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Abstract: The subject of this analysis is the practice of school closures, since it
constitutes a key response to demographic decline and is usually hotly disputed
in regional discussions on demographic change. Our research is guided by two
questions: How do political and administrative responses to demographic decline
emerge? How is the practice of school closure publicly portrayed and discussed in
the newspapers? We assume that in democratic welfare regimes, the spatial allocation of school infrastructures is mediated by the use of key administrative indicators
allowing the calculation and public deliberation of questions related to education
infrastructure policy. However, in transformation societies, a democratic political
culture of “governing by numbers” only develops as a result of collective learning processes in which the participants acquire what we refer to as “democratic
numeracy”. In the stratified German school system, social prestige is conferred unequally among the different school types, with the grammar school (Gymnasium)
being the most prestigious school type. It is therefore likely that the elements of the
school system are not affected equally by policy responses to demographic decline
and public attention, which results in spatial inequalities. Empirically, the article follows a mixed-methods approach, whilst emphasising a quantitative and qualitative
content analysis of school closures in the regional press of Saxony-Anhalt from
1990 to 2014. The results show that, in the transformation process, the relevance of
indicator-based governance of the school infrastructure increases both in practice
and in discourse. However, as the participants gain in democratic numeracy, the
use of numbers becomes politicised. With respect to the pattern of school closures,
grammar schools receive a disproportionately large share of public attention. This
has a positive effect on their survival chances and diminishes differences in spatial
distances between grammar schools and integrated secondary schools.
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Introduction

Demographic change in the form of ageing and shrinking populations is seen as
a mega trend of current and future social change. Nearly all nations are already
ageing; a small number of them are also registering a decline in population size.
Especially in a regional perspective, the latter trend is being observed in a rising
number of European and Asian countries, and this has serious repercussions for the
education system.
Knowledge within the social sciences concerning societies’ response to a declining population is still controversial: Some demographers state that demographic
change will be the main determinant of social developments (Birg 2001), whilst other social scientists tend to find demographic change irrelevant (Butterwegge/Klundt
2003). Both extreme positions are somewhat vague as to their theoretical concepts
of the connection between demographic change and societal response, suggesting some kind of law-like determination on the one hand, as against a kind of social
constructivism which gives discourse a central role, on the other.
We will be focusing on an empirical analysis to see how the two dimensions of
demographic development and public discourse are interlinked. The subject of this
analysis is the practice of school closures, since it constitutes a key response to
demographic decline, and is usually hotly disputed in regional discussions on demographic change. A guiding question for the analysis is: How do political and administrative responses to demographic decline emerge? The second lead question
is: How are practices of school closure publicly portrayed and discussed in newspapers? We therefore try to relate the structure of practice to the patterns of discourse.
As a theoretical starting point, we borrow an argument from recent discussions about the quantification of politics and apply it to the governance of school
infrastructure in the context of demographic decline in Eastern Germany. First, we
assume that, in democratic welfare regimes, the spatial allocation of school infrastructures is governed by key administrative indicators allowing the calculation and
public deliberation of questions of spatial justice, pedagogical adequacy, and economic viability. The systematic use of numbers is important not only for administrative practice, but also for legitimating this practice in public discourse (Desrosières
2005; Rose 1991). By emphasising the political nature of school infrastructure governance, we diverge on the one hand from (economic) research, which assumes a
general practice of economic calculation in the field of education policy without ever
questioning the adequacy of this assumption. On the other hand, we also diverge
from contributions of discourse analysis suggesting that the use of demographic
projections in politics would preclude political deliberation and conflict (Barlösius
2007; cf. Messerschmidt 2014). Second, we assume that a democratic political culture of “governing by numbers” is not a fact, but might emerge historically as a
contingent result of collective learning processes in which the participants acquire
what we call “democratic numeracy” (cf. Cohen 1982; Rose 1991). The governance
of school infrastructure in the (post-)transformation context of Eastern Germany is
especially interesting in this respect because the states of the former Eastern Bloc
differed significantly from the established Western democracies in their public use
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of statistics. Third, investigating school closures in the stratified German school
system seems to be especially relevant for the spatial re-structuring of educational
opportunities because social prestige is conferred unequally among the different
school types, with the grammar school (Gymnasium, hosting the most advanced
secondary school track) being the most prestigious school type (Tenorth 2008).
Hence, it is likely that sections of the hierarchically-differentiated school system are
not affected equally by policy responses to demographic decline and public attention.
The article begins by discussing the theoretical concepts used in our field of
inquiry and elaborating our own approach. This is followed by a presentation of the
data and methodology employed, emphasising a quantitative and qualitative content analysis of school closures in the regional press of Saxony-Anhalt from 1990 to
2014. The results in the fourth chapter focus on the process of school closures and
the pattern of reporting on it.

2

Education policy and education administration responding to
demographic change

2.1

Demographic decline and school closures: Previous research

One strand in social science literature analyses the effects of demographic decline
on educational expenditure. An (implicit) criterion of this mainly economic literature is the proportional elasticity of education expenditure to accommodate pupil
cohort sizes, which would indicate an efficient adaptation of supply capacities in
line with “demand”. Most studies registered that the adaptation of expenditure fell
short of the corresponding decline in the number of pupils, both in size and velocity
(Poterba 1997; Wolter 2009; Rattsø/Sørensen 2010). However, some studies on primary schools in Eastern Germany (Kempkes 2010) and school expenditure in Japan
(Ohtake/Sano 2010) show that the infrastructure adapted with rather high elasticity.
As these studies mainly apply secondary data analyses to administrative process
data, it remains unclear whether the cost stickiness that has been observed is the
result of unintended inertia or of politically-desirable investment in education.
An interdisciplinary discourse is concerned with the effects of population decline
on school infrastructure, whereby the focus is on school closures, as these are often
described as having detrimental effects on communities (e.g. Kearns et al. 2010;
Egelund/Laustsen 2006; Autti/Hyry-Beihammer 2014; Barakat et al. 2011; Elshof
et al. 2015), albeit this view is not universally held (Godinho 2012; Barakat 2014).
School closures were rather common in industrialised countries in the second half
of the 20 th century and the beginning of the 21st. This recently applied to Germany,
especially to Eastern Germany (Weishaupt 2006). The causes of this development
are diverse, and cannot be reduced to a demographic decline in the number of
pupils alone. Also, a socially widespread pedagogical orientation which associates
larger schools with a better quality of instruction is an important reason for this development (Kramer 1997; Meusburger 1998: 394-398; Frank 2011). Other causes are
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rising aspirations for higher education – which in stratified school systems eschew
academically less demanding secondary schools (Helbig/Schmolke 2015) –, social
segregation (Bondi 1987), the education standard attained by schools (Billger 2010),
as well as the organisational capability of interest groups (Stinchcombe 1984; Post/
Stambach 1999), and the (protest) strategies that they employ (Uba 2015; Larsson
Taghizadeh 2015; Finnigan/Lavner 2012; Phipps 2000), which are also seen as influential factors for school closures. A relatively recent phenomenon is the closure
of schools with a perceived poor performance (Ewen 1997; Elacqua et al. 2012;
Engberg et al. 2012). Although the literature on school closure repeatedly stresses
how controversial these decisions are, the political processes involved have so far
been the object of only very limited case studies on individual school closures. In
particular, the roles played by key administrative indicators and by public discourse
in these processes have not been analysed in any systematic manner.

2.2

Political responsiveness to demographic change

In order to obtain a precise understanding of how the political system reacts to
demographic change, it is useful to apply the concept of responsiveness. Taken
literally, “response” means answer. In political sciences, responsiveness has two
dimensions. Assuming democratic premises, it means that policy on the one hand
takes up voters’ wishes, and on the other hand explains decisions taken by answering respective questions in public discussions (Uppendahl 1981; Behnke 2009). In
this respect, the mass media are important transmitters of adequate information,
both in the process of policy formation as well as in the processes of democratic
control (Sarcinelli 2012; Besley/Burgess 2002; Soroka/Wlezien 2015). Similar arguments on the processes of policy formation and political control have been made
for the use of statistics (Kelman 1987: 280-286; Prewitt 1987). Hence, both forms
of communication, i.e. the mass media and statistics, are assigned an intermediary
role in the constitution of political responsiveness. We take up this argument from
both fields of knowledge, and in doing so assume that the mass media and statistics
are not copies of a pre-existing reality, but that they constitute realities in their own
right.1
Based on such a two-dimensional concept of responsiveness, the present article
investigates processes of policy formation and legitimation of political decisions
that refer to demographic problems of school infrastructure. We define a demographic problem as a discrepancy of demographic conditions and social (in our
context often legally codified) expectations that has to be settled (cf. Merton 1976:
7). But what do demographic problems in school infrastructure policy consist of,
and how is demand for collective decisions produced?

1

There is more knowledge about the effects of the mass media than there is about the effects of
statistics (Starr 1987: 52).
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Administrative key indicators of school planning

We will argue in this section that demographic problems related to school infrastructure are essentially defined via key administrative indicators, that is via quantifications of social reality which are crucial to collective decision-making and democratic control. These indicators constitute the subjects of political decisions and
public debate (cf. Desrosières 2005: 360).
Modern welfare states secure the loyalty of their citizens by implementing programmes to include the population politically and economically (Bommes 1999). In
a spatial dimension, these inclusive programmes have resulted in the establishment
of technical and social infrastructures (Kaufmann 2012) such as education facilities.
Schooling is (still) provided in many countries in a largely decommodified environment where market prices do not apply (Sackmann 2010a: 370). When school
systems lack the signalling function of a market, key administrative indicators become decisive for adjusting school infrastructure capacities in line with the needs
of the spatially distributed target populations and with legitimate decisions taken.
In instrumental terms, quantitative indicators allow the administration to calculate
building and personnel capacities, provided as services in kind. Calculations of such
services relate units of production directly to units of consumption. Only in further
steps of administrative practice are these calculations of services in kind translated
into monetised values which can be used to (de)legitimate existing structures. As
with the technical and legitimating functions of double entry bookkeeping in business (Carruthers/Espeland 1991), public administration indicators can be expected
to form not only the object of educational governance, but also that of public discourse, thus (de)legitimating this administrative practice (cf. Desrosières 2005: 360).
The institutionalisation of school planning as an administrative script of world
culture (Meyer/Ramirez 2012) from the 1950s onwards appears to be particularly
relevant to the responsiveness of school infrastructure to demographic change.
While the first instances of education planning can be traced back to the early 19 th
century in Europe, the worldwide promotion of education planning by international
organisations only took on systematic shape after the Second World War (Lynch/
Tason 1984: 316). This does not preclude the possibility that the implementation
of planning models very often falls short of the political targets they were meant
to reach – because of a lack of data, poor technology, or a shortage of qualified
personnel (Jones 1975: 75).2 It can be observed for Western Germany that, by the
late 1960s, education planning was considered a legitimate process within public
administration that was to be implemented as soon as possible on various state
levels (cf. Frommberger 1974; Brixner 1972; Deutscher Bildungsrat 1973: 270-275).
The political aim was to provide equal educational opportunities to different local
populations.

2

Rather than looking at snapshot views of school planning, it is important to assess the direction
of changes (cf. Anderson-Levitt 2003).
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We argue that the responsiveness of school planning to demographic change
crucially rests on two types of administrative quantification: population indicators
on the one hand, and indicators of organisational viability on the other. A common
feature of professional reflections on education planning practice is the recommendation of population indicators in order to make quantitative projections of future
enrolments (e.g. Jacoby 1959; Jones 1975; Rösner 2004).3 Hence, while not all planners will necessarily use population indicators in the same way, these professional
recommendations do suggest that planners will nevertheless consider their use as
a normatively legitimate practice within school planning. The systematic use of demographic projections shifts the time horizon of collective decision-making from
short-term to long-term perspectives (cf. Keyfitz 1987). Apart from the estimation
of future enrolments, school authorities are also concerned with schools’ organisational viability. When we talk about organisational viability, we are referring to administrative criteria which define features considered to be necessary for the continued existence of a school. Frequently-used indicators of organisational viability
are size thresholds of classes or schools (cf. Frank 2011). Similar to business insolvency regimes, indicators of organisational viability – such as school size – allow decisions to be taken as to which schools should no longer be permitted to exist. Formally-defined requirements of minimum school sizes act as ”statistical rules” (Starr
1987: 55) reducing personal discretion and enhancing democratic control. While it
could be argued that the tradition of codified law in continental Europe favours such
formally-defined threshold indicators of organisational viability, it is interesting to
note that this criterion is also used informally in English-speaking countries which
share a tradition of case-law (e.g. Bondi 1989; Basu 2007). Organisational size indicators reduce complexity in terms of at least two dimensions: Firstly, they suggest
clear-cut categorical thresholds, even though the scientific evidence on the effects
of class size (Arnhold 2005; Hattie 2005) or school size (Ares Abalde 2014; Döring
1977) is mixed. Secondly, while the interdisciplinary studies in this field differentiate between various dimensions of effects – such as economic efficiency and the
pedagogical effectiveness of learning conditions –, size thresholds in school administration seem to symbolise both economic and pedagogical professional values at
the same time.
H1: Our first hypothesis is therefore that demographically-induced problems of
school infrastructure are not determined by demographic change “as such”, but are
constituted through the systematic use of administrative numbers indicating a discrepancy between demographic conditions and political or administrative expectations (problem constitution hypothesis).
Quantitatively-constituted demographic problems of school infrastructure not
only inform political decision processes, but also objectify them in the public de-

3

We do not argue that the literature on school planning exclusively recommends population
indicators to estimate future enrolments. On the contrary, many models are more complex,
including school choice options, dropout rates, grade retention, etc. However, we are trying to
clarify the responsiveness of school planning to demographic change.
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bate. Whereas some scholars argue that the communication of numbers is likely to
evoke less dissent than the communication of words because their contingency is
less obvious (Heintz 2007), competent users of key administrative indicators might
well know or learn about the (hidden) contingencies involved in the production of
these numbers, and contest them. Hence, when demographic problems are essentially constituted by numbers, this does not preclude critical (public) discourse in
the way that some contributions might suggest (cf. Barlösius 2007). Pragmatist accounts of the use of statistics emphasise that numerically-constituted objects are
always subject to critical examinations (Desrosières 2005: 375).

2.4

Democratic numeracy: decision-makers and the public

The systematic use of numbers in politics has intensified due to the rising complexity of an ever more connected World Society (Rottenburg/Merry 2015), and due
to the diffusion of the New Public Management discourse (Kroll 2012). However,
a precondition for political planning and democratic public control in the mode of
administrative indicators is that both administrators and the electorate possess a
minimum of numeric competence (numeracy) (Cohen 1982; Rose 1991). Numeracy
is the “ability to count, keep records of these counts, and make rational calculations”
(Emigh 2002: 253). According to Patricia Cohen’s (1982) account of the development
of numeracy in the United Kingdom, and in the United States, the spread of elementary education and the regular publication of official statistics were important factors in this process. Other historians have pointed out that the population’s previous
experiences with informal calculation methods, e.g. on pre-capitalist local markets,
deserve more attention (Emigh 2002), an argument that highlights the rather more
interactive than “top-down” nature of the formation of numeracy.
While the pioneering studies of numeracy treat this competence as a basic element of democratic political culture, it would certainly be misleading to universalise this feature as if it applied to every modern society (cf. Parsons 1964). On the
one hand, the worldwide expansion of mass education (Meyer et al. 1992) would
actually support such a generalisation. But on the other hand, the public use of statistics has always been associated with democratic regimes (Kelman 1987), while
non-democratic regimes, such as those of the former Eastern Bloc, are said to be
far more restrictive and manipulative with regard to the publication of quantitative
information on their societies (Starr 1987: 13, 38). Official statistics in the German
Democratic Republic for example were deliberately manipulated before publication,
usually in order to align them to political targets (Lippe 1999, 2002). Furthermore,
school planning was a centralised administrative procedure (Scholz 1990), which
means that education administration at local levels lacked the professional expertise required to use key indicators of school planning as part of their organisational
routines.
These differences in state organisation and political culture can be expected to
have effects on the numeracy of both administrative personnel and the public. In
order to capture these effects, we consider it useful to distinguish between a general and a context-specific concept of numeracy. By general numeracy we mean the
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ability to perform basic arithmetic calculations. In contrast to this general concept,
we define democratic numeracy as the ability of citizens to use key quantitative
indicators for collective (or private) decision-making and public deliberation about
diverging political interests (cf. Kelman 1987). Historical evidence on the process
of introducing bookkeeping practices in a numerically-literate population supports
such a distinction between a general and a context-specific concept of numeracy.
It suggests that generally numerate people (and organisations) acquire contextspecific numeracy only through formal and informal learning processes (Lampland
2010). Democratic numeracy can then be regarded as a specific dimension of a
more general democratic capability of social actors which implies their active participation in collective decision-making, and also that they contest policy decisions.
Applying this argument to the process of political transformation in Eastern Germany, we expect similar learning processes to take place. As the federal structure
of the education system and corresponding forms of democratic school planning
were not implemented in Eastern Germany until after reunification, we hypothesise
the following:
H2: The longer a democratic political system exists, the more important key administrative indicators will be for the responsiveness of school infrastructure policy
to demographic change and the public representation of these decision processes
(democracy hypothesis).
As an element of the process of establishing a democratic political culture, both
policy makers and the public have to become acquainted with the routine use of key
indicators. Key indicators recursively link democratic decision-making and public
debate by providing stable “objects” to be referred to.

2.5

School closures in the public debate

After having elaborated the importance of quantitative indicators for the construction of demographic problems and the democratic numeracy of involved actors as a
precondition of an extensive quantification of politics, we would like to focus on the
representation of potential school closures in the mass media. We will argue that
administrative and social conventions of classifying the school system shape public
attention and deliberation.
The mass media follow their own criteria of selection (Luhmann 1996). The product of a mass media-attuned public is to establish particular topics (whilst ignoring
others) with the effect of creating a certain agenda of publically-known topics at
a given time which can be referred to. Hence, public attention itself is a source of
power in political processes because it facilitates communication about certain topics. From the point of view of democratic theory, the mass media can be regarded
as responsive to their environment insofar as they present a structurally-equivalent
picture of political positions and political processes (Gerhards 1999). This does not
refer to a complete set of issues, but to the transmittance of political needs for decision-making and public agenda (cf. Luhmann 1994). It has been shown in empirical
terms that national newspapers tend to portray speakers, topics and parliamentary
debates in a responsive way (Gerhards 1999; Soroka/Wlezien 2015). Local newspa-
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pers present content quite neutrally. Political elites are however quoted more often
than are unorganised interest groups (Neller 1999). In other words, local newspapers seem to display a social power bias in the sense that their ability to set public
agendas tends to reinforce the status quo of power. Such self-reinforcing processes
have been captured in other fields by the concept of cumulative advantages (Merton 1988). How can this assumed pattern of discourse be related to school closure
processes?
From our point of view on the German school system, two dimensions of power
relations are relevant. First, international research showed that formal and informal school planning procedures ascribe more power to political and administrative
decision-makers than they do to pupils and parents (Frank 2011; Basu 2007; Bondi
1987). Local newspapers tend to include the views of decision-makers more often
than those of pupils and parents because collectively-binding decisions by definition create news in the sense of new circumstances that deserve public attention.
Secondly, stratified school systems are characterised by differences in social prestige conferred on each school type. These differences in social prestige are very
often of historical origin. At the top of the hierarchically-differentiated German secondary school system, the Gymnasium (comparable to grammar schools in the UK)
is the most prestigious school type (Tenorth 2008). Differences in prestige become
entrenched over time through official classification systems as they are codified in
school laws, official statistics or central definitions of places.4 These classifications
are used in social evaluations as they occur in families’ school selections, companies’ location arrangements as well as in political-administrative decisions on education infrastructure. Support from various stakeholders has led to an expanding
role of the grammar school in the German school system (e.g. Lundgreen 2000).
Despite this expansion, the grammar school still retains a somewhat exclusive character, thus nurturing the prestige of the institution. Children of parents from a high
socio-economic background are four times more likely to attend this school type
than are those from a low socio-economic background (62 vs. 15 percent; Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung 2014: 76). However, conventionalised forms of
evaluating secondary school types are not static, but in fact evolve as they become
subject to competition and critique, on the one hand (Zymek et al. 2011), and new
distinctive practices at the top of the hierarchy, on the other hand (Ullrich 2014).
The unequal social prestige attached to different school types in a stratified
school system seems to be especially relevant when it comes to demographicallyinduced problems of school infrastructure policy, given that different school types
might compete for the same resources in such a situation. While we argue that key
administrative indicators constitute demographic problems, they do not determine
the decisions which are to be taken. In spite of indicators of organisational viability
activating routines of school closure, there always remains some room for political
discretion (which on a higher level also includes changes to or suspension of exist4

In the central place hierarchy of Saxony-Anhalt, for example, only municipalities of at least “intermediate centrality” are typically entitled to host a grammar school.
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ing thresholds – as in the 1980s for example in Western Germany [Derenbach/Gatzweiler 1988]). In the context of a potential school closure, a stronger presence in the
mass media is likely to be helpful when expressing protest against an announced
closure. We hence expect a power bias with respect to the relationship of administrative practice and public discourse:
H3: The presentation of school closures in local newspapers privileges the views
of interest groups connected with more prestigious secondary school types over
views related to other secondary schools (power hypothesis).

3

Data and methods of analysis

The empirical perspective of this article highlights the question of the responsiveness of school infrastructure in regions with a declining population, as the supposed
mismatch between cohorts that are amenable to education and school infrastructure might induce collectively binding decisions. The portrayal of these decision
processes in local newspapers is in the focus of this study.
Saxony-Anhalt was chosen for our case study because it is the German state
which has undergone the highest population loss since the democratic revolution
in 1989. Demographically-induced problems should therefore be clearly observable. The article reflects analyses of three data sources: First, the school lists of all
schools providing general education in the years from 1991 until 2014; second, all
relevant legal texts and documents on debates in the parliament of Saxony-Anhalt;
and third, a corpus of 1,283 newspaper articles on the topics of “school closure”
or “school planning” from the archives of the Mitteldeutsche Zeitung (MZ) for the
years 1990 to 2014. The MZ is the largest local newspaper in Saxony-Anhalt, dominating the press in the southern part of the state. Table 1 gives an overview of our
empirical design, followed by a more detailed description of data collection and
analysis procedures.5

3.1

Secondary data analysis of school lists

In Germany, education policy lies within the competence of the states (Länder). The
states are responsible for laws and for appointing teaching staff in general education. School buildings and their maintenance staff are the responsibility of the municipalities. Procedures of school planning, which according to our theory supposedly mediate the responsiveness of school infrastructure to demographic change,
differ between German states (Rösner 1999; Winkler 2011). In Saxony-Anhalt, there
are currently 14 districts (Kreise) and non-district towns (kreisfreie Städte) that have
the competence to formulate school planning within the legislation of the state.
Administrative decisions on single schools in the time interval 1991-2014 can only
5

The data collected will be made available for secondary analyses at the Data Service Center for
Business and Organizational Data (DSZ-BO) in Bielefeld (Bartl et al. 2016).
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Overview of data and methods used

Source

Period
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Data

Method of analysis

Statistisches Landesamt 1991-2014
Sachsen-Anhalt
(Sachsen-Anhalt Regional
Statistical Office)

Official school lists

Descriptive statistics

Gesetz- und Verordnungs- 1991-2014
blatt für das Land
Sachsen-Anhalt;
Schulverwaltungsblatt für
das Land Sachsen-Anhalt
(Law and Ordinance
Gazette for the State
Saxony-Anhalt; School
Administration Gazette for
the State Saxony-Anhalt)

School laws and
related legislation

Qualitative content
analysis

Saxony-Anhalt Landtag

1991-2014

46 documents from
the parliament of
the state related to
school legislation

Qualitative content
analysis

DuMont

1990-2014

1,283 newspaper
articles on “school
closure” or “school
development
planning” from
the archives of the
Mitteldeutsche
Zeitung (MZ)

Qualitative and
quantitative content
analysis, hermeneutic
interpretation of
crucial sequences

be approximately reconstructed due to the lack of an encompassing data source.
School lists seem to be the best data source for this reconstruction. Even if school
lists do not provide information about debates on alternatives and decision processes, they at least document the results of these decisions.
School lists of a German state allow for the identification of all schools existing
at a given time. Hence, matched school lists make it possible to construct panel data
at the level of individual organisations, and to observe single population events (i.e.
school closure and school inauguration).6

6

A precondition for a correct identification of a school closure or a school inauguration is that
the analytical definition of such an event is identical to the administrative assignment of school
numbers. This is not always the case in the school list used. A new school number was assigned in a few cases because the school form or organising institution changed. A comparison
of aggregate data with school list data showed that aggregate data slightly underestimate the
number of relevant population events, whereas school list data slightly overestimate the number of closures and inaugurations. Because both data sets lead to similar observations of the
processes of interest, we decided to use school list data because they include more information.
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Documentary analysis

Many structural shifts documented in official statistics can only be adequately interpreted by paralleling them with relevant legal regulations and political debates.
In this article, the official gazettes of the state of Saxony-Anhalt were consulted for
the legal dimension,7 and for debates 46 documents of the state parliament were
retrieved from its databank through a keyword search (Landtag von Sachsen Anhalt
2015; cf. Bartl 2016). These data were mainly taken into account as supplementary
data for the media analysis.

3.3

Analysis of the local press

The text corpus of the content analysis of the local press consists of 6,092 articles
from the years 1990-2014 in the MZ. Articles were drawn by keyword selection from
the archive of DuMont (publisher) using print material only. The keywords “Schulschließung” (school closure) and “Schulentwicklungsplanung” (school development planning) produced 1,025 and 5,067 hits, respectively. These 6,092 articles
constitute the universe of the content analysis, which targets discussions regarding
imminent, decided, or averted school closures. Due to the limited resources of the
research, a random sample of approximately 1,000 articles was sought, amounting to one-sixth of the universe and approximately 40 articles per year observed.
To represent the time variation in the published articles, a stratified random sample was drawn proportional to the annual distribution of hits (cf. Diekmann 2009:
386-387). Due to the particular relevance of the transformation process for school
infrastructure policy in Eastern Germany, the entire article universe of the years
1991-1995 was retained in the sample of the quantitative content analysis.
A code book with 107 codes and sub-codes was developed for the quantitative
content analysis based on theoretical criteria and qualitative content analysis. A
final trial of parallel coding of 14 articles with three coders resulted in an 83 percent
coefficient of concordance (out of 4,494 possible concordances). Out of the 1,283
articles selected, 828 had valid content which was used in the final analysis.
Some articles that were considered to be especially relevant were analysed in
depth using hermeneutic interpretation techniques such as strictly sequential reading, the extensive development of interpretations, and the systematic examination
of their compatibility with the remainder of the text (Reichertz 2010: 580).

4

The practice and discourse of school closures

The empirical part of the present article will start by clarifying whether decisions
on school closures are tackling demographically-induced problems, and how re7

Gesetz- und Verordnungsblatt für das Land Sachsen-Anhalt: Law and Ordinance Gazette for the
State Saxony-Anhalt; Schulverwaltungsblatt für das Land Sachsen-Anhalt: School Administration Gazette for the State Saxony-Anhalt).
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sponses are shaped by key administrative indicators (H1: problem constitution
thesis); second, how democratic numeracy evolves in a temporal perspective (H2:
democracy thesis); and third, how public discourse represents power relations in
school infrastructure policy (H3: power thesis). The following section begins with an
examination of the first two hypotheses because they are intrinsically interrelated.

4.1

Key administrative indicators and responsiveness

Due to the very rapid onset of the fertility decline in Eastern Germany after the
opening of the Wall in November 1989 and the rapid shift of lifetime patterning of
births, the drop in the total fertility rate in Eastern Germany between 1990 and 1994
was one of the sharpest ever recorded in history. The demographic change in the
form of a decline in the age cohort size of school beginners was therefore massive,
as Figure 1 shows.
The sudden drop in fertility at the onset of the transformation period impacted
on schools with a time lag: Within just four years, the number of pupils starting primary school at the age of six dropped to half its size in relation to the school admission figures at the beginning of the 1990s (Fig. 1). The timing of the decline itself is
also noteworthy: Starting at a slow pace in 1994, the most pronounced decline did
not take place until between 1996 and 1997. Figure 1 shows that a similarly sharp
Fig. 1:
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drop in the number of pupils starting secondary school at age 10 or 12 took place
at approximately the beginning of the new millennium. We can conclude that the
demographic conditions changed dramatically for primary schools in about 1996,
and in secondary schools after 2001. Since we assumed that population statistics
might be used in administrative practice, we will be examining whether this temporal pattern re-emerges in the timing of school closures and press reports on school
closures.
Looking initially at the development of general education schools in SaxonyAnhalt, three developments are significant. First, the transformation from a communist regime to democracy and capitalism by incorporation meant a change of
institutions in a very short time for the Eastern German education system (Sackmann 2010b: 179) which resulted in an immediate 55 percent increase in the number of schools on the territory of Saxony-Anhalt (Fig. 2). The comprehensive school
system of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) consisted of an obligatory polytechnical secondary school (grades 1-10, Polytechnische Oberschule) and a highlyselective extended secondary school (grades 11-12, Erweiterte Oberschule). This
system was replaced in the transformation process by a slightly modified version
of the stratified Western German school system, with some minor variations occurring between the Eastern German states. The new school system in Saxony-Anhalt was comprised of a comprehensive primary school (Grundschule, grades 1-4),
an integrated lower secondary school hosting a basic and an intermediate school
track, which constituted an institutional innovation (Sekundarschule, grades 5-9/10),
grammar schools containing the academically most demanding school track at the
lower and upper secondary levels (Gymnasium, grades 5-12/13), and special education schools.8 The discretionary growth in the number of schools and school types
created a particularly vulnerable system of education infrastructure, and in fact became a precursor to a contrary development. Second, the initial increase in the total
number of schools is followed by a steady decrease until the end of the period analysed. Third, the decline in the number of schools occurs in waves and affects some
school types more than others, with closures of primary and integrated secondary
schools being the most frequent in absolute numbers. With respect to school closures, as a response to demographic decline, the first wave occurs long before
demographic numbers would have indicated demographic problems. School closures before 1995 almost exclusively affect integrated secondary schools, while
demographic problems for this school type would not have been expected until the
beginning of the new millennium. How can we explain school closures before 1996
(vertical line in Fig. 2)?
In order to investigate the reasons for school closures, we first took a look at
the public discourse. Figure 3 shows waves of public attentiveness to the topic of
school closures for the period of observation: There are peaks in 1996, 2000, 2003,
2009 and 2014. Astonishingly, there are no articles mentioning school closures in
8

For the sake of clarity, we omit four comprehensive schools and two Steiner schools in the
transformation process.
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the interval between 1990 and 1992, despite around 20 closures occurring from
1991 to 1992.
As a further step towards answering the question of school infrastructure policy
responding to demographic decline, the number of articles on school closures is
systematically compared to the annual number of school closures registered in the
school list data set (Fig. 3). The total number of schools in general education decreased continually during the period of observation (Fig. 2). However, the process
is discrete with regard to the annual numbers of school closures. The temporal
pattern of school closures is partially inconsistent not only with the demographic
development, but also with the temporal distribution of newspaper articles on this
topic. To help compare practices in school closures and public discourses on them,
three temporal phases have been differentiated and marked with vertical lines in
Figure 3. The first period, 1990-1995, is characterised by a large number of school
closures, which receives almost no attention in the press. The second period, 19962007, demonstrates a large number of school closures, flanked by a large amount of
media coverage. In the third period, 2008-2014, a small number of school closures
is accompanied by a disproportionately high degree of attentiveness in the press.
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Fig. 3:
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4.1.1 Period one: Many closures, few reports
School closures in the 1990-1995 period do not correspond to demographicallyinduced problems because the cohorts of typical school age were still large at that
time. They are a by-product of the transformation of the education system formerly
practised in Eastern Germany. As additional, new school types were introduced, the
number of schools increased (Fig. 2). Figure 4 shows that this transformation immediately led to a massive drop in the average number of pupils per school as soon
as in 1991. Whereas schools in the GDR tended to have approximately 350 pupils
per school, the switch to a stratified secondary school system streaming pupils into
different education tracks at age 10 or 12 immediately produced a school system
of approximately 250 pupils per school in 1992. School sizes were even lower in
the less highly-populated areas of Saxony-Anhalt. These rather small schools (in
an international perspective; cf. Lee 2006) were quite prone to closure because the
districts were not forced to establish formal school planning procedures until 1993,
after a period of “provisional planning” (Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt 1991).
The new districts were obviously unfamiliar with the new school planning procedure, as documented by the fact that the Education Ministry had to publish practical
guides for planning procedures (Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt 1992b).
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Specific for each school type, the standard amount of streams (Zügigkeit) and a
minimum average class size (Klassenfrequenzrichtwert) were now a formal requirement for the viability of a school (Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt 1991: 39). This
minimum could be undercut in exceptional cases until a second minimum level was
reached. However, the official publications of the state of Saxony-Anhalt did not
mention any explicit minimum levels of average class size. Only a range was defined
between which class sizes could fluctuate (e.g. Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt
1992a). One can conclude that no clear-cut administrative viability limit was fixed
(for schools) in this phase, and that none could be precisely deduced from given
regulations on class sizes.
Other sources however provide a more comprehensive picture of the practice of
the administration with regard to directives for school planning. One answer, given
by the CDU/FDP government of the state to an interpellation submitted by the opposition PDS parliamentary group, reveals that minimum numbers for schools were
employed for the first formal school planning. The lower limit for primary schools in
1993 was 60 pupils, for integrated secondary schools 250 and for grammar schools
at grade 5-10 432 pupils (Landtag von Sachsen Anhalt 1993: 3). The answer also
makes it clear that numerous schools had numbers below these minimum levels at
that time, and were therefore threatened with closure. This was especially the case

338 •

Walter Bartl, Reinhold Sackmann

for integrated secondary schools, which in many instances had replaced the comprehensive polytechnical schools of the GDR, but had lost a significant number of
pupils to primary schools and grammar schools. The state government justified its
minimum levels with educational goals. The aim is
“for the uniform socialist school system of the former GDR to be replaced by a modern, efficient multi-tier school system. (…) To fulfil the
requirements of differentiated tuition, school sizes must be reached
that both provide the planned instruction and facilitate different school
streams from a teaching and financial perspective” (Landtag von Sachsen-Anhalt 1993a: 1-2; translated).9
This parliamentary debate was reported on in a newspaper article. It is one of
the very rare articles on school closures in the 1990-1995 period. It reads as follows:
“The PDS fears that the extinction of schools in Saxony-Anhalt will continue. (…) Ms. Hein demanded a rethinking in school policy because
pupil numbers would fall rapidly every year, starting from 1997. Renewed school closures would lead to longer journey times for children.
(…) In the school year 1993/94, the bodies maintaining schools will already close 16 primary schools, 100 integrated secondary schools, 3
grammar schools and 17 vocational schools. (…) The state government
stresses in its answer that school planning has so far abstained from
making radical cuts. School planning will consequently require municipalities to achieve the required school sizes in 1995/96. Until then,
exceptional rulings that refer to region and situation are possible.”
(MZ_1993_11_11; translated)
It is interesting to note the three frameworks that are defined in the entire newspaper article: a) The PDS opposition party calls school closures an “extinction of
schools”, which dramatises institutional procedures by giving the organisation a
personality that one can mourn. b) Back in 1993, Ms. Hein, as the speaker of the opposition party, gave the processes a demographic meaning (“pupil numbers … fall
… starting from 1997”) in an effort to underline the importance of discussions on
the current topic for the future. c) The state government de-dramatises by referring
to “exceptional rulings that refer to region and situation”. Especially the last point,
“situation”, is very vague and corresponds to a whole range of aspects to be considered (Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt 1993: 163). We therefore conclude that
the state government is avoiding setting definite rules in order to obtain a maximum
range of discretion when deciding on each individual case. As Bourdieu (1990) has
shown, maximum power of local clientele policy is achieved by implementing rules
that allow maximum arbitrariness in case-by-case decision-making. Procedures
that allow decisions with reference to undefined circumstances of “situation” do
provide this mode of policy.
A characteristic of the 1990-1995 period is that there are almost no contemporary newspaper articles on the large number of school closures. A detailed analysis of one of the small number of articles that did appear shows why the press
9

All quotes from primary sources were translated from German into English by the authors.
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are unresponsive to closures: Even the opposition does not (successfully) pick out
school closures as a central theme of transformation policy. The opposition shifts
the meaning of school closures to a demographic event that will happen four years
later. Furthermore, the policy of the government to set discretionary rules that are
negotiated in informal networks keeps the topic out of the press limelight. As the
structure of the press at that time was still being established (Schneider et al. 1997;
Thomaß 2015), the press itself did not independently make an agenda on school closures. The topic was even absent from most of the academic debates in Germany
during this period (one exception is: Budde/Klemm 1992). In sum, during the first period, pressure for local decisions on school maintenance stemmed from decisions
made through the transformation process and the subsequent application of organisational limits of viability. There was no demographic problem. However, these
indicators were set and implemented somewhat shielded from public scrutiny, thus
reflecting a limited level of democratic numeracy on the part of the actors involved.

4.1.2 Period two: Many closures, many reports
Press coverage of school closures grew in intensity after 1995. A closer look into
the content reveals that most reports now even anticipate the events. The peaks in
coverage in 1996, 2000 and 2003 anticipate the imminent closures in the following
years (Fig. 3). This anticipative pattern of responsiveness can be explained by the
temporal structure of school planning. By definition, school planning is a prospective procedure. In the 1990s, the districts were obliged to submit plans to education authorities for approval at the end of each calendar year in order to attain an
actual basis for planning in the coming school year. Decisions that were prepared
in this way were related to future developments in the number of pupils. Therefore,
public discussion is geared before the demographic development manifests itself
in organisations. This temporal pattern is also reflected in the seasonal pattern of
newspaper reports on school closures in the local press, which peak in the months
of November and December. As the deadline for conclusive school planning is set
at the end of the year, the pressure to reach a decision increases in the last months
of the year, and relevant newspaper articles cluster in this time interval.
The school closures however lag behind a shrinking school-age cohort size. Figure 1 showed that the primary school admission cohort fell most sharply in 1996/97
as a result of the rapid drop in the fertility rate in 1991. Negative migration balances
between Eastern and Western Germany enhanced this development between 1991
and 2008 (Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder 2011). The Saxony-Anhalt
Education Ministry at first tried to react to this first demographic shock in the late
1990s by lowering the minimum size requirements for the formation of beginners’
classes in schools. This reduction privileged grammar schools even more, as minimum levels for forming classes were suspended for them. The state government
obviously acted on the presumption of a brief birth trough that could be countered
by defining an exceptional phase. However, as later experiences were not convincing, minimum size levels were already increased in 1999, and the time horizon
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for school planning was enlarged from one year to five years (Kultusministerium
Sachsen-Anhalt 1999).
The 1999 decree on medium-term school planning was amended in 2003 (Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt 2003b), effecting the first complete five-year planning cycle to last from 2004 to 2008.10 This change of procedure gave rise to a need
for discussion in the local press because the local subjects of the planning process
were uncertain. The lack of self-confidence among this group is also revealed in
2000 and 2003 in the fact that the Ministry published practical guides for planners
to reassure them in their practice (Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt 2000, 2003a).
Mass media responsiveness to school closures peaked in the same years (Fig. 3).
The large number of school closures in the 1996-2007 period can be interpreted
as an intention to systematically consolidate the school infrastructure of SaxonyAnhalt through increased centralisation. At the same time as low-fertility cohorts
entered secondary schools, medium-term school planning was introduced and
regulations were tightened. As can be observed in the decrees of 1999 and 2003,
Saxony-Anhalt Governments made up of different political parties11 followed this
unitary response pattern. A systematisation of key indicators in this respect results
in increased minimum levels of school size and the formation of beginners’ classes,
and – as a new criterion – the catchment population as a planning indicator:
“Above all, two magic number packages orientate school planning for
the school years 2001/2002 until 2005/2006. Firstly, these are the new
minimum numbers of pupils which the state has set: 60 pupils for a
primary school, 16012 for an integrated secondary school, and 525 for
a grammar school. Secondly, there are guiding numbers for the proportion of inhabitants in ratio to the number of schools in a territory:
2,000 inhabitants are thought to be needed for a viable primary school,
10,000 inhabitants for an integrated secondary school and 25,000 inhabitants for each grammar school.” (MZ_ 2000_04_04; translated).
It is interesting to observe in this newspaper article that many indicators are
explained and that the state is identified as the regulatory agency. In descriptive
terms, the journalist gives a metaphoric framing of the new systematic use of indicators that refers to an intention of school planners: “two magic number packages”.
In this perspective, indicators produce results in infrastructure by transforming a
chaotic reality into a clear-cut structure. Indicators are therefore seen as an efficient
way to neutralise politics and to establish a kind of self-referential technocratic tool
to produce predictable results in a policy process. Despite the fact that the state is

10

11
12

2003 was also the first year in which all minimum size requirements for the formation of beginners’ classes were regulated in a separate circular decree by the Ministry (Kultusministerium
Sachsen-Anhalt 2002).
The governing coalitions in Saxony-Anhalt were: 1990-1994 CDU, FDP; 1994-1998 SPD B90/
Grüne; 1998-2002 SPD; 2002-2006 CDU, FDP; 2006-2011 CDU, SPD; 2011-2016 CDU, SPD.
The minimum number of 160 pupils refers to grades 7-10, beyond the orientation phase in the
first two grades, which were part of the school system at that time.
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correctly mentioned as the regulator, the formula of “magic number packages” suggests that some agency of the state is transferred to the indicator itself (cf. Thévenot
2009). The following article shows how the pressure to act is implied in these indicators and perceived by local actors:
“The continuity of the integrated secondary school in Teuchern/Nessa
is acutely threatened, the mayor stressed, and underlined his position with numbers. At present, there have to be at least 20 pupils from
grades 5 to 7 in two classes. Further, there should be at least 160 girls
and boys in a school from grades 7 to 10. According to Gieler [the mayor], this requirement could be fulfilled. The state demands as many as
240 pupils for grades 5 to 10 for the school year 2004/05. This criterion
can be met with 256 pupils in the school. However, the minimum number of 40 pupils for two classes in grade 5 would no longer be reached.”
(MZ_ 2003_08_ 29; translated).
In this article, the newspaper reports the perspective of a mayor for whom the
list of indicators (and its imminent change) is a kind of checklist to observe the
imminent threat of a school closure. Despite fulfilling three criteria positively, the
mayor can point to a fourth criterion which he assumes will not be met in the following school year. As he presupposes that his audience would like to hold on to
the school, the wording “is acutely threatened” indicates pressure to act either by
accepting or protesting, or by finding ways to meet the criteria.
In sum, the increasing number of articles on school closures as a result of indicator-driven school planning is characteristic of the 1996-2007 period. Indicators are
often used in this period as a technical justification for a mode of decision-making
which leaves little scope for discretion.

4.1.3 Period three: Few closures, many reports
Somewhat surprisingly, the last period, 2008-2014, is characterised by a large number of articles, but the number of school closures was small. How can this pattern of
press hyper-responsiveness be explained? According to our democracy hypothesis,
a process of collective learning in the use of key administrative indicators should be
at the heart of this process.
To test this hypothesis, all articles were coded according to the institutional
frames of reference mentioned in the articles (Fig. 5). Institutional frameworks were
differentiated between amendments to the school law or decrees, the mentioning
of exceptional rulings, and the school planning procedure, which forms the institutional framework within which collectively-binding decisions are taken on school
infrastructure and legitimised vis-à-vis different interest groups.
A uniform pattern exists with the exception of the last two years: Changes in
legal frameworks applying to schools established by the state are rarely mentioned
(in just 14.7 percent of all the articles). Administrative school planning procedures
are referred to most often (in 72.9 percent of the articles), which form the prescribed
framework for reaching decisions on school closures or finding alternatives. 28 percent of the articles relate to institutionalised exceptions . As school-hosting munici-
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Fig. 5:
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palities have an interest in a school remaining in their territory, they will usually try
to point to all the existing exemptions that could be applied within school planning.
School planning is mentioned more often than are exemptions, as exceptional rulings on school closures cannot be referred to in all cases.
A peak in newspaper reports on school closures in 2009 (Fig. 3) marks the start
of a new five-year-planning period (Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt 2008b). The
rules on the formation of beginners’ classes were amended in a decree (Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt 2008a). They introduced a geographical differentiation in
the application of key indicators resulting in a lower level of school closures (Fig. 3).
This change of rules is referred to in the following article:
“Further school closures are therefore ruled out in the near future, and
the pupils in the district should not anticipate having to travel further
to school.’ For the SPD Member of the State Parliament (Landtag) and
chairwoman of the Committee on Culture and Education of the Wittenberg district, Corinna Reinecke, this was the most important result
of the new guiding indicators for school infrastructure planning, which
were definitively set by the state last week.” (MZ_ 2008_07_ 28; translated).
The rapid rise in the number of newspaper articles in the latter years of the 20082014 observation period is the result of an increasing number of conflicts between
the local and the state level in Saxony-Anhalt. One reason for this is the raising of
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minimum primary school sizes (Kultusministerium Sachsen-Anhalt 2013). As is illustrated in Figure 5, the number of articles which mention state laws and decrees
went up in recent years. An example of these new conflicts is given in this article:
“The chances to save small schools in the Burgenland district are poor
under current circumstances. […] This is the summary of what Rita Mittenzwei, spokeswoman on education of the SPD parliamentary group
of the state, announced to her comrades and other members of the
district group during a round table discussion on current school planning […]. ‘The legal situation is clear. No one wants to change this decree.’ With these words, Rita Mittenzwei snubbed [district] delegates
who had hoped for such an amendment, and who had previously campaigned vociferously. Because they – like the entire district council – do
not want to see any more school closures. […] The district has therefore applied for proceedings on the constitutionality of this decree of
the Ministry of Education [Normenkontrollverfahren]. The official legal
document only allows a minimum number of 120 pupils for specificallylisted individual integrated secondary school locations. This was set in
relation to the population density. However, the minimum number of
pupils for schools in the Burgenland district is set at 180, a number they
will not reach in the next few years, whereas they would have reached
more than 120.” (MZ_ 2009_11_13; translated).
In this article, local politicians are already arguing in an experienced way on the
ratios between indicators, exceptions and school closures. With formal exemptions,
the policy of the state tries to take local particularities into account when reaching
decisions for sparsely-populated districts (i.e. a reduced minimum of 120 pupils). An
increase in local politicians’ democratic numeracy level corresponds with the notion
of defining one’s own local interests and fighting for them. The article describes this
as having “campaigned vociferously” in order to indicate that local politicians are
engaging in open conflict, even within their own parties. To seek a judicial review
of the case also indicates a mature level of competence with regard to the forms of
democratic competition between interests. Exemption rules increase the room to
manoeuvre. State-level politicians, like the Member of Parliament mentioned above,
are increasingly being placed on the defensive by local politicians.
The amount of media coverage on school closures is increasing because conflicts of this kind are growing in number as differences of opinion are voiced in public. The paradox of a strong de-coupling between the frequency of school closures
and the intensity of discourses on this topic in the press is resolved by a rationalisation process of political actors. The increasing time horizon of state government
planning corresponds to an extension of the preventive protection time horizon
of local politicians who debate in public, long before events are set to take place.
In this constellation, even unlikely conflicts within factions and governments can
break out, as other articles show as well (e.g. MZ_2014_10_18). In the last period of
responsiveness observed between demographic change and school closures, not
only the level of reports shifts from the local area to the sphere of the federal state,
but the style of reports is also more prone to media coverage. Newspaper articles
on the topic of school closures had read like administrative reports for many years.
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As conflicts grew in number, the news value of the information increased. In the
article mentioned above, even a seemingly minor conflict on minimum school sizes
of 52 or 60 pupils can be transformed into a heart-rendering tale of how important
regulators are “fighting back tears” (MZ_2014_10_18).
The results obtained so far can be summarised as follows: The initial hypothesis
stated that key administrative indicators would constitute demographic problems
and create a need for collective decisions. A more specific second hypothesis argued that, in transformation societies, key administrative indicators would become
more important over time as governance devices due to a collective learning process leading to heightened democratic numeracy. The empirical analysis basically
confirms both hypotheses.

4.2

Power relations of school infrastructure policy in the local press

We argued in our power hypothesis that administrative and social conventions for
classifying the school system would shape public attention and deliberation. This
section will examine this proposition.
The content analysis shows that school closures are a topic that is seen as a
local event in journalistic terms. The large majority of the 828 articles that we analysed appeared in the local pages of the newspaper studied, only 2.4 percent of all
articles figured in the general edition of the MZ. The local character of the reporting
is emphasised even more strongly by the locally-focussed nature of the articles’
content. Only 1.1 percent of all articles cover the situation of the school infrastructure throughout the whole state of Saxony-Anhalt; all other articles concentrate
on one single district or on a couple of districts. This locally-limited attribution of
relevance is partly explained by the fact that districts are the subject of school planning. 72.9 percent of all articles mention a current or upcoming process of school
planning as an institutional framework in the article. Only 14.7 percent of all articles
refer to changes in the legal framework of the state. As the state sets the terms for
school planning, the local newspaper applies a kind of local bias to its reporting, as
it focuses on local actors and not on federal state rules. Despite the fact that the demographic development in the districts of Saxony-Anhalt follows similar patterns,
and an identical constraint shapes planning which is fixed by the state, articles rarely make an agenda of school infrastructure beyond local relevance.
Districts (58.3 percent) and municipalities (44 percent) are therefore the main
actors found in the articles on school closures; parents (23.9 percent) and pupils
(10.5 percent) appear less often. Districts are the relevant decision-makers in formal
terms. As the subject of the planning process, they are legally obliged to relate with
municipalities as school building owners, as well as with parents and pupils. Districts therefore seek information on positions of the (sometimes divergent) interests
of these actors, but they do not have to come to a joint decision. The federal state
has the power to set the rules for school planning and to monitor their implementation. Despite this important regulatory function of federal state representatives,
they are quite often “invisible” in the articles: Only 19.4 percent name actors of the
federal state, of which the larger part (14.7 percent) refers to the changes in legal
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frameworks which have already been mentioned. Existing or changed administrative size regulations are only given in concrete figures in 7.6 percent of the articles.
How are different types of schools represented in the articles on school closures? If our power hypothesis is correct, well-organised interest groups will be
reported on more often. There will therefore be more articles on imminent school
closures of higher-prestige school types than on those of lower prestige. The question can be answered by consulting Table 2. It relates all the school closures that
have been identified to the number of articles on school closures, as well as to articles on efforts to rescue schools.
Tab. 2:

Closures of general education schools in Saxony-Anhalt (1991-2014)
and articles on this topic in the Mitteldeutsche Zeitung (1990-2014), by
school type
Schools in Schools in
1991
2014
%
%

School
Articles on
Articles
closures school closure on efforts
%
in MZ
to rescue
%
schools in MZ
%

Primary school

48.9

57.8

40.7

39.3

47.4

Integrated
secondary school
(Sekundarschule)

34.8

17.3

45.8

39.4

37.4

Grammar school
(Gymnasium)

8.2

8.8

7.8

16.9

11.3

Special education
school (Förderschule)

7.8

11.9

4.2

3.9

1.3

Other schools*

0.3

4.2

1.5

0.4

2.6

Total (%)

100

100

100

100

100

Total (N)

1741

880

1071**

903***

302***

*
**

***

Comprehensive schools, Steiner schools, community schools (Gemeinschaftsschulen, introduced in 2013).
The total number of closures and the number of schools in 2014 do not add up to the
number of schools in 1991 due to newly-established schools and some changes to
school identification numbers for administrative reasons.
A single article may mention large numbers of closures per type of school. The maximum count was one in each article. If specific school closures appeared in different
articles, they were counted repeatedly.

Source: Own calculations based on Statistisches Landesamt Sachsen-Anhalt 1991-2014;
DuMont 2015

The table shows that primary and integrated secondary schools amount to
almost 90 percent (86.5 percent) of the more than one thousand schools closed
since 1990. In contrast, grammar schools and special education schools were rarely
closed. Comparing school closure practices with press reporting, Table 2 indicates

346 •

Walter Bartl, Reinhold Sackmann

that reports are biased with regard to integrated secondary schools: Reports on
their closure are less likely than are reports on the closure of grammar schools,
which attract a disproportionate amount of attention. Reports on primary schools
and special education schools are similar in number to closures. Press coverage
on efforts to rescue schools is even more unbalanced against integrated secondary schools. There are disproportionally more articles on efforts to save grammar
schools and primary schools. These numbers reflect among other elements the
social prestige which distinguishes grammar schools from integrated secondary
schools.
However, prestige seems not to be the only determinant of public attention. Primary schools are supported on an equally high level because the guiding idea of
the decentralised provision of primary education (as expressed in the frequently
mentioned motif “short legs, short distances”) is not shared by school planners and
municipalities alone, but also resonates a general notion that young school children
are a group that deserves special protection.
With regard to our power hypothesis, the results that have been obtained can be
summarised by stating that local media coverage enhances the existing asymmetry
of power between school types and the social groups which they tend to represent.
The latter shows up in the fact that grammar schools disproportionally often cater
for families from a higher socio-economic background (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung 2014: 76; Schwarz/Weishaupt 2014: 25), thus fuelling the social
prestige traditionally ascribed to this school type. Hence, the spatial distribution of
grammar schools is privileged by this kind of media responsiveness.

5

Summary and discussion

This article investigated the guiding question of whether – and how – responsiveness to demographic change is constituted in the education system. It was stated
that, in the case of democratic politics, demographic problems have to first be established as relevant before there is a need for any collective decisions to be taken.
According to this concept, the first hypothesis was that, in democracies, key indicators are crucial for establishing relevance because they are used to evaluate the results of previous policy and enable the need-based viability of existing programmes
and organisations in a largely decommodified context to be monitored. A second
hypothesis specified our first assumption for the context of societies in transition,
stating that the relevance attaching to key indicators as governance devices should
increase with the democratic numeracy of the actors involved. In a third stage within our theory of responsiveness, we stated that, in democracies, the media play an
important role in the policy cycle as they observe societies selectively, and thereby
establish issues. We hypothesised that press attention to education infrastructure
policies will slightly increase power because reports on plans to close grammar
schools (and to protest against it) will be more frequent than reports on other types
of secondary school.
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The empirical study on the political-administrative practice of school closures,
and reports on them in the media, was focused on the German state that was hardest hit by a decrease in population. The results that were obtained are interesting
not least due to the extensive observation period from 1990-2014. This is even more
so because democracy had been established in this Eastern German state at that
time, after 57 years of dictatorship, so that the constitutive logic of democratic responsiveness could be observed throughout the observation period.
Our initial hypothesis of responsiveness to demographic change, for which key
indicators are crucial in democratic systems, is supported. In hindsight, the empirical material allows a more precise analysis of its functioning and its developmental
logic. The process that was observed of the democratisation of political responsiveness took place in three stages that were apparent in divergent patterns of the
relationship between policy events and media coverage. Large numbers of school
closures took place in the initial period from 1990-1995 with virtual media silence,
whilst there is a higher concordance in the second period of 1996-2007 between the
frequency of reports and the number of closures, whereas a high number of media
reports occurs in the last period of 2008-2014 despite a relatively small number of
closures. At first glance, it could be stated that there is a variance originating basically from public discourse. However, a closer qualitative and quantitative analysis
reveals that this pattern reflects substantial changes in the practice of education
infrastructure policy. We are of the view that this has broader implications.
The first period is characterised by unintentional effects of Reunification. The
barely reflected adoption of the stratified Western German school system to replace
the unified GDR system results in an inefficient increase in school organisations,
long before a drop in birth rates reached the schools. In order to correct these
measures, the number of school closures in the 1990-1995 period increases, despite
the fact that organisational viability criteria are used in a relatively discretionary
fashion. It is important to note for a general theory of political responsiveness that,
in this case, numerous events occur without public discussion because the rules
relating to school closures are not transparent. In hindsight, similar processes of a
politically-induced over-supply can be observed in housing, where also unintended
effects of transformation precede market crises in the form of a rise in the vacancy rate, later attributed to demographic processes. With regard to education, the
number of school organisations was structurally increased by the introduction of a
multi-tier system which produced a situation of over-supply, followed by a fall in demand (cf. Budde/Klemm 1992). In this respect, the later “demographisation” of the
problem of school closures masks mistakes made in the transformation process.
Another aspect that needs to be noted for a theory of political responsiveness
is that failing to use transparent key indicators when deciding on school closures
transforms these into “occurrences” which are not the object of public reports and
discussions. This kind of more arbitrary responsiveness is therefore more akin to
forms found in autocratic orders than a certain bureaucratic form in fully-fledged
democracies. In a similar vein, research on the transformation of local governments
in Eastern Germany showed that public administration in the GDR was bound less
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by keeping written records than would have been expected, if one regards the GDR
as having constituted a bureaucratic regime (Seibel 1993).
In the ensuing 1996-2007 period, the introduction of responsiveness to demographic decline by key indicators results in a rationalisation of political decisions. An
increasing usage of population indicators is also an effect of democratisation processes. Indicators allow comparisons to be made between different local situations
which can be objectified without privileging one population group over another. Key
administrative indicators enable a transformation of occurrences into planning decisions. When it comes to school planning, key indicators allowed future conditions
to be anticipated, initially with a time horizon of one year, subsequently extended
to five years. Responsiveness to demographic change via key indicators is hence a
systematic endeavour to formulate responses to anticipated future challenges; it is
not a spontaneous response to a sudden, new problem. For this kind of need-based
economic thought experiment, demographic data outperform other time series
data because they are less affected by short-term external influences.
Two further features of responsiveness to demographic change by key indicators
are highlighted in the 1996-2007 period. If key indicators are simply used as “statistical rules” (Starr 1987: 55), they will be able to de-politicise a topic. The whole pattern of media reports on school closures being restricted to local news (neglecting
regulation at state level), and following administrative rules of school planning at
the end of the year, displays the logic of technocracy. Key indicators can objectify
political decisions and thereby avoid controversy. In this sense, such indicators are
agents i.e. they are perceived as powerful stakeholders. When press reports talk
about “magic number packages”, the autonomy of these technical instruments is
underlined.
However, key indicators have a potential for social experiments and learning because they can objectify problem analysis: Given for instance that the minimum size
of primary schools was lowered in 1996-2000, it can be monitored whether a shortterm change in a viability indicator can bridge demographic troughs. If this turns
out not to be the case, as was seen in 2001, normality can be restored. Because
rule-based indicators enable one to formulate precise expectations, deviations
from rules can be featured as social experiments. This enables collective learning.
Whether societies are successful in using these rationalisations not only to raise formal rationality, but also to further material rationalisation, is decided when conflicts
of interest arise.
The alleviation of collective learning as a dimension of responsiveness to demographic decline is accentuated in the final 2008-2014 observation period. The analysis showed that the periodic increase in media coverage on school closure is a result
of an increase in the incidence of public conflicts. Both between the local and state
levels, and within the state level, conflicts on key indicators arise independently of
party factions. The tendency to see this topic as one of state policy is on the rise. A
close analysis of articles shows that, both on the local and state level, democratic
numeracy is improving insofar as the knowledge spreads on how indicators behave.
The potential for using indicators for one’s own purposes is therefore growing.
Parallel to more public conflicts, a re-politicisation of key indicators is taking place
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as programme-setting decisions by the state are demanded and criticised. In this
sense of more universal numeracy, responsiveness constituted by key indicators
provides a chance to make decisions on programmes more transparent for interest groups, thereby alleviating open controversy. As in other studies on indicators
(Rottenburg et al. 2015), we see that the effects of indicators are ambivalent: they
de-politicise decisions in some periods, but in later periods they create a forum for
reflected public debates on political goals.
With regard to the power thesis, i.e. media coverage of school closure processes, the initial hypothesis of power bias is basically supported: The proportion of
reports on grammar school closures and their frequency is twice as high as the corresponding ratio of reports to closures in the case of integrated secondary schools.
Also because of this tendency, the number of articles on school rescue strategies
for grammar schools is disproportionally high. This accelerating effect on the vertical stratification of the supply structure is largely ignored when discussing the
effects of demographic change on education structures: Lower secondary schools
are not only more often closed in relation to decreasing population numbers, but
there are also disproportionally fewer reports on their closure, and fewer controversies in the media on the closure. In relation to decreasing numbers of children,
grammar schools are closed down disproportionally less often, also because there
are more media reports on imminent closures, and there are more public discussions on strategies for rescuing them.13 Interestingly, this pattern of responsiveness
indirectly furthers education expansion, as the spatial difference between the supply structure of grammar schools and other secondary schools is reduced. Because
patterns of selective school closures reduce differences in proximity, arguments
put forward by parents and pupils, which stress a higher proximity of integrated
secondary schools in comparison to grammar schools, become less important.
In general, similar to the results of Gerhards (1999), our study shows a relatively
weak bias of media responses to politics: The media depict existing structures of
responsiveness relatively accurately, showing a slight bias towards existing power
relations, and virtually never set a new agenda independently of existing structures.
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