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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to systematically review the history and current state of lesson
study (LS) in Germany. In particular, this paper describes the development of LS over time and its
stakeholders.
Design/methodology/approach – Conducting a systematic literature review, we searched three scientific
databases and Google Scholar, examined 806 results and included 50 articles in our final sample, which we
analyzed systematically.
Findings –The spread of LS in Germany can be divided into three phases, characterized by their own LS
projects as well as their own ways of understanding LS. Although interest in LS has increased
significantly in recent years, it is only present at a small number of schools and universities in Germany if
compared internationally. Furthermore, this paper identifies the so-called learning activity curves as a
tool frequently used for observation and reflection that appears to be unknown outside German-speaking
countries.
Originality/value –This paper may act as an outline for countries without large-scale LS projects and with
limited support from policymakers. The experience from Germany demonstrates the outcomes and
challenges that can arise in such a situation and shows how unique LS features and proceedings have
emerged.
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1. Introduction
Lesson study (LS) is flourishing worldwide and is currently being practiced in over 40
countries (Yoshida et al., 2021a). Originally from Japan, LS has established itself as an
approach to teachers’ continued professional development (PD) in countries such as the
United States of America and Singapore. In fact, Dudley claimed in 2014 that “LS is the
world’s fastest growing approach to teacher learning, and to develop teaching” (p. 4). LS
networks in the UK (e.g. Dudley et al., 2019) and the Netherlands (e.g. Vries and Prenger, 2017)
prove that LS has arrived in Europe as well.
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Outside Japan, LS can be seen as a borrowed policy (Seleznyov et al., 2021), which is a
deliberately adopted policy observed in another context (Phillips, 2005). As policy borrowing
is not an “all-or-nothing process” (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000, p. 13), the degree of adoption
ranges from pure inspiration to copying with high fidelity. Consequently, some aspects of LS
are usually omitted or modified upon adoption (Stigler and Hiebert, 2016). Given the
complexity of educational settings, however, it is not an easy task to successfully adapt
policies to new settings and still achieve the same positive results that they yield in their
country of origin. Implementation science differentiates between the integrity of the
implementation and its social validity to evaluate the success of an implementation
(O’Donnell, 2008). The integrity of implementation represents how close the actual
implementation stayed to what was planned to implement (Dane and Schneider, 1998),
while the social validity describes the acceptance of the implementation by the local
community (Wolf, 1978). Reasons why borrowed policies can fail to establish themselves in
new contexts include, therefore, not only insufficient knowledge about the policy or the
omission of crucial elements, but also an inadequate consideration of the social, ideological, or
other relevant contexts (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000).

Internationally, there is no consensus on what exactly LS is. The borrowing of LS has
resulted in manifold adaptions of its core steps, i.e. the long-term goal, collaborative lesson
planning, conducting and observing the research lesson and the post-lesson discussion.
In fact, there are many different variations of LS even in Japan (Kim et al., 2021). In addition to
the individual steps of the LS cycle, Seleznyov (2018) lists as core aspects: outside experts,
sharing of LS knowledge and findings and iteration. These components offer a guideline for
the international borrowing of LS and can help to assesswhich features should be copiedwith
high fidelity or be adaptedwith care. Furthermore, the sociocultural setting of a country plays
a role when adopting LS. For example, Japanese teachers view LS as “a platform to share
practice, reflect on teaching and learning, and learn from others” (Kusanagi, 2022, p. 170).
Hence, according to Kusanagi, the sociocultural setting and the dominant view of the
teaching profession in Japan produce structures and attitudes that enable the nationwide
practice of LS.

Turning to Germany, it appears that LS is gaining attention but is not yet practiced on a
large scale nor prominently discussed in the literature (Kullmann and Friedli, 2012; Sliwka
andKlopsch, 2019). The current literaturemainly consists of isolated experienceswith LS as a
PD method, dating back to at least 2009 (Knoblauch, 2017). More recently, Hallitzky et al.
(2021) classified LS projects in German-speaking countries according to their scope. Overall,
these examples seem to have gone largely under the radar of the wider scientific discourse.

More broadly speaking, teachers in Germany rarely collaborate closely with their
colleagues and, even if they do, this collaboration occurs primarily at a superficial level, such
as the exchange ofmaterials (Massenkeil andMartin, 2016; Richter and Pant, 2016).While the
majority of teachers report a positive attitude toward collaboration, external factors such as
lack of time are listed when asked what prevents them from collaborating with colleagues
(Richter and Pant, 2016). Concerning LS in Germany, it is therefore unsurprising that
dedicated time for LS and rooms for lesson planning and post-lesson discussions are
considered not just as essential factors for a sustainable implementation of LS (Jakobeit et al.,
2021) but as factors promoting collaboration among teachers in general (Kalinowski
et al., 2022).

The present systematic review aims to paint a comprehensive picture of LS in Germany.
The goal of the review is three-fold. First, we investigate whether there is a growing interest in
LS among teachers, researchers and educational policy-makers in Germany. Second, we
retrace the introduction of LS to Germany. Third, we analyze how researchers in Germany
understand LS and have developed their own procedures.
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2. Methodology
We conducted a systematic literature review according to Galvan and Galvan (2017) and
Alexander (2020). First, we selected the search parameters, databases and inclusion criteria.
We then added articles found by literature backtracking and researcher checking and finally
analyzed the included articles systematically.

2.1 Searching the literature
The literature search consisted of several steps. First, we agreed on several search terms to
scan the databases of ERIC, Scopus and the German Education Portal (Fachportal
P€adagogik). The following terms and their combinations were used: “Lesson Study” OR
“Lesson Studies”AND “Germany”OR “German”OR “Deutschland”OR “Deutsch”.The search
was not limited to a specific time frame or type of literature, as we included both scientific and
gray literature on LS in Germany. We therefore also searched Google Scholar for relevant
publications. In order to keep this searchmanageable and assuming that gray literature on LS
in Germany was likely to be written in German, we limited this search to the German
language.

Overall, the initial searches conducted onApril 8, 2022, yielded 806 results. A search result
was included if it either

(1) Introduces LS and is written in German,

(2) Discusses LS on a theoretical level and is written in German, or

(3) Its main focus is on LS in Germany and it is written in either English or German.

This means that we excluded literature that just mentioned LS as an example of PD or simply
recommended the use of LS in Germany. Furthermore, all articles included in the review had
to call their own research or experience LS.

To check for these inclusion criteria, all results (N 5 806) were imported to Rayyan, a
software for systematic reviews (Ouzzani et al., 2016). After the auto-deletion of possible
duplicates (N5 159), the first author and a trained research assistant independently screened
the abstracts of the remaining results (N5 647) according to the set inclusion criteria. If the
abstract was unavailable, we skimmed all parts of the text for the term “Lesson Stud*” and
decided on that basis whether to include or exclude the result. This stage reduced the number
of texts to 27.

In order to account for intercoder reliability, we calculated Cohen’s kappa. The
approximate relative observed agreement of p0 ≈ 0.98 and the hypothetical probability
of chance agreement of pe≈ 0.91 leads to κ≈ 0.82, which shows a substantial consistency.

Finally, with literature backtracking and researcher checking, twenty-one additional
potential matches that had not been identified in the data bases were discovered. In total, this
yielded 48 results eligible for full-text screening.

During full-text screening, we excluded 15 publications for diverse reasons (e.g. main
focus of article on different topic or different German-speaking country). While searching the
literature, we included any result regardless of the type of literature. This means that edited
volumes and individual special issues of journals were fully included, even if only one ormore
contributions fulfilled an inclusion criterion. While analyzing the literature, we reevaluated
each chapter and article separately against our inclusion criteria and counted them
separately, with the exception of Hallitzky et al. (2022), since the entire book deals with the
same case study. This ultimately resulted in 50 individual publications considered in this
review (for a complete list see the Supplementary Material). Based on Moher et al. (2009)
Figure 1 summarizes the search process.
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2.2 Analyzing the literature
The analysis focused on several aspects. We started by recording general characteristics of
the publications (e.g. year or type of publication) and identified the type of literature (e.g.
report from Japan, introduction aimed at either researchers or practitioners).

In the next step, we identified common and unique aspects, while also grouping together
articles on the same LS projects. We paid particular attention to details regarding the
implementation of LS in order to identify distinct ways in which LS has been altered in the
German context. While doing so, we also kept track of the type of schools and subjects
involved in LS. Lastly, we used the seven core components of Japanese LS identified by
Seleznyov (2018, p. 220) to examine LS implementations described in the sample.

3. Findings from the literature review
In this chapter, we first present some general characteristics of the included publications.
We then outline the spread of LS in Germany and finally show how different authors
understand LS. Lastly, we elaborate on distinctive features of LS in Germany.

3.1 Characteristics of the publications
The vast majority of publications on LS in Germany are written in the German language. Out
of a total of 50 eligible publications, only four were written in English and only one of these

Figure 1.
Illustration of the
literature search
process
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was published prior to 2021. We identified three additional English-language articles
published in the International Journal for Lesson and Learning Studies (IJLLS), namely those
by Gruschka (2018), Rovio-Johansson (2018) and Yoshida et al. (2021b). All three articles were
excluded during the full-text screening, however, as they did not meet our set inclusion
criteria. The focus of the publication by Yoshida et al. (2021b), for instance, was on a
cooperation between Japan and Germany, rather than on LS in Germany itself.

The earliest article on LS included in this review was published in 2005. As Figure 2
demonstrates, the number of publications has increased significantly since then, and Table 1
provides an overview of the types of publications.

We consider almost 50% (22 of 50) of the included publications to be introductory texts
on LS.We distinguish between introductions aimed at practitioners (e.g. descriptions of LS)
and those aimed at researchers (e.g. research on LS). The second-largest group of
publications in this review focuses on specific aspects of LS, such as the observation during
a research lesson. Additionally, there are researchers writing about their experiences with
LS in Japan.

The analysis shows that LS in Germany is not limited to a certain type of school or
subject. LS has been practiced, for example, in elementary schools (e.g. Kager et al., 2022)
and high schools (e.g. Hallitzky et al., 2022), but also in vocational schools (e.g. Knoblauch
and Rieger, 2015) and in different domains or subjects. Most publications discuss LS only
with in-service teachers, but some individual reports also with pre-service teachers (e.g.
Droll, 2019).

Type Number of publications Most recent publication

Introduction (practitioner) 14 Vock and Jurczok (2021)
Introduction (researcher) 8 Posch (2022)
Specific aspect of LS 13 Kager et al. (2022)
Report from Japan 3 Sliwka and Klopsch (2019)
Other 12 Hallitzky et al. (2022)

Note(s): “Other” includes all remaining results, such as project reports or interviews on LS
Source(s): Author’s own creation

Figure 2.
Number of

publications on LS
considered in this
review over time

Table 1.
Classification of the

literature considered in
this literature review
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3.2 The spread of LS in Germany in three phases
Our analysis indicates that the spread of LS in Germany occurred in three phases (Figure 2)
with fluid transitions.

Initial experiences. The first phase, starting in 2005, was characterized by individual
reports and introductions to LS by Japanese researchers (e.g.Morita, 2005) and endedwith the
LS project between the University of Teacher Education, Freiburg, Germany (P€adagogische
Hochschule Freiburg) and the University of Teacher Education, Aichi, Japan (Aichi Kyouiku
Daigaku) (e.g. Sch€utte andGerv�e, 2007). Their collaboration appears to have taken the form of
a contained project that resulted in some of the earliest publications on the German context
(e.g. Gerv�e, 2007; Sch€utte and Gerv�e, 2007). Given that LS can take various forms, even within
Japan (Mitsuhashi, 2003), this early exchange with researchers fromAichi most likely shaped
the particular notion of LS that has since been adopted in Germany.

Second round. The second phase was initiated by the LS project at the Laborschule
Bielefeld, a laboratory school that collaborates closely with the Bielefeld University. To the
best of our knowledge, the thorough documentation of this project can be considered the
earliest documented research literature on LS in Germany (e.g. Freke et al., 2013). Only one
article, published by a Japanese researcher (Matoba, 2011), during this phase is unrelated to
this project. Our analysis, however, also indicates that both these projects have been
concluded and, as far as we have been able to verify, LS is not being pursued further at the
schools that were involved at the time (personal correspondence).

Scaling up. The third phase was initiated by several publications by Knoblauch. Starting in
2014, individual publications (mostly aimed at practitioners) about LS were published more
consistently and started to attract the attention of both scholars and practitioners. This gradual
increase in LS publications led to various books and research studies on LS and paved the way
for the current LS projects in Germany. Our analysis identified two independent recent projects
that characterize this phase. The first project, which ended in 2022, is the cooperation between
the University of Leipzig (Germany) and the University of Hiroshima (Japan). The second
project is the LS project initiated by the authors of this article at the University of Potsdam
(Germany) and is part of the “Leistung macht Schule” initiative (“Excellence in School
Education”), which began in 2017. The project includes 19 primary schools and, to the best of
our knowledge, it is the largest LS project ever conducted in Germany to date.

In addition to these larger projects, we identified individual articles written on LS by
teachers, coaches, or researchers. Theseweremostly (field) reports of personal experienceswith
LS, or about information on LS learned from visits to Japan. The analysis indicates, however,
that LS has had an influence on other areas of educational science in Germany and sometimes
features in the discourse on effective PD (e.g. Lipowsky andRzejak, 2015). Recently, LS has also
been described in introductory books aimed at undergraduate teacher trainees (e.g. Helmke,
2010; Rothland, 2016).Due to thenature of the searchprocess for this literature review, however,
no publication mentioned in this paragraph is included in this review.

3.3 How is LS understood?
The analysis suggests that the understanding of LS is largely homogenous across the
publications considered in this review. Specifically, all authors seem to understand LS as a
form of PD that includes the cooperative development of lessons and focuses on observing
and understanding student learning. Differences do emerge, however, when investigating
articles through the lens of Seleznyov’s (2018) seven characteristics: a long-term goal,
collaborative lesson planning, conducting and observing the research lesson, post-lesson
discussion, iteration, outside experts and sharing the knowledge gained.

First, the general flow of a LS cycle and all its steps (e.g. Lewis et al., 2019) are described in
a similar way across all reviewed publications. Descriptions include a research lesson, which
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is observed and a post-lesson discussion. Often, the exact implementation of these steps is not
described in detail, which is a trend that can also be observed in the international literature on
LS (Kager et al., Submitted). The terminology used to refer to individual LS steps also differs
between authors. For example, Kullmann and Friedli (2012) mention a colloquium, Gerv�e
(2007) describes a post-conference and Vock and Jurczok (2021) talk about evaluation and
reflectionmeetings. Yet, the overall idea of LS remains the same, namely that the overall focus
of LS lies on students’ learning.

All authors, additionally, understand LS as an iterative event and agree that the goal of LS
is not to create the perfect lesson, but rather to gradually develop and improve instruction. An
interesting distinction in this context is the fact that Gerv�e (e.g. 2007) andKullmann (e.g. 2012)
do not speak of a LS cycle, but rather of a LS spiral.

Another point where Gerv�e differs from other authors is that he does not address any long-
term goals in the context of LS that go beyond continuous lesson development. He also has a
different approach toward the collaborative planning of the research lesson, as the lesson is not
planned from scratch, but rather a team member introduces a first draft of a lesson, which is
then discussed and modified by the team.

The role of expert knowledge, while discussed by Gerv�e, remains largely unmentioned in
other publications. Although several authors describe taking on the role of expert in their LS
projects, this role tends to remain vague and is not identified as a central element.

Finally, concerning the sharing of results of LS (i.e. within and outside the school), our review
indicates that this step is only marginally discussed in the German LS literature. Only
Kullmann (2012) emphasizes the importance of mobilizing knowledge and advises publishing
LS experiences and research in academic and non-academic journals, or to at least share new
knowledge with colleagues. In general, the extent to which this is practiced by schools remains
unclear, as this information is rarely available to the public or mentioned in publications. The
research reports from the Laborschule Bielefeld (e.g. Freke et al., 2013) likely contain the most
thorough descriptions of single LS cycles that are publicly available in Germany.

Lastly,wewant tohighlight theLSproject byHallitzky’s researchgroup,which canbedefined
as “a project of interprofessional and intercultural cooperation in the field of lesson research and
development” (Kinoshita, 2023). This project distinguishes itself from others inGermany, as it is a
cooperation between a German teacher and several researchers from the universities of Leipzig
(Germany) andHiroshima (Japan). The lessons, which are planned by the teacher, are recorded on
video and the transcripts and videos are subsequently analyzed by two groups of researchers
(Kinoshita, 2023). This is followed by an exchange between the two research groups and the
teacher about the lesson.One final product of this projectwas a jointly edited book (Hallitzky et al.,
2022) about one of these lessons and its analysis. The goal of this project was therefore the
intercultural and interprofessional analysis of teaching and learning (Kinoshita, 2023). The LS
practice itself was a by-product, which is reflected in the use of the Japanese term JugyouKenkyuu
(written here in the Latin alphabet) instead of the term Lesson Study.

3.4 Data collection during the observation
Concerning data collection during observation, we identified one unique characteristic of LS
in German-speaking countries, especially in Germany: the so-called learning activity curves
(German: Lernaktivit€atskurve). This method has been proposed by Knoblauch (2014) and
was developed while facilitating LS.

Learning activity curves are a visualization of the learning behavior of closely monitored
case students during a research lesson. To construct these curves, each observer writes down
their time-stamped observations pertaining to a case student on sticky notes (different colors
for each student). After the research lesson, teachers arrange these sticky notes on an xy-
plane, where the x-axis represents the time (i.e. procedure of the lesson) and the y-axis
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represents the complexity of the exhibited learning activity (i.e. how challenging and how
rewarding a student’s activity is for their learning). By connecting the same-colored sticky
notes, teachers generate a curve for each student that illustrates how they learned over the
course of the lesson. The collaborative analysis of these curves not only structures the post-
lesson discussion, but can also help to identify sections of the lesson in which students, or a
specific student, struggled with a certain task. Hence, these curves act as a tool to better
understand students’ learning processes and tailor lesson designs to students’ needs.

The idea of using colored sticky notes during the observation and post-lesson discussion
can already be found in a publication by Gerv�e (2007), possibly inspired by the cooperation
between the Universities of Teacher Education in Aichi and Freiburg. While Gerv�e’s main
focus also lies on the learning of “marked students” (p. 117), the different colors of sticky notes
do not refer to individual students, but rather to different teaching and learning activities.
The basic idea of focusing on individual students and perceiving them as a whole (holistic
education) and then learning from these observations, originated from concepts known in
German early childhood education (Knoblauch, 2017; Alemzadeh, 2021), where systematic
observation of the individual child is a key task of educators (Jergus et al., 2013).

Since its initial introduction to the LS literature, the method of the learning activity curves
has spread around German-speaking countries. The method is regularly referred to in
German publications (e.g. Knoblauch, 2017; Droll, 2019; Kager et al., 2022), but has to date only
rarely been described in English publications (Klammer and Hanfstingl, 2019; Kager
et al., 2022).

4. Discussion
The goal of this systematic review was to explore the spread of LS in Germany by retracing
its journey since introduction. The analysis of the 50 articles included in this review confirms
that the number of publications on LS in Germany has grown substantially over the past
twenty years (see Figure 2). This is in line with the general trend observed around the world
(Yoshida et al., 2021a). We further found that several unconnected LS-related projects have
been conducted in Germany. The literature search suggests that researchers who initiated
early projects are probably no longer actively engaged in LS today. These projects, however,
paved the way for the two current LS projects in Germany.

The state of LS in Germany therefore mirrors challenges experienced with the introduction
of LS in other international contexts. For example, some LS projects in the US faded away after
their initial implementation (Lewis et al., 2006). Early LS projects in Germany followed a similar
trajectory and it seems that, so far, LS in Germany has been closely tied to projects and has not
yet been integrated into structures of the education system.

The comparison with the critical components of LS identified by Seleznyov (2018) showed
that, as a borrowed policy, LS in Germany does correlate closely with international
conceptualizations of LS, yet some components have been copied with higher fidelity than
others. Especially outside experts and the sharing of results tend to be neglected in German
adaptations.

In fact, we saw that LS is not yet rooted in the German education system in the sameway it
is in Japan, or even in other European countries, such as the Netherlands (Lesson Study NL,
2016). This might be a reason why preconditions that support teachers in participating in LS,
such as time for collaboration and support from outside experts, are not always available at
German schools (Jakobeit et al., 2021). In general, the sustained implementation of educational
interventions in Germany is a challenging process. As Straub and Vilsmaier (2020) note, top-
down interventions frequently lack the “necessary transformativemomentum to induce long-
lasting change” (p. 10), while bottom-up approaches tend to “face limitations with respect to
systematic and evidence-based change processes and diffusion” (p. 10). Yet there are indeed
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initial foreign education concepts, for example Dalton Schools (G€unsche and Schenk, 2018),
that managed to establish and sustain themselves in Germany. Our review of the literature
also hints at parallels between the German and Japanese sociocultural settings that might
promote the sustainable implementation of LS in the future. Specifically, all publications
included in this review understood LS as an opportunity for teachers’ continued PD, rather
than as a tool to create perfect lessons. As Fernandez et al. (2003) argue in reference to the
introduction of LS to the US, this understanding of LS can support teachers in focusing their
observations on student learning instead of evaluating each other’s teaching.

Lastly, there is still a need for collaborative PD methods in Germany and, as this review
shows, various stakeholders are showing an increased interest in LS as an approach to
address this need. First, there are nowmore researchers than ever studying LS in the German
context. Second, two separate LS projects are being funded concurrently by policymakers.
One of these is the largest LS project ever carried out in Germany, which, as part of the
transfer phase of the “Leistungmacht Schule” initiative (Bundesministerium f€ur Bildung und
Forschung, 2018), will be expanded to even more schools in the next few years. Third, an
increasing number of teachers and school advisors are publishing articles about their
experiences with LS, sometimes in collaboration with researchers. Finally, LS is occasionally
offered as a form of teacher training for in-service teachers and sometimes even for pre-
service teachers (e.g. Droll, 2019).

This review has several limitations that should be noted when interpreting the findings.
We only considered publications that used the term “Lesson Study” or “Lesson Studies”. It is
therefore possible that eligible articles that use other terms (or translations) to refer to LSwere
missed in the search process. Furthermore, it is likely that additional eligible articles were
missed, as they might have been published in non-academic formats, not available to the
public, or not indexed in the data bases searched. We therefore assume that this review
presents an underestimation of the LS activity in Germany, especially since not all schools
that practice LS are supported by researchers or participate in the discourse on LS bymaking
their LS experiences public. Another source of underestimationmight be the inclusion criteria
of this review, given that we did not include conference presentations (e.g. World Association
of Lesson Studies (WALS) conferences) or other unpublished formats. Furthermore, the
distinction between LS in Germany and LS in German-speaking countries is not always clear-
cut, and some articles written in the German language lack a clear reference to a specific
country.

5. Conclusion
LS still remains a rather unknown approach to teachers’ PD in Germany, but it is not
completely under the research radar and attention to it has certainly increased in recent years.
Researchers (alongside school advisors) have been key initiators of a number of LS projects
across German schools. Despite this growing interest, the LS community inGermany remains
small and, at this point, not well connected. LS in Germany is still largely project-based and
has not yet been integrated into structures of the education system. Looking forward, it will
therefore be key to consider how LS can be continued in and by schools outside of project
contexts or after projects stop receiving funding.

Ourwork highlights several implications for LS in Germany and the international context.
First, our review showed that LS publications from the German context are predominantly
published in German. Although we identified three potential publications in the IJLLS, the
main focus of these articles was never on LS in Germany itself. It therefore seems that the
topic of LS in Germany has not yet fully arrived in the international LS discourse. Germany’s
understanding of LS, however, corresponds to international conceptualizations, and our
experiences with adopting LS are similar to those of other countries. In order to ensure a
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better international exchange, we therefore argue that the field would benefit from
researchers around the world publishing findings from their local setting in English and
using the IJLLS as a platform for collaboration and scientific exchange. An example of
successful international networking sparked through theWALS and IJLLS community is, for
example, the joined efforts to translate the book by Lo (2012) to the German language.

Additionally, our review showed that LS in schools often does not survive the end of a
(research) project due to a variety of potential factors (e.g. Holtappels (2019)). In our own LS
project, the initial schools will now join small networks of schools and train and support the new
schools in how to do LS. This, however, is only one possible option for ways to spread LS and
many countries are experimenting with different approaches or have already found viable
pathways. The key question that will need to be addressed in the future is how countries like
Germany can integrate LS into already existing structures of their education systems.
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