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1  For a more detailed description, see Secretariat of the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Länder in 
the Federal Republic of Germany, 2015.
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In a school building without walls, how do students 
and teachers organize their days? How far have the prom-
ises of open-space schools—which were first conceived 
and developed in the 1960s and 1970s—actually been 
fulfilled, and what drawbacks can be uncovered? For 
example, to what extent does open-space architecture ac-
tually facilitate co-teaching and method diversity? These 
questions—and several more that follow from them—are 
at the center of this paper. It attempts to answer them by 
discussing the development of the Laborschule Bielefeld 
(Germany), one of the best-known laboratory schools 
in Europe, and at the same time one of the best-known 
open-space schools of the continent. As such, the Labor-
schule has almost no conventional classrooms. Instead, 
students and teachers spend their schooldays in a “semi-
open learning environment” (Haebler, 1973, p. 74) that 
offers diverse types of gathering and work spaces.

But before the questions raised above can be ad-
dressed, it is important to put the goal and architecture 
of the Laborschule Bielefeld into context; this is why this 
paper begins with a short overview of the German school 
system (section 2) as well as the history and pedagogical 
concept of the Laborschule (section 3). The following 
two sections describe the open-space concept of the 
Laborschule in more detail (section 4) and present the 
results of a survey that recorded how the staff (teachers 
and others) perceive and assess this concept (section 5). 
The concluding section finally discusses the implications 
for the future of the Laborschule in particular and the 
discourse on the open-space concept at large (section 6).
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In Germany, school attendance for all children has been 
compulsory for almost a hundred years. This means that 

every child living in Germany is required to attend a pub-
lic school, or in rare cases a private school, for at least nine 
years after they turn 6 years old. Each school career starts 
with the four-year Grundschule (literally, basic school or 
fundamental school). In this so-called “Primarstufe” (pri-
mary level), all students are jointly instructed regardless 
of their family background and aptitude. However, an 
institutional ability grouping takes place after the fourth 
grade—the transition to Sekundarstufe I (secondary level 
I). This means that children with seemingly different abil-
ities are accordingly categorized into different education 
tracks: Hauptschule, Realschule and Gymnasium (literal-
ly, Hauptschule means main school, the term Realschule 
was originally intended to mean something along the lines 
of practical school, and the term Gymnasium is derived 
from the Greek word gymnasion). The Hauptschule is 
supposed to prepare their students for a vocational train-
ing to be completed after the 9th grade, and the Realschule 
aims at an extended general education by awarding the 
“mittlere Reife” (approximately comparable with the 
American high school diploma) after the 10th grade. On 
the other hand, the Gymnasium as the most traditional in-
stitution is the top of the German education system: This 
is where, each year, the “most talented” students (in terms 
of their cognitive abilities) are prepared for the Abitur 
over the course of nine years, which in turn allows them to 
attend a university. This so-called “polynominal” German 
school system, which has been described here in a some-
what simplified manner1, has changed slightly over the 
course of its history, but its basic principle has remained 
the same for almost a hundred years. At the age of about 
ten years, teachers and parents make a decision on the 
future path of each individual child, which is difficult to 
reverse afterwards. 

The most noticeable changes were made to this school 
system after the end of World War Two. At this point, it is 
important to note that this paper is only concerned with 
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the school system of the former West Germany (the Feder-
al Republic of Germany). The school system of the former 
East Germany—the socialist so-called German Democrat-
ic Republic that was founded in the Soviet occupation 
zone shortly after the war—was quite different. The fo-
cus here will be on West Germany for two reasons. First, 
that is where the Laborschule was founded. Second, when 
West Germany and East Germany were unified in 1990, 
the West German school system was largely transplanted 
into the eastern part of the country.

After the end of World War Two, the hierarchical 
structure of the German school system was viewed by the 
Western Allies as having contributed to the support by the 
German people of the militaristic and totalitarian Nazi re-
gime. This point of view resulted in the first attempts to-
wards the end of the 1940s to transform the existing school 
system into a “comprehensive school” modeled after the 
American high school. However, these efforts failed at first 
and were not resumed until the mid-1960s. In response to 
the catastrophic state of the German education system nu-
merous efforts were made to fundamentally reorganize the 
existing school system in Germany. The most important 
building block of these reform efforts was the introduction 
of the so-called “Gesamtschule” (comprehensive school). 
It was supposed to bundle the different “elements” of the 
previous secondary level I and II together in one consoli-
dated school—because that is precisely the meaning of the 
term “Gesamtschule:” complete school—a comprehensive 
school which serves all students. Although the Gesamt-
schule today, more than fifty years later, has established 
itself as a popular school form in many parts of Germany, 
it has ultimately not been able to replace the polynominal 
nature of the German school system, but merely to supple-
ment it with another element or track. 

���7KH�/DERUVFKXOH�%LHOHIHOG

So at the end of the 1960s, an attempt was made to 
introduce the Gesamtschule on a large scale throughout 
West Germany. It was at this very time that the Labor-
schule was founded in the city of Bielefeld. Their founder 
Hartmut von Hentig began his study of Classical Philology 
in Germany, but finished it in the United States (more pre-
cisely, in Elizabethtown and Chicago). He then completed 
his graduate work from 1952 to 1953 in Chicago before he 
was appointed to the tradition-steeped chair for pedagogy 
at the University of Göttingen (Germany) in 1963. There, 
he quickly developed the reputation of a progressive and 
far-sighted school pedagogue. He soon became a suitable 

2  The sources for all direct quotations in this paper are originally in German. The translations used here were prepared by the author of this paper.

candidate—not least against the background of his expe-
riences in the U.S.—to take a leading role in the attempt 
to introduce “Gesamtschulen” throughout the country (cf. 
Oelkers, 2009). In this spirit, he was also appointed to 
the University of Bielefeld, which had just been founded 
in 1966—and thus to a university with the explicit goal 
to fundamentally reform the content and structure of the 
German education system.

Against this background, Hentig tied his commitment 
to work at the University of Bielefeld to the condition 
that he could establish two school projects in Bielefeld di-
rectly associated with the university: The “Laborschule” 
(literally, laboratory school) and the “Oberstufen-Kol-
leg” (literally, secondary-level II college). He wanted 
both institutions, opened in September 1974, to not 
only develop new pedagogical methods, but also serve as 
an “observation, experience and experimental field for 
the educational sciences” (Hentig, 2006, p. 7)2 of the 
affiliated university. Hentig repeatedly used John Dewey’s 
Laboratory School, founded in 1894 in Chicago, as a 
conceptual point of reference and an educational policy 
argument. So Hentig not only adapted the name of Dew-
ey’s school, he also adopted many of Dewey’s pedagogical 
and scientific principles such as a focus on the idea of 
“experience”, the concept of the school as an “embryon-
ic society” or the close connection to the university (cf. 
Kleinespel, 1998; Oelkers, 2009). 

Thus, both schools are consciously designed as ex-
perimental schools with a framework that allows teams 
of scientists and teachers from various professional 
backgrounds to work on the development, testing and 
evaluation of didactic as well as curricular innovations. 
The aim is to systematically investigate fundamental 
questions of education, to test reform models within the 
reciprocal relationship between theory and practice, and 
to test their transferability to the existing educational 
institutions (cf. Hollenbach & Tillmann, 2009). While 
the Oberstufen-Kolleg (OS) tried to combine secondary 
level II with parts of the university’s basic curriculum, 
the Laborschule (LS) concept is based on a direct link 
between the primary level and secondary level I. Since its 
opening in September 1974, the LS has accepted 60 stu-
dents each year at the age of five (and thus even one year 
earlier than the traditional primary school), leading them 
to all types of school-leaving certificates that are current-
ly awarded after the 10th grade by the more traditional 
schools in Germany. LS graduates can either move on 
directly to vocational training, depending on their level 
of performance and interest, or continue on to secondary 
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Figure 1: The Laborschule Bielefeld as compared to the conventional structure of schooling in Germany. 

level II and then to a university (see fig. 1).
Although the LS thus combines several school types in 

this sense, it still has a clear division into four different 
school levels: All LS students spend their first three years 
in a mixed class of about 16 five- to seven-year-old boys 
and girls (the so-called level I) until they progress to a 
different group at the beginning of third grade (which is 
actually the beginning of their fourth year at the school 
since they started one year earlier than usual). They 
spend another three years in groups of 21 children of 
various ages on that level, which is called level II. At 
the beginning of sixth grade, the students move from 
level II to level III (grade 6 and 7) and then on to level 
IV (grades 8 to 10). On levels III and IV, the students 
are no longer taught in mixed-age groups as they were 
before (or at least to a lesser extent). So starting in grade 
6, each individual class is made up of students who are 
usually no more than twelve months apart in age, just 
like their peers at traditional schools. 

However, the basic pedagogic approach to renounc-

ing any form of external differentiation is common to 
all levels. This means that teaching at the Laborschule 
takes place in a single, and thereby inevitably very het-
erogeneous, group for all students regardless of gender, 
achievement or any special educational needs, which is 
why teachers have to adapt their lessons to the individual 
needs and abilities of each student (cf. von der Groeben, 
Geist & Thurn, 2011). Further characteristic features of 
the “Laborschule” pedagogy are

• The extensive renunciation of grades, examinations 
and homework

• The wide range of elective subjects
• The diverse educational offers in breaks and afternoon 

sessions
• The large extent of democratic participation by the 

students in matters of everyday school life
• The high priority of social learning 
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However, a special challenge for the Laborschule edu-
cation in this aspect is to implement all these pedagogical 
demands and requirements in a very special building—
which brings us to the main topic of this paper. Since its 
opening in September 1974, the LS has not only taken 
a “special position” (Benner & Kemper, 2007, p. 322) 
in the German school system through its concept as a 
state experimental school but also due to its architectur-
al design. As a particularly prominent representative of 
the model of the “Großraumschule”, which was highly 
debated in Germany in the 1970s (cf. Blömer, 2011; Zin-
ner, 2014), it renounced the spatial separation of indi-
vidual groups in classrooms almost completely (cf. Huber 
& Thormann, 2002; Harbusch, 2015). Instead, the idea 
was to teach all students in a “semi-open learning envi-
ronment under one large, uniform roof” (Haebler, 1973, 
p. 74). The term “Großraumschule” literally translates 
to “large room school” and is equivalent to “open-space 
school” or “open-plan school” in English-speaking coun-
tries. Specifically, this means that the LS consists of a 
total of two buildings whose dominant structural feature 
is the idea of open space: The smaller “House 1”, where 
students from grades 0 to 2 are taught, and the much 
larger “House 2” for grades 3 to 10. (See Fig. 2) 

This open-space concept was always meant to serve 
various educational aspirations, which Hartmut von 
Hentig (1997) summarized as follows:

1. The creation of a civilizing society: “Where the eyes 
of many are watching, people will conduct themselves 
in a humane manner. In an open-space school, under 
the public eye and ear, there are no screaming teachers 
and no students who behave in a manner that makes 
the teacher resort to raising his voice in desperation.” 
(p. 148)

2. Preparing for the world “out there”: “A large part of 
life of most of these students will take place in situa-
tions similar to those of the open-space of the LS. The 
students must be able to concentrate in the presence of 
others who do different things, put up with a certain 
amount of movement and noise, and, more important-
ly, behave themselves so as not to disturb the others.” 
(p. 148)

3. Opening up to the school community: We were “hop-
ing that the feeling of security in the small core group 
would go hand in hand with opening up to the larger 

community: The security of the small ‘home area’ 
should foster the students’ curiosity for the world, and 
vice versa; the boundlessness should evolve into joy 
and a clear sense of accountability.” (p. 149)

4. Promoting awareness of the whole: The original draft 
of the buildings intended that “every student of the 
Laborschule experiences the school as a whole at 
least once a day on the way from the entrance to his 
‘workplace’, and that the child sees what is happening 
‘above’ him or her, in the world of the big kids, so 
that he or she can take pleasure in it or measure up to 
it, and ‘under’ him or her, in the world of the smaller 
kids, so that he or she can estimate their own prog-
ress.” (p. 157 f.)

In addition to all these aspirations, the founders of 
the LS had another one for which they used the term 
“flexibility”. In fact, Ludwig Huber stated that this 
was perhaps even the most important aspiration from 
a didactic point of view: “[The hope] that the students 
and teachers would form groups based on what the task 
and the occasion require: Sometimes individually, other 
times in small groups, then again in large or even very 
large groups, depending on what the particular situation 
calls for, whether it be researching, reading and writing, 
discussing, cooperating, presenting, or simply listening; 
and that they can easily move from one area to another, 
depending on whether the work requires using your head 
or if it involves manual crafting and experimenting. For 
that reason alone, it is very important that everyone is 
able to easily move from place to place. Therefore, there 
is no need for walls that block the view and limit the 
size of the groups, and there is no need for doors and 
hallways that make moving around difficult.” (Huber & 
Thormann, 2002, p. 67)

For example, booths were built, privacy panels were 
installed, provisional walls erected, fences raised. Simi-
larly, disputes this is the theory. But what first comes to 
mind, when looking at pictures from the first years of 
school life—such as figure 2, which shows the open space 
of the Laborschule right after its opening in 1974—is the 
emptiness of the building. This is due to the fact that it 
was only slowly “filled”. Although by now, it has a total 
of 700 students spread over 36 groups, it initially started 
with only 180 students divided into 9 groups, so that it 
took a total of four years to reach capacity for the first 
time. Accordingly, in the first years after the opening of 
the school, the school continuously changed its appear-
ance: Booths were built, privacy panels were installed, 
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Figure 2: Volkmann, J. (Photographer). (1974) House 2 of 
the Laborschule Bielefeld 

Figure 3: Mette, V. (Photographer). (2015) “Versammlung” 
at House 1 of the Laborschule Bielefeld

provisional walls erected, fences raised. And: Disputes 
started over the open space. Again and again, people 
criticized the excessive volume, complained about the 
lack of space and pointed out the difficulty of teaching in 
an adequate manner in the open space (cf. Rosenbohm, 
1977; Hentig, 1997) “The Versammlung” (see fig. 3).

In the course of the 1980s, however, everyone learned 
gradually to deal with the existing building, and the 
arrangement that people found back then remains in use 
to this very day. Thus, three groups are located on each 
of the three large so-called “fields” of House 2, shar-
ing the available space—though with more or less clear 
marking of separate zones for the individual groups. The 
social as well as spatial center of each group is formed 
by the so-called “Versammlung” (assembly): A meeting 
place, mainly consisting of wooden benches, on the edge 
of the open-space area, where the group meets repeat-
edly throughout each school day in order to split up 
afterwards into individual, partner or group work in the 
adjoining open space. The same goes for House 1: Three 
groups each share a common zone within the building 
and practice a fluent transition between individual work, 
partner work and group work in teams that are continu-
ally formed and re-formed, so that students work togeth-
er with a different combination of their peers throughout 
the day. Here again, the repeated center of focus is: The 
Versammlung (see fig. 3).

���5HVXOWV�RQ�WKH�SHUFHSWLRQ�DQG�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�WKH�
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Although dealing with the open space of the LS has 
certainly “normalized” over the years, the sentiments of 
the teachers and students towards “their” section of the 

open space are still quite ambivalent. For example, this 
was demonstrated in a study published by Gail Weingart 
in 2003, in which a total of 653 LS students—over the 
course of 9 years—were asked about their perception 
and assessment of the open-space nature of the “Labor-
schule”. The analysis of the data collected by Weingart in 
this study produced two key takeaways:

1. “More than half of the students surveyed see advan-
tages of the open space in its function as a social 
place. Most of the students are comfortable in these 
surroundings and appreciate the fact that the open 
space fosters friendships.” (Weingart 2003, p. 71)

2. “However, they see disadvantages of the open space 
as a learning location. More than half of respondents 
report that they are often distracted in the open space, 
and almost half report that they are prevented from 
focusing on work. Originally, it was hoped that the 
open space would have a positive influence on the 
behavior in such a way that the students learn to be 
considerate of others. Conversely, they were supposed 
to learn to concentrate in the presence of others, even 
if they move around in the room and make noises. Ac-
cording to the results presented here, these hopes seem 
to have been [only] partially fulfilled.” (p. 71 f.)

In addition, Weingart could confirm a result that Beate 
Wischer had already formulated a few years earlier. Just 
like Weingart drawing on the results of a periodic survey 
of the graduates of the LS, she postulated: “The capacity 
for focusing on and attending to one’s own work, which 
is especially required in the open space, seems to be more 
difficult to attain for some students than others - espe-
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cially for boys. As a result, the ‘open-space’ learning 
arrangement can favor certain groups of students, espe-
cially those for whom learning is obviously easier” (cf. 
Wischer 1999, p. 46). Thus, the assessment of the open 
space of the LS by the students is very ambivalent: On 
the one hand, the students certainly regard this layout as 
a strength of their school and they would not want it to 
be replaced by traditional classrooms. On the other hand, 
however, the openness of the available premises appears 
to not have developed its full potential, especially with 
regard to their function as a learning location—as well as 
with regard to the weaker students. 

In light of these results, an expansion to the LS was 
finally built in 2001, also designed as an open space, 
which since housed grades 9 and 10, and thereby signifi-
cantly relieved the “old” open space of House 2, which 
had become a bit crammed. Nevertheless, the buildings of 
the LS remain a much-debated issue—and this is not only 
due to its now significantly increased age. More than forty 
years have passed since the opening of the school in 1974, 
which is not only reflected in the general condition of the 
buildings, but also in terms of obsolete media equipment, 
high energy consumption, and outdated safety standards. 

For these reasons I initiated a research project in the 
summer of 2015, together with two teachers of the LS, 
Jutta Walter and Marlena Dorniak, which had a double 
agenda under the guiding theme “school as an inclusive 
space”. On a general level, we were interested in making 
an empirically-driven contribution to the current discus-
sion on “school architecture”, but on a local level, our 
research project also aimed to facilitate a school devel-
opment process that ultimately attempted to improve the 
utilization of the “Laborschule” open space (cf. Zenke, 
Dorniak & Walter, 2015). In that regard, we conducted 
a survey of all LS employees in the fall of 2016—teach-
ers, special needs teachers, social workers, educators, 
secretaries and janitors—in which we asked about their 
use and perception of the “Laborschule” building. The 
participants were asked to answer the following three 
questions in writing:

1. Which spatial conditions at the LS do you particularly 
like?

2. Which spatial conditions at the LS do you not like at 
all?

3. What would be your three biggest wishes for a remod-
eling of the LS?  
The results of this survey, which we subsequently an-

alyzed using methods of the qualitative content analyses 
according to Kuckartz (2016), allow conclusions to be 
drawn; particularly about the perception and use of the 
LS open space. We were quite surprised to find that 60 
of 73 people surveyed, and thus 82% of all participants, 
considered the open space and the associated openness 
of the building something they “particularly like” about 
the LS. Divided by the individual professions. The result 
was even clearer: 37 out of 41 teachers (90%), 8 out of 
11 employees in the probationary year (73%), 10 out of 
12 other pedagogic workers (83%) and 4 out of 8 other 
employees (50%) expressed a positive opinion about the 
open space (plus one person who didn’t indicate their 
profession). 

In addition to the praise of the school’s “land-
scape-like architecture”, the emphasis was on the “trans-
parency and openness” associated with the open space. 
Furthermore, it was described as “inviting”, creating a 
“community atmosphere” and a “feeling of freedom”. 
Twenty respondents highlighted the positive impact of 
the open-space area in regards to cooperation and con-
siderate behavior. They felt that the open space opened 
up various “contact opportunities”, promotes “exchange 
+ communication with the neighboring groups”, pro-
vides various gathering opportunities and ensures that 
friends and colleagues are “near [or] on hand”. They also 
pointed out that this setting did not only enable students 
to help each other “across the various groups” but it also 
allowed the colleagues to be “more open in their teach-
ing methods and able to cooperate spontaneously with 
others”. Appreciation was also expressed for the flexibili-
ty of the open space, including the fact that the furniture 
is well-suited to be rearranged as needed (9 people gave 
this answer), as well as for the regulating power of the 
“Public Eye” (by 3 people).

Although the basic principle of the open space was gen-
erally judged positively across all professions, the concrete 
implementation of this principle in the various segments 
of the school was evaluated quite differently. In partic-
ular, House 1 with its mixture of open areas, opportuni-
ties to retreat and go outside, was repeatedly described as 
the most successful form of the open space; whereas the 
extension building was criticized for its narrowness and 
bad acoustics. A teacher at level IV said: “I really like the 
open space idea and find it exemplary in House 1, good in 
House 2, but bad in the so-called new building because of 
the bad acoustics.” 

But this criticism was not only directed at the open 
space of the extension building. In fact, many people crit-
icized the general acoustics and ventilation of the entire 
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open-space area. What is more, the survey participants 
pointed out the general need for renovations, as well as 
complained about the lack of available space; particularly 
in the areas of the extension building and in the teach-
ing areas of level II. However, the greatest criticism of the 
open space was directed at the lack of opportunities for 
retreats within and near the open space. For example, 31 
people (42%) complained that there were too few “places 
of retreat for adults and students” and demanded “more 
rooms with walls and doors for spontaneous use”, “back-
up rooms integrated into the open concept”, “retreat areas 
to work, to rest, to be loud”, small “glass-walled rooms or 
learning offices”, “resting areas” or “alternative possibili-
ties for small groups”. 

This makes one thing quite clear: The staff is not con-
cerned with having additional specialist rooms at their 
disposal, such as rooms dedicated to the natural sciences 
or the arts, which do exist in limited number in other parts 
of the building. Rather, they desire the open-space area 
be supplemented with retreat opportunities of different 
sizes and openness that they would then use in a flexi-
ble and spontaneous way which should be situated right 
at the edge of the open space. So a central result of our 
survey is the staff’s request that the open-space area be 
retained as a structurally dominant element of the LS, but 
at the same time, it should be supplemented and thereby 
improved through: a) flexible retreat opportunities within 
or near the open space b) more direct exits to the outside 
(ideally from any area), c) more effective noise reduction 
through structural improvements (maybe sound-absorb-
ing elements), and d) better ventilation (ideally through 
large, easily opened windows). 

���&RQFOXVLRQ�DQG�,PSOLFDWLRQV

Fortunately, the owner of the LS buildings, the state 
of North Rhine-Westphalia, are now convinced of the ne-
cessity of basic renovations—or even a more extensive re-
modeling. To prepare for this, a participative process was 
initiated in January 2017, within which the architects’ 
office Hausmann Architects, together with teachers, stu-
dents, other employees as well as representatives of the 
state, are working on a review and adaptation of the LS 
room structure in pedagogical and construction terms—a 
process which will be supported by the results of our re-
search project that have been outlined above. The goal is 
to develop an appropriate vision of how the LS buildings 
should ideally be structured in the future. This process is 
meant to consider the input of all current users of the LS 
buildings and take into account all available robust em-

pirical research results. The central question is: How can 
the benefits of an open-space concept be retained while 
the drawbacks and weaknesses are rectified? 

As we are nearing the end of this paper, it is important to 
note that the experiences and results of our research work 
(which will be supplemented by an videographic study on 
the use of the LS open space in the course of 2018), are 
not only relevant for the LS. On the contrary, the concept 
of open space as a suitable spatial arrangement of school 
life as well as learning has become increasingly important 
in the current German-language discussion on school ar-
chitecture (cf. Zenke, 2016). At the same time, there are 
few actual implementations of the open-space concept in 
Germany. In fact, the LS is the only German “survivor” of 
the 1970s open-space school boom. That is why it plays 
an important role in the corresponding discussion. The 
opportunities and risks of the open-space principle can be 
analyzed, discussed, evaluated and developed further by 
looking at the history as well as the current state of the LS. 

Obviously, a single implementation of the open-space 
principle (such as has been presented in this paper) has its 
limits as an empirical basis for this discourse. That is why 
the following two highlighted theses emphasize the central 
result of the research as well as introduces the current pre-
sented here, will certainly need to be discussed and tested 
not just in the context of the Laborschule Bielefeld, but 
introduced into the wider discussion on the subject—more 
specifically, the international discussion, seeing that coun-
tries other than Germany have a vibrant tradition of open-
space schools as well:

1. Open-space school architecture can provide a very 
suitable framework for the implementation of a school 
life that is simultaneously individualizing as well as 
community-promoting. This potential depends on 
whether it is possible to create an appropriate balance 
between openness and closeness; in terms of architec-
ture as well as pedagogy.

2. Teaching in the open space therefore needs its own 
“open-space didactics.” That is, teaching strategies 
that enable the individual teacher to use the openness 
of the building productively for his or her teaching 
purposes. This is because the attempt to work with 
the usual methods of classroom teaching in the open-
space area inevitably leads to frustration and lack of 
success. In other words, if you change the structure of 
a school building, it is essential to change the teaching 
methods of the school as well—and vice versa. 
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