
About eight years ago, some other parents and I founded a school for our 
children as an alternative to the very rigid German educational system. German 
primary education is in a crisis. It is still orientated toward the requirements of 
the industrial age, with the focus upon memorizing established facts, without 
any creative handling of variables. This is far removed from the reality of our 
lives. In the meantime, one new school is founded in Germany every week 
– mostly by parents!

During my activities for our school, I discovered two Swiss pedagogues, Urs 
Ruf and Peter Gallin, who developed a so-called “dialogical learning” process 
for language and mathematics. Their criticism of current strategies of teaching 
disputes the idea that facts can be recorded in brains. They defi ne facts as the 
result of learning processes, which are developed by researchers or scientists in 
order objectify their experience.
But those facts are always a concentration of long-winded processes, meant 
to simplify the work of specialists within their particular fi elds of expertise. 
It doesn!t normally reach the pupils, because it usually refers to normalized 
knowledge, which can only be learned by rote. But in between, many other 
experiences are made, which are not predictable. These processes are ignored 
when teaching only facts. The idea of dialogical learning is to create open lear-
ning processes. Connected to a subjective starting point, the learning person 
should develop a personal dialogue with an object or a person. The differences 
between people, the variability of situations and personal experiences are part 
of this process.  The results of the learning processes are not predictable. 
“The theory always comes at the end!” (Zit. R/G) 
We know from neurology that the linking of information is connected to perso-
nal experience. Ruf and Gallin refer explicitly to the relation between dialogical 
learning and processes of artistic creation. 
They call it: practice instead of exercise

Ruf und Gallin: Dialogical Learning in Language and Mathematics. 

What is the value of securing the evidence of scholastic episodes?

People who put the question like this undervalue the importance of art for the 
human learning. Art deals exclusively with events. And the way art works can 
be implemented to function pedagogically, as well. If one wants to approach the 
dialogical principle – the nature of Greek mathematics can!t be taken as an ex-
ample – one can!t rely so much on proving and explaining, but has to put more 
trust in telling something. Stories live from the events which tell the stories. 
There is no general way of deciding if it is always worthwhile to listen to those 
stories. Art focuses on the singular, the unique, the detail, and offers the be-
holder the chance to draw his own conclusions. Although it aims the common, 
as well as the valid, art doesn!t attempt to defi ne or capture it for once and for 
all. Art provokes a dialogue. In the exchange between artwork and viewer, what 
is meant to be valid or endure has to be reestablished every time. This happens 
without arbitrariness. Art operates extremely strictly and consistently. But this 
precision and consistence are restricted to the artwork itself, the viewer is free 
– free, but challenged to answer with the same precision and consistence. In 
answering the artwork, the viewer somehow approaches the common and valid 
that the artwork refers to.
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I work with some students from the Institute of Art in Context on new learning 
theories, with the focus on the question of how the experience of artistic crea-
tion can have a pedagogical application. 

For the Asia Project, we worked with young people (13-15 years old) from our 
school. The school does not work with traditional school subjects, but with pro-
jects. Together with teachers, we developed a project to discover Asia without 
schoolbooks. Inspired by dialogical learning, we looked for a subjective position 
from which to start a dialogue. The result was that every pupil should look for 
a person originating from Asia who lives in Berlin. Through the dialogue and the 
personal story of this person, each pupil began to imagine Asia in a different 
way. They did interviews with owners of Chinese restaurants, monks at a Bud-
dhist monastery, an Indian Ayurveda physician, students from China and Japan, 
employees at the Embassy of Burma, a Thai masseuse and so on. Along the 
way, they gathered a large amount of information, which was not separated 
into political, economical, cultural and geographical elements, but connected to 
people!s biographies and experiences. 

During the project, the pupils wrote down their experiences in a “travel diary” 
and periodically came together to inform each other about their meetings. 
Based on their experiences with the dialogue partners, each pupil was asked to 
fi nd a subject relating to Asia to delve into. For the project, our team set up 
a project factory with a media center for research and printing in the school. 
Each pupil or group took some space on the wall of the factory rooms to coll-
ect information about a subject related to a country in Asia. 



This group did research about gigantic architectural projects in Dubai and wor-
ked on their different cultural background through role playing. One boy was 
from Iraq the other from Germany. It was illustrated by a little comic strip, 
where the German boy played the role of a radical Muslim.

We asked the pupils to take outline maps of the country they were researching 
and to illustrate the map with their research materials. These two were fasci-
nated by the pictorial qualities of Chinese characters. They described and loca-
ted the topographical features of China with Chinese characters (for example, 
three trees signifi es a jungle).



Some young people did a research on products they found at home that were 
produced in Asia. In a room, called the “made in...” space, there was a big 
sheet of paper where they put the objects and wrote down a refl ection on 
their signifi cance or about their relation to our lives.

During the project we also had guests at the school. A young education student 
from Japan, who was interested in new pedagogical operation experiences, was 
the dialogue partner of a girl, who studied youth culture in Japan.



To show that knowledge is nothing to be fi xed, but is a process of connecting 
information, we made a large map of Asia with the various results of the re-
search. Here, the pupils gave a presentation of their work for the others at the 

The school kept the map resulting from this subjective approach to facts. For 
the next step, the pupils decided to look deeper into some subjects together, 
such as global economy, the factors of production, ecology and human rights.


