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Inspiring innovations to tackle 21st century challenges
Case study: Eltern AG
Where is the case study from?
Magdeburg, Germany
What triggered the innovation?

The OECD’s PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) survey in 2000 studied educational outcomes in children from 43 countries across the world. The survey showed that even within the abundant welfare state of Germany, children from poorer families had very little chance of achieving a high-school diploma, let alone a university degree. Generally, these children had poorer life chances.

The program was developed by Prof. Dr. Meinrad Armbruster (professor of educational psychology, University of Magdeburg-Stendal (FH) and child and adolescent psychotherapist). He, alongside some of his students, was inspired to do something about the educational inequalities suffered by children from low income families. From research, they found that existing programmes were tailored mainly towards the middle class, and were not reaching those who were most in need of them. This group then took its research outside the classroom and talked directly to parents.  They found that poorer families felt intimidated by the unfamiliarity of some state institutions. They decided to tackle the problem through empowerment and began to build the basis of Eltern – AG groups. The first group was established in 2004 and consisted of 10 parents. They were brought together to discuss and share stories of their everyday lives. The group met 20 times and results began to show. All the parents stayed with the group; they now had friends and acquaintances - a social network - and the group decided to continue the meetings for several years. The Eltern-AG team learnt to be mentors rather than teachers.
In 2004 Eltern-AG submitted a successful funding application to the Ministry for Social Affairs of the German state of Saxony-Anhalt

What is the nature of the innovation?

The ELTERN-AG approach is a community-based, self-help parenting training program that empowers poor, isolated parents to form peer networks, to learn alternatives to domestic violence and neglect and to become loving, capable parents for their children.

Interested parents meet over a period of 20 weeks, once each week, and learn how they can support their children better. The parents are coached by trained mentors who work directly in the neighbourhoods, along with local partners, educators, midwives and paediatricians to establish contact with the families.
To belong to a target group, parents must have at least one child of pre-school age, and:

· Have no or low educational attainment 

· Have low training 

· Be an immigrant from a country with a problematic socioeconomic position 

· Have a poor financial situation or support for living costs 

· Have a physical or mental impairment. 


The mentors give the parents in both groups’ basics of child rearing as well as methods to reduce stress and allow the participants a direct exchange with other parents and the formation of neighbourhood networks. To encourage the parents, is placed on voluntary participation and experience, because with the help of prescribed number of participants have had bad experiences. Basic assumption is that parenting skills are present in almost all parents. A few simple principles of education (eg respect for the child and non-violence) are sufficient to cope with such conflict situations.
What are the key lessons?

80% of parents who become involved in the project stay up to the 20th Meeting. 65% of parents also regularly continue to meet up after a year.
To date, around 800 parents have participated in Eltern-AG, which means around 2000 children have been reached. 100 Eltern-AG mentors have been trained by the original group, which has been developed into a professional team. Eltern-AG groups have been held in 5 German states, and the programme will soon expand to Austria and Switzerland. The empowerment concept is so successful, that Eltern-AG has been asked to turn their focus to new target groups, such as long term unemployed people, and elderly people looking for a new perspective in their career.
Further information and contact 

www.eltern-ag.de
Prof. Dr. Meinrad Armbruster info@eltern-ag.de
