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You grew up in the GDR and attended school there. 
After graduating, you continued your education at the 
medical vocational school in Greifswald and worked 
as an orthoptist. Today, you are a professor of 
educational sciences. From a modern perspective, 
you’ve had quite an unusual career path. Could you 
briefly explain in what way the GDR influenced your 
education?

“Above all, the GDR impeded my continuing 
education. Because I was not accepted to the 
extended secondary school (now: Gymnasium), I 
made up my Abitur through evening classes that I 
took alongside working as an orthoptist. Even after 
completing my Abitur, I was not permitted to study 
at a university. In the GDR, it was not possible to 
directly apply for a spot at a university since I had 
already been trained as an orthoptist. In order to do 
this, I needed a delegation from my employer. But I 
did not receive this delegation since I refused to join 
the Socialist Unity Party of Germany and continued to 
be active in the church-related independent peace 
movement in the GDR. For people whose political 
views opposed the GDR, attending university was 
nearly impossible. It was thus only after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall that I began my studies in West 
Berlin.”
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In your view, what were the biggest problems with 
education in the GDR?

“The biggest problem of all was the excessive amount 
of political-ideological content in everything that was 
taught to us, and, starting in the mid-1980s, the 
ever-increasing militarization of schools and classes. 
This included, for instance, the introduction of a 
subject called Wehrkundeunterricht (Defense 
Studies). This ideological infiltration didn’t just 
concern social sciences, but all subjects. In 
mathematics, for example, we had to calculate the 
distance that a grenade would have to travel in order 
to hit the enemy U.S. army. Critical and open 
discussions were not possible at schools or 
universities. There was only one correct world view ― 
the Marxist-Leninist one, which was taught as being 
unquestionable. Anything that didn’t align with its 
beliefs was discredited as subversive nonsense. Open 
pro and con discussions were unthinkable. In 
addition, all children and adolescents were obligated 
to become members of socialist youth organizations 
(Pioniere, Freie Deutsche Jugend). Anyone who was 
not a member of one of these groups had very little 
chance of being accepted to an extended secondary 
school or university.”
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In the GDR, the state had a tremendous influence on
education. Today we frequently read about the
political indoctrination of youth in the GDR
educational system. But, of course, the GDR wasn’t
the only country to impart political and societal
values through education. Can education be
objective?

“Education is never objective; it is always meant to
point students in a certain direction. Education in
democratic states aims to familiarize the next
generation with the rules of a democratic society;
education in a dictatorship serves as socialization
according to the rules of the dictatorship. Therefore,
education always strives to introduce children and
young adults to the norms that apply in the society in
which they live. The decisive difference between the
GDR and actual democracies lies in the fact that
democratic education is open to the public discussion
of divergent opinions. What is right and what is
wrong can be discussed, and vastly different opinions
are accepted. In the GDR, merely articulating an
opinion that contradicted with the state’s beliefs was
considered a crime and could prevent continuing
education opportunities, and, in the most extreme
cases, result in imprisonment. Education in the GDR
thus never taught freedom of speech or diverse
opinions, but rather a one-sided and unquestionable
world view proclaimed by the state. Anyone who
didn’t agree with this interpretation became an
enemy of the state.”
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Even today, there is discussion about free and equal 
access to education for all citizens since education is 
still a privilege in many countries. What can we do as 
a society to prevent social inequality through unequal 
access to education?

“In the 1950s, the GDR actually managed to resolve 
the century-old correlation between education and 
social inequality. During this decade, the GDR 
succeeded in creating access to higher education for 
many children from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds. In the 1950s, the number of university 
students from working class backgrounds was almost 
equal to the proportion of working class young adults 
in the overall population (proportional equal 
opportunity). However, starting in the 1960s, this 
achievement was increasingly lost. Nonetheless, the 
fact that in the 1950s equal education was even 
possible shows that the correlation between 
education and social inequality can be resolved if it is 
in the government’s interest. Education continues to 
be a privilege in all countries of the world! Equal 
opportunity for education must thus be a political 
priority! There isn’t a single country in the world that 
has successfully balanced out the educational 
disadvantages posed to children from lower social 
classes or minority groups. To reduce these 
disadvantages, a great deal must be invested in the 
public school system. Public education must begin as 
early as possible (preschool) and should be free up
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until university. In addition, children from 
underprivileged households must be deliberately 
encouraged to go after continuing education 
opportunities. All too often they don’t even consider 
that such a path could be possible for them or their 
parents see no need for it. This is where teachers 
play a very important role by suggesting the 
possibility of continuing education to children from 
underprivileged households and providing them with 
continuous support on this journey. In a way, the 
public education system must provide disadvantaged 
children with the financial and mental support that 
children from more privileged households already 
receive at home.”


