination against social/ethnic/religious mino-
rities, women, etc.).

Moral education, moral guidance can only succeed if the moral 
actions of the individual (both teachers and students etc.) are sup-
ported and stimulated. In this sense, it also presupposes (and at 
the same time creates) a morale-promoting school environment. 
For example, in schools where this kind of morality promotion is 
actively pursued (the so-called „just-community“ approach accor-
ding to Lawrence Kohlberg, 1996), this means that a participa-
tory democracy is created in which every member of the school 
community has a voice, the teacher is - formally speaking - an 
equal among equals and her voice counts only by the force of the 
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rationality of her argument, but not by the force of her official 
authority. The idea of this „just community“ implies creating a 
community in school that works out for itself the norms to which 
it obligatorily submits and acts as a model for the whole of socie-
ty. Democracy in and democracy through the school, as already 
formulated by John Dewey, marks the objective of an education 
for a moral personality.

II. What role does prevention play in the school?

When dealing with prevention, it is first necessary to free oneself 
from an economically truncated view according to which preven-
tion always saves money or prevention is cheaper than cure. This is 
not always true, as Suhrcke has already shown very well in 2010: 
The actual criterion of prevention is not cost savings, but cost ef-
fectiveness; i.e. what is the ratio of the resources used to the ac-
tual outcome? With regard to school, the question would be how 
many resources does school have to use to suppress which behavi-
our or which event? For example, it is known from health research 
that not every prevention suppresses (potential or future) suffe-
ring; possibly, it would not occur in the first place in this group 
of people and thus a „treatment“ with the preventive measure 
would have been unnecessary (cf. Suhrcke, 2010). With regard 
to violence prevention at school, it can be said that the effects 
of measures that are supposed to counteract the development 
of an undesirable personality trait such as aggression or antisoci-
al personality are difficult to prove, because it is not the normal 
case that such traits always develop. The vast majority of young 
people grow up without antisocial tendencies, regardless of pre-
vention measures. In this respect, it is only logical that prevention 
measures that, for example, promote specific competencies, must 
also prove that these developments are not natural changes, but 
can be specifically attributed to increases in competencies due to 
intervention. Last but not least, it should also be recognisable that 
the behaviours learned in the programme allow for a transfer or 
are actually transferred. To be concrete: This means that they are 
used in everyday life, for example, if a pupil showed a reduction in 
violence during the programme, this can also be found later in his/
her everyday life and was not only limited to the specific training 
situation (at school).
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In order to assess the potential effectiveness of interventions, it 
is therefore necessary to specify the target group precisely and in 
advance. In this respect, universal approaches (i.e. those that, for 
example, randomly focus on all pupils, adolescents, all children or 
all migrant youth, etc.) are less effective than selective approaches 
targeting those groups that have a high probability of developing 
the undesired behaviour. As an example, the study by Beelmann 
and Lösel (2006) can be cited here, which was able to determine 
an effect strength of only d = 0.08 for an unselected group (uni-
versal prevention) with social training programmes, but already 
showed mean effect strengths around d = .52 for indicated pre-
vention programmes. Against this background, the authors state 
that the average effectiveness of the measures is often rather 
small to medium effects, so that no great expectations should be 
placed on prevention programmes.

The results of evidence of effectiveness - whether positive or ne-
gative - should be documented in such a way that they answer 
the question of why something worked or why something else did 
not work here in this constellation, and what undesirable effects 
occur. Eventually - in the light of these findings - action that is 
more effective can be taken in the future and new programmes 
do not always have to be launched.

Nevertheless: As mentioned above, prevention should not only be 
understood as saving costs (e.g. in the health sector as saving the 
costs of follow-up treatments etc.), but with prevention the indi-
vidual‘s own responsibility should be strengthened at the same 
time; autonomy should be supported. Ultimately, a good preven-
tion strategy is not only oriented towards effectively combating 
the occurrence of „evil“ or avoiding its emergence, but rather 
towards organising learning processes on how individuals and in-
stitutions can avoid „evil“ or learn to deal with „evil“, which also 
applies to schools.

When does prevention work?

In a famous meta-analysis, Tobler (1997) investigated the effec-
tiveness of prevention projects, in this case drug prevention, and 
divided the projects investigated into two categories (knowled-
ge-providing, classical educational programmes vs. interactive, 
involving programmes) and convincingly showed that the effec-
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tiveness of interactive programmes was significantly higher than 
of programmes providing knowledge. Other similar studies have 
also found that, for example, prejudices and stereotypes are 
not changed simply by confronting people with more objective 
facts, but rather when people have the opportunity to discover 
the facts themselves. This principle, the strong involvement of 
the student body and independent discovery, is also promising 
in respect to school-based prevention measures. Only externally 
imposed instructions, even though they are conveyed through ex-
ternal rewards (e.g. whoever participates in the programme gets 
advantages at school), tend to have negative effects on intrinsic 
motivation (on action based on convictions), if they are used as a 
specific form of control; i.e. if, for example, rewards/gratifications 
are withdrawn again on a case-by-case basis (e.g. if the pupil no 
longer participates in the programme/measure). The reason for 
this is that the self-determination or the experience of autonomy 
of the person is then restricted. As a result, the individual‘s wil-
lingness to carry out this activity solely for the sake of its intrinsic 
quality (for example, that non-violent communication is also per-
sonally satisfying) often decreases. Only individuals who identify 
strongly with the task can develop resistance to this subversion 
of their beliefs.

In general, programmes, interventions as well as preventive mea-
sures that are committed to youth development or the psycho-
logical empowerment of young people should be guided by the 
so-called „five c“: “competence, confidence, connection, charac-
ter and caring” (Lerner et al., 2005). These also indirectly inhi-
bit violence and suppress antisocial behaviour. Against this back-
ground, competences should be strengthened, confidence should 
be created, social connections and networks should be establis-
hed, young people‘s character should be strengthened and they 
should be given a feeling of caring. This caring should result in a 
kind of establishment of „caring relationships“, both that young 
people are cared for and that young people care for others, such 
as younger pupils, the school garden, etc. 

Early interventions seem to be more successful when they are 
linked to the family or to family values and the realisation of 
these values in everyday routines, i.e. when they also take cer-
tain cultural factors into account. In the case of migrant fami-
lies, this means that intervention measures/training programmes 
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must be able to connect to their everyday beliefs if they are to 
bring about real changes in the children and families concerned  
(cf. Guralnick, 2008).

Ambivalences, tensions and possibilities of prevention 
measures in schools:

It is obvious that prevention measures should primarily start whe-
re the risks arise. However, if we look at a specific group, such 
as young people with a migrant background, it becomes clear 
that risky life constellations are of a more diverse nature among 
them and that school can only exert limited influence on them. 
For example: These can be social risks, such as social inacceptance 
and discrimination, which increase the stress level and vulnerabi-
lity, but can also be associated with family and biographical risks 
(lower educational capital and poorer career prospects).

On the one hand, prevention research proves that universal ap-
proaches (e.g. those that indiscriminately target all young people 
or all pupils etc.) are usually less effective than selective approa-
ches, which often target those groups that have a high probability 
of developing the undesired behaviour. On the other hand, in the 
school context, a „treatment“ only with a certain (ethnic/religious) 
group would lead to a further stigmatisation of this group, for 
example, if targeted or selective prevention work or campaigns 
(anti-radicalisation projects) were launched only addressing Mus-
lims, which could subsequently inhibit cooperation. This is becau-
se they suggest right from the start that these people are in need 
of special „treatment“ and follow a logic of suspicion (cf. Schau, 
Jakob & Milbrandt, 2020). The „de-radicalisation expert“ Michael 
Kiefer therefore gets to the point when he writes: “If young peo-
ple are explicitly addressed as Muslims and thus as potential pro-
blem carriers, it is not uncommon to observe attitudes of refusal. 
Due to this fact, many projects often do not reach their target 
group or only to a limited extent“ (Kiefer, 2014, p. 128). 

This tension between selective and non-discriminatory measures 
cannot be completely resolved: On the one hand, there is con-
vincing evidence that intervention programmes are more likely to 
succeed if they are implemented in such a way that risky (or at-
risk) and non-risky young people, i.e. a ‚mix‘ of ‚antisocial‘ and 
‚pro-social‘ young people are together in one group, i.e. not just a  
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‚treatment‘ of ‚at-risk‘, as was evident in a study by Dishion, 
McCord and Poulin (1999): It was found that in certain constel-
lations, interventions even increased violence, especially among 
„high-risk youths“, meaning young people with a high risk poten-
tial. The authors attributed this effect to negative boosters deri-
ving from peers: In this study, the peer influence was about nine 
times stronger than, for example, the influence exerted by adults/
trainers/teachers and mentors. Therefore, it can be concluded that 
intervention measures in which only young people with a history 
of violence and family history (e.g. in juvenile prison, etc.) are in-
cluded are psychologically counter-productive because they hardly 
give the affected persons the opportunity to learn pro-social be-
haviour, but rather encourage the consolidation of previous be-
haviour characterised by violence. This „mixture“ can be usefully 
implemented in schools, for example. At the same time, this under-
lines why „treatments“ in ethnically or religiously (only Muslims) 
homogeneous groups are rather questionable: In these constella-
tions, it is more likely that solidarisation effects (as „foreigners“, 
as „Muslims“, as „Turks“ or generally as a stigmatised group) will 
occur and strong reactance/rejection against trainers, mentors and 
the changes associated with the measure will develop.

In addition, it is generally necessary to point out a premature, 
false, reflexive religionisation of the phenomenon of violence; 
and not only with regard to the school. This is both a task of the 
school, but at the same time also a task of Muslim representatives/
organisation as well as a task of a sensitive, non-discriminating 
public and media professionals. In school contexts, in lessons, it 
should be insisted, for example, that when young Muslims think 
they have to react aggressively because their religion, their tradi-
tion, their culture is being violated, that not only the preservation 
of cultural or religious traditions is a high good, a high value, but 
also openness to new ways of life and cultures and religions; and 
at the same time that these cultures and religions are not somet-
hing static, but are always changing and have also changed. Isla-
mic religious education in schools can also make an enormously 
valuable contribution to this.

It is a truism to point out that there is no such thing as „the mig-
rant family, etc.“ because the heterogeneity both within immig-
rants and within a single immigrant group, such as the population 
of Turkish origin, is greater than in many cases in the „native“ 
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population. In many cases, ascriptions by others and self-ascrip-
tions do not coincide; for example, when young people with a 
migrant background are perceived by Germans as Turks, but they 
themselves see themselves as Kurds from an internal perspective. 
It is also important to pay more attention to the methodological 
problem of mixing ethnic affiliation and social class: Often, class 
affiliation (e.g. lower class) and ethnicity overlap; phenomena that 
could possibly only be understood against the background of dif-
ferent social affiliations are unreflectively ethnicised or culturalised 
in school contexts. In the context of reflexive migration research, 
it is therefore necessary to be sensitive to the fact that a school 
focus that is predominantly oriented towards deficits in the lives of 
immigrants and media reporting (family violence, youth violence, 
patriarchal relationships, forced marriages, educational failures, 
etc.) increases the danger of further stigmatisation and discrimi-
nation of these groups (Uslucan, 2020).

Therefore, for social pedagogical, but also for preventive as well as 
interventive/therapeutic work, it has proven useful to take a closer 
look here and, following the intersectionality analysis (Leiprecht & 
Lutz, 2006), to take into account the subjectively always unique 
starting point of action. In concrete terms, this means in action 
to examine the simultaneous influence of gender, ethnicity, class, 
nationality, sexual orientation etc. in order not to expose oneself 
to false homogenisation. Therefore, interpretations (and interven-
tions based on this interpretation) that derive all of a person‘s 
actions only from their social class, gender, culture, religion, etc. 
seem too short-sighted. For the recent popularity in the media of 
justifying everyday actions of the other, or the „foreigner“, with 
reference to his/her culture is not only an extremely conservative 
argument, because it denies the very fact of the processuality, the 
coming into being and the changeability of culture, but it also 
assumes that people always act in conformity with culture in their 
attitudes and actions, thus denying the subject his/her resistance 
to cultural designs. The implication of this „culturalising“ idea is 
that individuals are puppets of their culture and cannot act diffe-
rently than their cultural imprint allows (for criticism to this pup-
pet model, see Leiprecht, 2004). It is thus misunderstood that, for 
example, people call themselves „Turks“ or „Muslims“ and feel 
that they belong to this ethnic or religious community without, for 
example, observing the specific religious commandments in ever-
yday life. In everyday contexts, an individual‘s actions are not only 
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carried out from the perspective of his or her culture or religion, 
as is often assumed of Muslims in the debates of recent years. 
If this were the case, the person would then have to legitimise 
all his or her actions culturally/religiously; for example, his or her 
financial transactions, his or her fashion and musical tastes, his or 
her sporting, culinary preferences, etc. This would mean that the 
individual‘s actions would have to be legitimised culturally/religi-
ously. In this respect, it is a self-deception to be able to account for 
all areas of life from only one perspective, which Amartya Sen has 
very nicely described as an „illusion of singular identity“ (2007, p. 
79). No aspect of our identity (neither religious nor, for example, 
cultural) can be considered the sole or primary category of our 
belonging: As human beings, we always have plural identities, 
even if not all aspects of identity were a free choice. But focusing 
on only one, such as ethnic, cultural or religious identity, both 
in school and non-school contexts, disregards an essential insight 
of human socialisation and living conditions and marks a gross 
insensitivity.
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