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Project 5: The Franconian International  School (FIS) in Erlangen 1995-2017 

Changes last made: April 30, 2016; Oct. 14, 2017] 

 

It’s still going … and still growing: Think Global, Act Local. 

  

On March 10, 2017 the first students enter the new High School Building located across the 

street from the original campus in the Rödelheim Park in Erlangen  

 

 

 

Reminiscent of a typical country school in the American Midwest in the 19
th

 century. The 

Franconian International School opened in the little Franconian town of Haundorf, Germany 

in 1998 with two teachers. One of them, (Petra Niemczyk) also served as director, nurse, 

janitor and everything else. The FIS currently (2016) has 95 teachers and 109 “Educational 

Employees”) from 31 countries and around 700 students. The capacity now is 850 students. 

The student-teacher ratio is 6:1. Germans comprise slightly more than 30% of the student 

body (our goal). Classes are small because most of the children are foreigners and require 

more intensive support especially in language skills.  It is a day school, which provides a co-

educational learning and living environment for students from 3-18 years old. The principal 

FIS graduation degree, the International Baccalauereate, is accepted for college and university 

admission worldwide. One of the major FIS sponsors, Siemens, also offers a “Duales Studium 

oder Ausbildung at Siemens AG.” This is the global world in action.  

“International School” is a type of private day school with locations worldwide– at last 

count (2016) there were over 8000, 23 of which are located in Germany. The first one, United 

Nations International School (UNIS), was established in 1947 in Geneva by a group of United 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_International_School
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_International_School
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Nation‘s ex-patriate parents who wanted to promote international education for their children 

while preserving their diverse cultural heritages. The schools adopted the International 

Baccalaureate Program (IB), which is the mainstay curriculum of most of the schools ever 

since. The school type promotes the appreciation of the diversity of persons and cultures, 

provides an optimal multicultural environment for learning and teaching, and offers to a 

global work force, a global curriculum which reflects the spirit of the UN Human Rights 

Charter and is similar worldwide.  

The school’s primary language is English with the second language usually being that of the 

host country. This school type caters to families of the global mobile work force with 

children, who are transferred to a foreign country usually for only a few years time. Young 

executives and engineers from English speaking countries, for example like those at 

Kennemetal in Fürth, adidas and Puma in Herzogenaurach and Siemens in Erlangen, want a 

school curriculum which allows their children to develop in depth their English language 

skills and universally recognized talents and skills, which enable them to transfer to new 

countries or back home with relative ease. For the partner of the employed person, families 

with similar interests and experiences are at hand. Families can transfer from the Franconian 

International School in Erlangen to one in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia easier than from Bremen to 

Bavaria.  

Although the principal target groups for the international school are foreign children, 

international schools want to include about 30% native children.  In this way the guest 

children can better learn the host country language and become familiar with its society.  

There aren’t too many diplomats and UN families in Franconia. And the Franconian people 

are cautious and reserved. The Wahlspruch of August der Jüngere, Herzog von 

Braunschweig-Lüneburg und Fürst von Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel (1635-1666) was “Alles 

mit Bedacht.” That would be a good slogan for the Franconians, too. Think and research 

carefully before you start or join something new. “Fools rush in where angels fear to tread.” 

(Alexander Pope, Elvis). No snap judgments. This prevailing attitude is certainly not to 

disparage, but it is not conducive to starting new things.  

Global developments don’t wait for local responses. Sometimes an unexpected window of 

opportunity suddenly opens. New decisions can be made, new pathways trod.  This window 

opened in Germany and in Franconia in 1995 and set the stage for the founding of the 

Franconian International School. The dissolution of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact 

made Germany and Franconia interesting for global companies and made it possible for the 

many NATO units stationed in this area to be dissolved, the American soldiers and their 

families repatriated and the military property to be returned to the German government and 

ultimately to the cities for civilian use.     

As a result of the American Drawdown of Forces, the U.S. Department of Defense very 

precipitously closed the Darby Kaserne in Fürth in 1995. The DODDS schools, the only 

English language schools in Franconia, closed, too. This had little impact on German families 

and the very few non-German families in the region, who had enrolled their children in them. 

Most of the American military personnel stationed in Fürth were at the time on active duty in 

Iraq. The Army returned the soldiers home to the US directly from Iraq. For the few non-

military English speaking families in Middle Franconia attending the DoDDS school and for 

those few Germans who wanted their children to learn English as a Second language in an 

English speaking environment, this posed a problem and a challenge.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Baccalaureate_Program
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Baccalaureate_Program
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Granted, not many families suffered. But the young management team from the American 

company headquartered in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania (Kennametal) did. Kennametal had just 

bought the Hertel company located in Fürth. The CFO was a problem solver with two young 

children. American corporate identity includes a commitment to the local community. For 

himself and the community Kennemetal offered start-up capital to finance the establishment 

of an English language school in Fürth. He asked me for support.  

I liked the idea and was immediately convinced that it would be a welcome feature in 

Franconia. I was impressed with the tremendous potential in the region, more so than many of 

the more cautious Franconians. Furthermore I thought that it would be easy to realize; a 

“slam-dunk”. Costs would be minimal – excellent school facilities built by the U.S. Army 

were available, experienced American staff from the DoDDS wanted to stay in Fürth and 

teach, An American company provided the start-up capital, the Lord Mayor of Fürth (Uwe 

Lichtenberg) wholeheartedly supported it and I felt that I could justifiably make it an 

important project of the German-American Institute/America House Nürnberg. Furthermore 

the very experienced director of the Bavarian International School in Munich (Derek 

Malpass) offered to help in every way he could. He even offered to establish a branch campus 

of the well established Bavarian International School in Munich in Nürnberg, which we 

inexperienced amateurs welcomed. Unfortunately the Board of Governors of the BIS disliked 

the idea  campus and criticized the school director for spending so much time in and with 

Nürnberg. The Nürnberg newspapers liked the project though, and provided us much valuable 

support.  
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After reunification in 1989 this part of Germany, which had suffered economically with the 

divisive wall and the DDR, began again to look outward. Germany became attractive to 

global companies like Kennametal. Companies which buy an established German company 

usual don’t y have a choice of location; those wanting to invest in Germany and thereby also 

gain access to the European market do. Since they often send their young executives to their 

new location, who often have families and young children, one of their important criteria in 

the site decision is the availability of an English language school with diplomas recognized 

worldwide. English is the world’s second language and important for many careers. Young 

executives are mobile and ambitious, also for their kids. Learning German is not high on their 

list of priorities. Munich had two well-established “International Schools,” which is one 

reason why it was attractive for start-ups and companies expanding to Europe and Germany. 

Middle Franconia is very attractive in general. It’s cities are safe, global players have 

headquarters here (INA, adidas, Siemens, Puma, Diehl, Hertel (later Kennemetal) and many 

smaller companies. It never crossed my mind that an international school would not succeed 

in Middle Franconia. I anticipated no problem and was a little surprised that few others in the 

region shared my enthusiasm. For me the end of the Cold War and the Drawdown of Forces 

provided opportunities to reap the rewards of the Peace Dividend. 

Schools in Germany are institutions of the state; in the federal system of government each 

state has its own requirements and regulations, also for private schools. And each state 

provides some control and financing for private schools, which have to be approved by state 

authorities. One is required to submit a school calendar, a curriculum, school philosophy, 

finance plan, and get approval of staff and facilities. With the help of the BIS, the regional 

state school representative in Ansbach and the mayor of Fürth, this was all relatively easy. 

Our idea was to open with a first grade class and to grow by one class per year until we had a 

complete school. The one state requirement, which took us 3 years to fulfill, was a minimum 

requirement of 15 students for a grade one class or a total of 25 for a combined first and 

second grade class.    

How we got from Fürth to Herzogenaurach and from there to Erlangen is an interesting   

Franconian story. I edited a brochure on the first ten years of the FIS, which we presented at 

the opening of our school in Erlangen on Sept. 24, 2008. I wrote a section on this topic. Here 

are pages 27-33 of the brochure.  
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Das Schulgebäude 

We had an elaborate architectural contest for the school building. We told the architects that 

we wanted a state-of-the-art all-day school with pre-school for children aged 3-18 and a 

school cafeteria (which then was fairly new in Bavarian schools). Since for most of the 

children the building is also a home-away-from home, it should be inviting and comfortable 

for kids of all ages from all over the globe. The building itself should stimulate 

communication between different age groups from an international population. The teaching 

staff, children and parents were involved in the planning process. Many of the architects 

visited our facilities in Herzogenaurach, talked with our staff, got a feeling for the teaching 

and learning style of an International School and went to work. The Board of Governors 

selected the Munich-Erlangen company djp-Architetkten GmbH. The “j” in this group, Frank 

Jakobs, described his philosophy in another article for the brochure “Think Global Act Local. 

34-37. 
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The Board of Governors and involved staff were delighted with the architects and engineers 

and everyone was delighted with the results.  

The demand for more space continued. In 2012 we expanded by adding a new theater, science 

laboratories and art rooms. We still could not meet the demands of international families in 

Middle Franconia.  While the Board of Directors was anticipating future remand another 

window of opportunity opened. A lot reserved for Siemens in Röthelheim Park within 

walking distance to the FIS became unexpectedly available. The principal sponsors of the FIS, 

Siemens and adidas, described their plans for expansion and encouraged us to construct a new 

building. They assured us that their support and the need of their international workforce 

would continue. The FIS Board of Directors decided to expand again.   

Always concerned about costs, an imaginative and unusual solution was reached with the 

Chairman of the Board (Ralf Guntermann), the prominent Erlangen developers Sontowski and 

Party Group, the Stadtsparkasse Erlangen, the Lord Mayor of Erlangen Dr. Siegfried Balleis, 

and the IT company Sodtgate. Sontowski hired as architects those who had built the original 

school, djb architekten gmbh München-Erlangen with Frank Jakobs again as chief architect. 

Half of the building would be built according to FIS needs and rented to the FIS for a new 

high school. A high-Tech company, Sodtgate GmbH, would rent the other half. In this way, 

the FIS could afford the building and acquire a state-of-the-art high school for its students in 

the quality and spirit of the original building. It is possible that in the future an arrangement 

can be made with the IT company for some of the students to do practical training at Softgate. 

The opening of the high school took place on October 8, 2015.  

    

It   pleased the FIS Board of Directors  that the Architecture company Sontowski  Erlangen 

chose this same company to build the building in which the new High school is skillfully 

integrated. The FIS has thereby expanded from a 2-stream to a 3-stream school with a 

maximum capacity of 850 students.   

We used another window of opportunity to build an institution crucial for attracting and 

retaining global companies in the region and for the long-term development of Middle 

Franconia and the Nuremberg Metropolitan Region.   
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