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Abstract: This study provides the first systematic comparative mapping of laboratory, university, 

training, and experimental schools across Europe, addressing a significant gap in the literature on re-

search-embedded schooling. Although these institutional forms are frequently grouped under shared 

labels, the analysis demonstrates that they represent structurally distinct configurations of governance, 

research intensity, and links to teacher education. Drawing on documentary analysis and secondary 

sources, the study develops a multidimensional typology encompassing institutional type, legal status, 

grade span, and degree of research embeddedness. The findings reveal four dominant European 

configurations: research-intensive ecosystems concentrated in Germany, the Netherlands, and the 

Nordic countries; medium-intensity systems centred on university-affiliated teacher-training schools, 

such as in Finland, Austria, and Belgium; low-intensity experi-mental-school systems across Southern, 

Eastern, and Balkan Europe; and hybrid models exempli-fied by Greece and Luxembourg. These 

variations highlight profound asymmetries in the structural capacity of education systems to support 

design-based research, longitudinal inquiry, and re-search-informed teacher education. The analysis 

further shows that training-oriented practice schools, despite their strengths in clinical preparation, 

rarely evolve into autonomous research in-stitutions without explicit university governance and 

sustained research mandates. Overall, the study positions research-embedded schools as a crucial but 

unevenly distributed component of European educational infrastructure, with important implications 

for teacher education, discipline-based education research, and evidence-informed school 

development. 
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1. Introduction 
Laboratory schools, university schools, and other research-embedded school types have 

recently regained prominence in European debates on teacher education, school 
development, and educational research. While historically rooted in Deweyan notions of the 
school as a ‘laboratory’ for democratic education, contemporary European initiatives 
reinterpret this idea in contexts marked by accountability, performativity, and pressures to 
compare internationally (Kurz & Zenke, 2024). These international comparison pressures are 
strongly shaped by large-scale assessments such as PISA, whose socio-economic measures 
and methodological choices influence national debates on equity and system design (Avvisati, 
2020; Enchikova et al., 2024). Across countries, labels such as laboratory school (LS), 
university school (US), teacher training school (TS), and experimental/pilot or model school 
(ES) are used to denote institutions that mediate between universities and compulsory 
schooling. However, these labels mask substantial variation in legal status, governance, grade 
range, and research embeddedness. 

Recent work shows that “laboratory schools travelling the world” are entangled in 
processes of policy borrowing and branding; they are promoted as innovative solutions while 
simultaneously constrained by national traditions and regulatory systems (Kurz & Zenke, 
2024). The LabSchoolsEurope project has conceptualized European lab schools as sites of 
participatory research for democratic education, arguing that they can function as 
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“experimental stations” where teachers, researchers, and pupils collaboratively explore new 
forms of learning and school life (Zenke & Kurz, 2023; Zenke & Kurz, 2021). At the same 
time, studies of US outside Europe highlight how such institutions support high-quality 
teacher learning but also face tensions between experimentation, quality assurance, and 
everyday school pressures (Alghofaili, 2021; McGee & Lin, 2020). Together, these 
contributions underline that research-embedded schools are not a homogeneous category but 
a family of institutional forms shaped by historical and political trajectories. 

Parallel to the revival of LS, a growing body of literature addresses university-school 
partnerships more broadly. Systematic reviews show that well-designed partnerships can 
improve teaching and learning practices, but that their evaluation remains methodologically 
challenging and conceptually fragmented (Sarmiento-Márquez et al., 2023). More recent 
conceptual work emphasises the importance of leadership, mutual trust, and distributed 
epistemic authority if universities and schools are to co-construct educational knowledge 
rather than reproduce hierarchical relationships (Heinz & Fleming, 2019; Sarmiento-Márquez 
et al., 2023). In this literature, research schools such as LS and US appear as one possible, but 
by no means the only, organisational form of university–school partnership. 

In some national contexts, especially Finland, the institutional backbone of university–
school relations is provided by TS (normaalikoulut). These schools are formally part of 
universities, host intensive practicum experiences, and are increasingly discussed as 
“university training schools” that embody research-based teacher education (Chung, 2021). 
Empirical work on Finnish normaalikoulut suggests that they function as multi-purpose 
institutions where teaching, supervision of student teachers, small-scale pedagogical 
experimentation, and collaboration with researchers coexist, but where research is not always 
the primary mission (Maaranen et al., 2019). Comparable practice-school models exist in 
Austria, Belgium, Poland, Hungary, and other European systems, yet they are labelled and 
governed in different ways and are unevenly linked to systematic research programmes (Kink-
Hampersberger et al., 2023; Zenke, 2025). 

Alongside these training-oriented institutions, a newer wave of explicitly designated 
‘university schools’ has emerged in countries such as Germany and the Nordic region. Recent 
analyses highlight that this shift from practice schools to US represents a structural evolution 
in the organisation of teacher-education sites across Europe, reflecting deeper changes in 
governance, research embeddedness, and institutional hybridity (Kotsis & Tsiouri, 2025). The 
Universitätsschule Dresden, for example, is conceived as a long-term school experiment that 
integrates multi-age project-based learning, intensive cooperation with a research centre 
(ForUS), and a mandate to act as an innovation laboratory for school development, school 
research, and teacher education (Langner & Heß, 2020; Zenke, 2025).  

Similar US initiatives in Cologne, Essen, Potsdam, Sweden, and Norway are described 
as ‘innovation laboratories’ where design-based research, participatory school development, 
and clinical teacher education are structurally intertwined (Ødegaard et al., 2023). These 
developments also suggest that, in certain parts of Europe, research-embedded schools are 
being reimagined as a distinct layer of educational infrastructure rather than isolated pilot 
projects. 

At the same time, a broader strand of work on democratic and experimental schooling 
warns that the rhetoric of innovation can obscure structural constraints. Recent analyses of 
democratic LS argue that the promise of participation and co-agency must be understood 
against the background of existing school cultures, accountability regimes, and material 
conditions (Perfetti, 2024).  

Comparative work on the diffusion of LS concepts highlights the risk that “lab school” 
becomes a branding device detached from robust research and teacher-researcher 
collaboration (Cutler et al., 2012; Kurz & Zenke, 2024). This tension between borrowed labels 
and local institutional realities is central for understanding why similarly named schools may 
differ radically in their functions, resources, and potential contributions to educational 
research. 

Despite this rich and expanding literature, there is still no systematic, comparative 
mapping of LS, US, TS, and ES across European countries at the system level. Existing studies 
tend to focus on single institutions, national case studies, or conceptual analyses of university-
school partnerships, without differentiating institutional subtypes or making visible the 
infrastructural possibilities that national education systems provide for research-embedded 
schooling (Chung, 2021; Hall et al., 2017; Sarmiento-Márquez et al., 2023). As a result, we 
lack a comparative overview of (a) which European systems operate research-intensive LS or 
US, (b) which rely primarily on teacher-training schools, and (c) which institutionalize 
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experimentation mainly through policy-designated pilot or model schools. 
This study addresses this gap by providing a system-level, comparative institutional 

mapping of LS, US, TS, and ES across Europe. Drawing on documentary analysis and 
secondary sources, and operationalizing institutional type, governance, legal status, grade 
span, and research embeddedness, the study develops a multidimensional typology of 
research-embedded school infrastructures. Rather than evaluating individual schools, the 
analysis makes visible the uneven distribution of institutional conditions for sustained 
educational research and research-based teacher education, thereby providing a structural 
baseline for future comparative, empirical, and policy-oriented work. 

2. Materials and Methods 
To map and compare the institutional arrangements of LS, US, TS, and ES across 

Europe, the study adopts a comparative-institutional research design rooted in the 
epistemology of comparative pedagogy. Comparative pedagogy insists that meaningful 
comparison should be based on what is realistically comparable. Institutional types, 
governance modes, and clearly defined structural features. Rather than on loosely defined 
programmatic labels or outcome data (Milošević & Maksimović, 2020). Following this 
tradition, the present study examines each national education system in the European Union 
and in selected non-EU European states from Scandinavia, the Balkans, and the British Isles. 
As a single “unit of analysis,” it identifies, for each, the presence or absence of institutional 
school types corresponding to four ideal-typical forms, LS, US, TS, and ES in particular. 

To ensure conceptual clarity across diverse national terminologies, the four institutional 
categories were operationalized using structural criteria rather than country-specific labels. 
Firstly, LS, they are schools formally embedded within universities or research institutions 
that have a permanent and primary mandate for educational research. They function as long-
term research infrastructures, typically host embedded research staff or units, and are 
institutionally recognized (de jure or de facto) as scientific institutions within the high-er-
education system. Their core organizational logic is that of a research site in school form, 
within which teaching, school development, and teacher education are structurally 
subordinated to sustained research agendas (e.g., design-based research, longitudinal inquiry). 

Secondly, US are schools jointly governed by universities and public authorities in which 
research, school development, and teacher education are structurally intertwined, but where 
the school is not primarily constituted as a scientific institution. Their core organizational 
logic is a hybrid governance arrangement: the school remains part of the public school system 
while being structurally coupled to universities through stable partnerships, innovation man-
dates, and recurring research collaborations. Unlike LS, US typically do not host permanent 
research units or hold formal scientific-institution status, even though they may support 
intensive, long-term research activity.  

Analytically, the distinction between LS and US lies not in the presence of research, but 
in its institutional primacy: in LS, research constitutes the defining organizational mandate of 
the school, whereas in US, research is one of several co-equal in-stitutional functions 
alongside schooling and teacher education. This distinction becomes empirically visible when 
comparing classical LS such as the Laborschule Bielefeld with more recent US initiatives such 
as the Universitätsschule Dresden. The former is formally constituted as a scientific institution 
within the university system, with dedicated research staff, permanent research mandates, and 
long-term data infrastructures that position schooling as part of a sustained research 
programme. 

The latter operates as a public school co-governed with a university, designed as an 
innovation laboratory for school development and teacher education, but without formal 
status as a scientific institution or permanently embedded research units. Both models 
support intensive research-practice integration, yet they differ in their institutional logics, 
governance arrangements, and epistemic positioning within the education system. 

TS legally affiliated with universities or teacher-education institutions for the primary 
purpose of practicum, clinical preparation, and supervised teaching practice. While they may 
participate in pedagogical research, their core mandate is training and supervision rather than 
research production. At the same time, ES are designated by ministries or re-gional authorities 
to pilot curriculum reforms, assessment innovations, governance models, or pedagogical 
approaches. Their experimental status is typically policy-driven and time-bound, and they may 
engage in evaluation activities, but they are not structurally embedded in research 
infrastructures nor governed by universities. 
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It should be noted that the label “experimental school” carries heterogeneous legal and 
cultural meanings across national contexts, ranging from highly selective model schools 
embedded in national reform strategies to loosely designated pilot sites for specific policy 
initiatives. In this study, the ES category is therefore operationalized in functional rather than 
semantic terms, capturing schools whose experimental status is primarily policy-driven and 
not anchored in permanent research infrastructures, regardless of local terminology or 
symbolic prestige. These operational definitions served as the basis for classifying institutional 
types inde-pendent of local terminology, allowing cross-national comparability. 

Data collection was based on documentary and secondary-source analysis. The “school-
system mapping” involved a systematic search and review of publicly available national 
education legislation, university statutes, official school directories, and specialised reports 
about university-school partnerships or lab-school initiatives. In addition, peer-reviewed lit-
erature, institutional websites, and reports from European networks (e.g., networks 
promoting lab-schools or training-school models) were used to verify the legal and 
governance status, ownership (public/municipal/university), and grade range of each 
institution type in each country.  

Where available, national education policy documents and reform proposals were also 
consulted to identify emerging ES schemes. The aim was not to exhaustively list every single 
school, but to ascertain whether each of the four ideal-typical institutional forms exists as a 
system-level possibility in each country. Schools that appeared only as isolated private 
initiatives or unverified private projects were excluded. The resulting mapping therefore 
captures the institutional availability of different research-embedded school types within 
national education systems, rather than their prevalence, scale, or effectiveness. Consequently, 
countries are coded based on the existence of structurally recognized institu-tional forms, not 
on the number of schools operating under each model or the intensity with which these 
models are implemented across the system.  

The documentary basis for this mapping varies across countries, reflecting differences 
in the transparency, accessibility, and comprehensiveness of public records. Nordic and 
Continental European systems typically provide detailed, centralized documentation on 
school types, governance structures, and university partnerships, whereas in several Southern, 
Eastern, and Balkan contexts, public information is more fragmented, dispersed across 
ministerial portals, or embedded in project-based reports.  

To mitigate these asymmetries, only authoritative and verifiable documents were used, 
and all national profiles were cross-checked against multiple source types whenever possible. 
Nevertheless, the uneven availability of public documentation introduces variation in the 
depth of verification achievable across cases, a structural limitation common to comparative-
institutional research relying on secondary materials.  

To enhance transparency and replicability, the selection of national policy documents, 
legal frameworks, and institutional sources followed a structured three-stage procedure. First, 
relevant materials were identified through targeted searches of national legislation databases, 
ministerial portals, university statutes, school registries, and institutional directories, com-
plemented by backward and forward citation tracing in the peer-reviewed literature. Second, 
all retrieved documents were screened using explicit inclusion criteria: (i) provision of system-
level information on governance, legal status, or official designation of LS, US, TS, and ES; 
(ii) origin from authoritative ministerial, statutory, or institutional sources; and (iii) reference 
to formally recognized or legally grounded school types. Documents describing unaccredited, 
one-off, or private initiatives without system-level relevance were excluded.  

Third, all country profiles were validated through triangulation: legal documents were 
cross-checked against university statutes, official directories, and secondary literature to 
ensure consistency in terminology, research functions, and operational status. Policy reform 
proposals were used to document emerging tendencies but were coded as institutional types 
only when formally enacted. This approach ensured that the comparative mapping rests on 
convergent, authoritative, and publicly verifiable evidence. 

To operationalize the dimension of research embeddedness, a three-level scale 
(High/Medium/Low) was developed using explicit structural indicators. A country was coded 
as High if at least one institutional school type fulfilled the following criteria: (a) formal 
embedding in a university or research institution; (b) an explicit and permanent mandate for 
educational research (e.g., design-based research, longitudinal inquiry); (c) stable institutional 
support, including dedicated research staff or units; and (d) the presence of sustained data 
infrastructures enabling cumulative research. 

Medium research embeddedness was assigned when countries operated TS, or ES, with 
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documented and recurrent cooperation with universities, participation in pedagogical research 
or evaluation projects, and partial structural support for research activities, but without the 
legal or institutional status of schools as research infrastructures in their own right. 

Low research embeddedness was used for contexts in which ES existed primarily as 
policy instruments, with time-bound experimental mandates, limited or ad hoc university 
collaboration, and no stable research units, data infrastructures, or permanent research roles 
embedded in schools. 

The three-level scale was chosen as a methodologically parsimonious compromise be-
tween analytical differentiation and cross-national comparability. Given the heterogeneity and 
uneven documentation of research-school infrastructures across European systems, a more 
fine-grained metric would risk spurious precision. The scale, therefore, functions as an in-
frastructural proxy for the capacity of national education systems to support cumulative, 
school-based educational research rather than as a measure of research quality or output. A 
methodologically acceptable compromise under a “fitness for purpose” logic (Cohen et al., 
2017). 

To enhance reliability and transparency, the coding process followed explicit decision 
rules and iterative cross-checking procedures. Research-intensity assignments were based on 
convergent evidence from three source types: (i) national legislation defining the legal status 
and mandate of institutional school types; (ii) university statutes, governance documents, or 
partnership agreements specifying formal research responsibilities; and (iii) documented 
research activity, such as the existence of long-term projects, permanent research centres, or 
institutionalized teacher-researcher roles. 

Coding was conducted iteratively, with provisional classifications reviewed in light of 
additional documentary sources until internal consistency across cases was achieved. 
Borderline cases were treated conservatively and coded at the lower of the two plausible levels 
unless multiple independent sources supported a higher level of research embeddedness. For 
example, systems such as Greece and Denmark exhibit dense ES or US networks with 
selective research collaboration; however, in the absence of permanent school-based research 
units or formal designation of schools as research institutions, these cases were coded as 
Medium rather than High research intensity. 

Although the study relies on single-team documentary analysis rather than independent 
coders, the use of explicit coding criteria, multi-source triangulation, and conservative classi-
fication rules was intended to enhance replicability and reduce the risk of overattributing re-
search embeddedness to isolated flagship initiatives. To ensure consistency across countries, 
codes were assigned through iterative comparison, revisiting borderline cases, and rechecking 
national profiles against multiple documentary sources. Coding decisions were retained only 
when supported by at least two independent document types to avoid misclassification based 
on single-source claims. 

As a robustness check, borderline cases were subjected to a sensitivity recoding under 
stricter criteria (i.e., requiring evidence of permanent school-based research units and for-
malized data infrastructures for assignment to the “High” category). This conservative 
recoding did not alter the overall cluster structure and resulted in only minor downward shifts 
in a small number of cases (primarily from Medium to Low), while no cases moved from 
Medium to High. This stability suggests that the high-/medium-/low-intensity typology is 
robust to plausible alternative threshold specifications. 

Legal status (public/municipal/university/mixed) and grade range (primary, secondary, 
or continuous K-12) were recorded as additional descriptive variables to sharpen 
comparability. These variables matter because institutional type alone does not determine 
research capacity: a publicly-run ES serving only primary grades will have a different structural 
profile than a university-owned K-12 LS. The above is summarized in table 1. 

The study’s analytical framework thus becomes a multidimensional typology: for each 
country, the presence/absence of each of the four institutional types, coupled with legal 
status, grade range, and research-embeddedness. Countries are thereby placed in a 
comparative institutional map rather than a performance or outcome map. This typology 
allows not only to document where different school types exist but also to analyse patterns 
of con-vergence and divergence across Europe, to identify “research-school cores,” “training-
school systems,” and “policy-experiment zones.” 
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Table 1. Operational definitions of school types.  
Institutional 

type 
Core mandate 

Governance / 
Ownership 

Research 
embeddedness 

Defining structural features 

Laboratory 
School (LS) 

Educational research, 
design experiments, 

and long-term 
innovation 

University-owned 
or cogoverned 

High 

Formal research mandate;  
scientific institution status; 
embedded research staff;  

permanent data infrastructures 

University 
School (US) 

Integrated research-
practice-teacher 

education ecosystem 

Joint university 
public authority 

governance 

Medium 
High 

Stable research partnerships;  
innovation labs;  

DBR cycles;  
mixed governance 

Training Practice 
School (TS) 

Clinical teacher 
education, practicum, 

supervision 

University or 
teacher education 

institution 
Medium 

Structured practicum;  
mentoring;  

limited but documented 
research collaboration 

Experimental 
Pilot School (ES) 

Policy pilots, 
curriculum trials, 

governance 
experiments 

Ministry or re-
gional authority 

Low 
Medium 

Time-bound experimental 
designation;  

evaluation studies;  
no stable research units 

 
Because the study is based entirely on secondary and public-domain documentary 

sources, it does not engage in primary data collection, nor does it attempt to measure 
educational outcomes or effectiveness. Its aim is strictly descriptive-analytical to provide a 
systematic overview and typology of institutional forms across Europe, thus creating a 
foundation for future empirical or longitudinal research. The strength of the method lies in 
its comparative epistemology, which emphasizes clarity, replicability, and structural 
transparency over con-textual idiosyncrasy. 

This methodological approach aligns with developments in comparative education re-
search that call for transparent, multidimensional mapping rather than oversimplified cross-
national rankings or ineffectively homogenized comparative categories (Rodrigues et al., 
2025). By providing such a mapping, this study aims to contribute a structural baseline for 
future research on school-based educational infrastructures, research capacity, and teacher 
education across Europe. 

3. Results 
The comparative mapping reveals a highly differentiated European landscape in the 

institutionalization of LS, US, TS, and ES. Rather than forming a coherent or uniform system, 
these school types are distributed unevenly across national contexts, forming recognizable 
regional clusters that differ markedly in research intensity, governance, and structural 
integration with higher education. Across the mapped countries, four dominant 
configurations emerge: research-intensive LS and US ecosystems, training-school-dominated 
systems, ES-based systems with limited research capacity, and hybrid configurations 
combining elements of training and experimentation. 

The comparative mapping of LS, US, TS, and ES across Europe is presented in table 2. 
The table synthesizes the results of the documentary analysis for European Union member 
states, England, the Nordic countries, and the Balkans, indicating for each country the 
presence or absence of the four institutional types, their dominant local and English 
terminology, grade range, legal status, and level of research embeddedness. To enhance 
analytical readability, countries can be classified into three broad research-intensity clusters 
(high, medium, low), with hybrid cases occupying intermediate positions. Together, these 
dimensions provide a structural overview of national research-school infrastructures rather 
than a catalogue of individual institutions. 

 
Table 2. Laboratory, university, training, and experimental schools in europe.  

Country Local term English term 
Grade 
range 

Legal status 
Research 
intensity 

Albania Shkollë eksperimentale Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Low 

Austria 
Übungsschule, 
Praxisschule 

Training practice 
school 

Primary / 
Secondary 

University / Public Medium 
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Belgium 
Oefenschool, École 

d'application 
Training school 

Primary / 
Secondary 

University / Public Medium 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

Eksperimentalna škola Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public / Cantonal Low 

Bulgaria Опитно училище Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Low 

Croatia Eksperimentalna škola Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Low 

Cyprus Πειραματικό Σχολείο Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Low 

Czech 
Republic 

Laboratorní škola Laboratory school K–12 University High 

Denmark Forsøgsskole Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public / Municipal Medium 

England University Training School 
University school  
Training school 

Primary / 
Secondary 

University / Public Medium 

Estonia Katsekool Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public / Municipal Medium 

Finland Normaalikoulu 
Teacher training 

school 
K–12 University Medium 

France 
Lab School, École 

expérimentale 
Laboratory 

experimental school 

Primary / 
Secondary 

Public / University High 

Germany 
Laborschule, 

Universitätsschule 
Laboratory school 

university school 
K–12 

Public / University 
/ Municipal 

High 

Greece 
Πειραματικό, Πρότυπο-

Πειραματικό 
Experimental model 

school 
K–12 Public Medium 

Hungary Gyakorlóiskola 
Training 

experimental school 

Primary / 
Secondary 

University Medium 

Iceland Tilraunaskóli Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Low 

Ireland University Training School 
University school 

Training school 

Primary / 
Secondary 

University / Public Medium 

Italy Scuola sperimentale Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Medium 

Kosovo Shkollë eksperimentale Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Low 

Latvia Eksperimentālā skola Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public / Municipal Low 

Lithuania Eksperimentinė mokykla Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Low 

Luxembourg École pilote 
Pilot experimental 

school 

Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Medium 

Malta Teaching Practice School 
Teaching Practice 

School 

Primary / 
Secondary 

University Low 

Montenegro Eksperimentalna škola Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Low 

Netherlands Universiteitschool 
Laboratory 

university training 

school 

K-12 
University / 
Municipal 

High 

North 
Macedonia 

Експериментално 
училиште 

Experimental school 
Primary / 
Secondary 

Public Low 

Norway Universitetsskole 
University 

experimental school 
K-12 

University / 
Municipal 

High 

Poland Szkoła ćwiczeń 
Training 

experimental school 

Primary / 

Secondary 
University / Public Medium 

Portugal Escola experimental Experimental school 
Primary / 

Secondary 
Public Medium 
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Romania Școală de aplicație 
Training 

experimental school 

Primary / 

Secondary 
University / Public Medium 

Serbia Eksperimentalna škola Experimental school 
Primary / 

Secondary 
Public Low 

Slovakia Experimentálna škola 
Experimental 

School 

Primary / 

Secondary 
Public Low 

Slovenia Eksperimentalna šola Experimental school 
Primary / 

Secondary 
Public Low 

Spain Centro experimental Experimental school 
Primary / 

Secondary 
Public / Regional Medium 

Sweden Universitetsskola 
University training 

school 
K-12 

University / 
Municipal 

High 

 
The first cluster comprises countries with fully institutionalized research-embedded 

school infrastructures, in which LS and/or US serve as permanent components of the 
educational research ecosystem. Germany occupies a structurally unique position within 
Europe in this respect. It is the only system in which all four institutional forms coexist at 
scale: Laborschulen as formally recognised scientific institutions of universities, 
Universitätsschulen as large-scale research-practice partnerships in cooperation with 
municipalities and state authorities, Übungsschulen as traditional teacher-training schools, 
and Versuchsschulen as state-authorised ES. The analytical distinction between LS and US is 
particularly evident when comparing classical LS, such as the Laborschule Bielefeld, with 
more recent US initiatives, such as the Universitätsschule Dresden. The former operates as a 
university-embedded research institution with dedicated scientific staff and long-term 
research programmes, whereas the latter is organised as a public school co-governed with a 
university, designed to function as an innovation laboratory for school development and 
teacher education without being formally constituted as a scientific institution. This contrast 
illustrates that both models support intensive research–practice integration, yet differ in their 
institutional logics, governance arrangements, and epistemic positioning within the education 
system. The Laborschule Bielefeld represents the classical European laboratory-school 
model, with a permanent research mandate, dedicated scientific staff, and long-term data 
infrastructures, and is internationally documented as an example of teacher research in a 
democratically organised school community (Beadle et al., 2023). In contrast, newly founded 
Universitätsschulen, such as those in Dresden, Cologne, and Essen, are explicitly designed as 
innovation laboratories for design-based educational research and teacher-education reform 
(Zenke & Kurz, 2021; Zenke, 2025). A comparable degree of institutional research 
embedding is observed in the Netherlands, where Universiteitscholen combine laboratory, 
university, and training functions within a single organisational structure, and where 
municipalities and universities jointly govern long-term research-practice infrastructures. 
Sweden and Norway also belong to this group through the establishment of 
Universitetsskolor and Universitetsskoler, which are explicitly framed as research-intensive 
school–university partnerships with high levels of design-based research, teacher inquiry, and 
curriculum innovation. In Central Europe, the Labyrinth Lab School Brno exemplifies a 
research-intensive LS oriented toward social responsibility, participatory learning, and 
community-based inquiry (Chocholatá et al., 2023). Selected French initiatives, especially 
those associated with the Lab School Paris movement, similarly approximate the laboratory-
school model by situating democratic education, participatory research, and teacher education 
within a permanent institutional framework (Haag & Martin, 2023; Zenke & Kurz, 2023). 

A second major cluster comprises teacher-training–centred systems with medium 
research embeddedness, in which the dominant institutional backbone is formed by practice 
schools formally affiliated with universities. In contrast, LS or US in the strict sense are absent. 
Finland constitutes the paradigmatic case. The Finnish normaalikoulut are legally integrated 
units of universities that provide extensive practicum placements for student teachers, 
structured induction for novice teachers, and selective engagement in pedagogical research. 
Although research activities are present, empirical studies indicate that these schools primarily 
function as training and supervision environments rather than as autonomous research 
institutions (Maaranen et al., 2019; Chung, 2021). Highly comparable arrangements exist in 
Austria (Übungsschulen and Praxisschulen), Belgium (Oefenscholen and écoles 

d’application), Poland (szkoły ćwiczeń), Hungary (gyakorlóiskolák), Romania (școli de 
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aplicație), Malta, Ireland, and England. In the Austrian context, the University College of 
Teacher Education Vienna represents a particularly well-documented model of structured 
school–university cooperation with an explicit focus on democratic education (Kulhanek-
Wehlend et al., 2023). In all of these systems, university–school cooperation is structurally 
stabilized through teacher education, but research engagement tends to depend on project-
based initiatives rather than on permanent research mandates. Consequently, these systems 
exhibit medium research intensity: they support educational research and innovation, yet they 
do not operate schools as long-term research infrastructures. 

A third, numerically dominant configuration is formed by ES-based systems with low 
research embeddedness, particularly across large parts of Southern, Eastern, and Balkan 
Europe. In these contexts, ES are primarily policy instruments used by ministries or regional 
authorities to pilot curriculum reforms, governance innovations, assessment models, or 
digitalization strategies (Kotsis & Tsiouri, 2026). Spain, Portugal, Italy, Cyprus, Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Latvia, and Lithuania all follow this pattern, as do most Balkan 
countries, including Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia, and Serbia. In these contexts, ES are usually publicly administered, are frequently 
limited to either primary or lower-secondary education, and are rarely embedded in structured, 
long-term research cooperation with universities. Although the local designation of 
“experimental” may carry varying degrees of symbolic status or selectivity, the common 
structural feature across these cases is the predominance of policy-driven experimentation 
over permanent research embedding. While small-scale evaluations may accompany reform 
pilots, the absence of stable research infrastructures and permanent university governance 
results in consistently low research intensity. These systems, therefore, function as policy-
experiment zones rather than as strict educational research ecosystems. 

In both the Balkan and broader Eastern European contexts, the predominance of ES is 
closely tied to structural legacies in educational governance, funding, and university-school 
cooperation. In many of these countries, experimental or pilot schools historically emerged 
as mechanisms to pilot centrally designed reforms, particularly curriculum modernization, 
assessment models, and organizational innovations, rather than as institutions designed for 
long-term educational research. As a result, their mandates tend to be policy-driven and 
intermittently activated in response to ministerial priorities. 

A second structural factor shaping these systems is the limited institutional autonomy of 
schools and universities in educational research. In countries such as Albania, Kosovo, Serbia, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Bulgaria, and Bosnia & Herzegovina, universities generally 
do not operate school-level infrastructures comparable to LS and US. Comparative analyses 
of teacher academic-training systems in Greece and Serbia show that these structural 
constraints extend deeply into the organization of initial teacher education, affecting 
institutional capacity, research integration, and the coherence of university–school 
partnerships (Kotsis et al., 2025a; Marušić et al., 2019). Teacher education institutions often 
lack the authority, legal mandate, or resources to establish research-intensive partnerships, 
resulting in weak or irregular collaboration between schools and higher education. 

Furthermore, several Balkan and Eastern European systems continue to operate within 
constrained research-funding environments, where educational research remains largely 
project-based, short-term, or externally funded (e.g., EU structural programmes). This 
funding model encourages evaluation-oriented studies rather than the cumulative, 
longitudinal, or design-based research characteristics of Nordic and Continental research-
school ecosystems. 

Despite these constraints, some countries show emerging hybrid dynamics. In Romania 
and Poland, for instance, training or practice schools integrated into teacher-education 
universities offer pockets of medium research embeddedness, even if not yet aligned with the 
laboratory-school model. Similarly, in Croatia, Bulgaria, and Lithuania, reform-oriented pilot 
school networks have increasingly collaborated with universities for curriculum innovations, 
though still without the structural features of research-intensive ecosystems. Comparative 
analyses of science curricula in Greece and Serbia further highlight how national curricular 
traditions shape the possibilities for integrating research-based practices into primary 
education, reinforcing the broader pattern of uneven research embeddedness across the 
region (Kotsis et al., 2025b). These cases suggest a gradual but uneven movement toward 
more formalised university–school cooperation, although the broader region remains shaped 
by low-intensity, policy-driven experimentation rather than research-embedded 
infrastructures. 
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Between these three dominant configurations, several hybrid systems emerge. Greece 
occupies a particularly important transitional position. Its dense national network of 
Πειραματικά and Πρότυπα-Πειραματικά schools spans the full K-12 spectrum and is formally 
linked to universities, especially through teacher education and educational evaluation. Recent 
research highlights that these ES play a central role in piloting and implementing the new 
national curricula, functioning as testing grounds for pedagogical innovation and curricular 
reform within a reconfigured regulatory framework that has introduced new governance 
arrangements while leaving key tensions unresolved (Kotsis & Tsiouri, 2024; Kotsis & 
Tsiouri, 2026). Although Greek ES are not LS in the classical sense, their strong legal 
integration into the public education system and sustained collaboration with higher-
education institutions result in a medium level of research embeddedness, positioning Greece 
between the training-school cluster and the research-intensive laboratory-school cluster. A 
similarly hybrid position is observable in Luxembourg and parts of Italy, where pilot schools 
are embedded in national reform strategies while maintaining selective cooperation with 
university research groups. 

From a regional perspective, the comparative mapping reveals distinct clusters in the 
distribution of institutional school types and research embeddedness. Nordic countries 
exhibit dense networks of university-affiliated schools with high research embeddedness, 
whereas Continental systems, such as Germany, the Netherlands, France, and the Czech 
Republic, combine LS and US as structurally differentiated forms. In Southern Europe, ES 
constitute the dominant institutional form, with Greece representing a hybrid configuration 
that combines ES and formal links to higher education. Eastern and Balkan systems are 
characterized primarily by ES with low research embeddedness. England and Ireland show 
highly developed university-school partnerships in teacher education, predominantly through 
training-school models rather than LS or US in the strict sense. A prominent exception is the 
University of Cambridge Primary School, which has been explicitly conceptualized as a 
democratic US oriented toward imagination, community engagement, and research-informed 
innovation in primary education (Adams, 2014; Biddulph et al., 2023). 

Taken together, the mapping demonstrates that research-embedded schools in Europe 
are not evenly distributed but are structurally concentrated within a small number of national 
systems. At the same time, the majority of countries rely on ES or TS with limited, and often 
project-based, research integration. Methodologically, this uneven distribution justifies the 
analytical distinction between high, medium, and low research intensity as a meaningful 
indicator of educational research infrastructure. Substantively, the findings imply that the 
capacity for longitudinal, design-based, and discipline-based education research, including 
education research, is strongly conditioned by national institutional arrangements rather than 
by isolated school-level initiatives. The European landscape of LS, US, TS, and ES, therefore, 
reflects not merely different terminologies but fundamentally different structural conditions 
for the production of educational knowledge. 

4. Discussion 
The European mapping demonstrates that the institutional capacity to support re-

search-embedded schooling is not primarily a matter of local innovation or individual school 
leadership, but is structurally determined by national frameworks of governance, teacher 
education organization, and research funding. The stark contrast between countries operating 
permanent LS and US and those relying almost exclusively on policy-oriented ES indicates 
that Europe currently offers highly unequal structural conditions for the systematic 
production of educational knowledge. This unevenness confirms earlier concerns that the 
rhetoric of innovation in schooling often far exceeds the actual infrastructural capacity for 
sustained educational research (Sarmiento-Márquez et al., 2023; Kurz & Zenke, 2024). In this 
sense, the mapping does not merely catalogue institutional diversity but also exposes a 
fundamental asymmetry in how European education systems invest in knowledge production 
rather than policy implementation. 

The three-level scale functions as an infrastructural proxy for the capacity of national 
education systems to support cumulative, school-based educational research rather than as a 
measure of research quality or output. High-intensity contexts, such as Germany, the 
Netherlands, and parts of Scandinavia, operate schools as long-term research infrastructures 
in which design-based research, participatory inquiry, and longitudinal data collection are 
structurally anchored. These systems approximate what Hoadley and Campos (2019) 
conceptualize as “networked improvement infrastructures,” where stable institutional 
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arrangements enable cumulative knowledge building rather than fragmented project cycles. 
Medium-intensity systems, particularly those based on teacher-training schools, show strong 
clinical orientations and offer excellent conditions for professional learning, yet they only 
partially support large-scale educational research. Low-intensity systems, dominated by ES, 
function primarily as policy laboratories rather than research laboratories, thereby limiting 
their contribution to theory-driven or discipline-based education research. 

From the perspective of teacher education, the typology highlights a persistent tension 
between training logics and research logics. Practice-school models across Europe 
successfully integrate student teachers into authentic classroom environments and contribute 
substantially to professional socialization and the development of instructional competence 
(Maaranen et al., 2019; Darling-Hammond, 2017). However, the mapping indicates that these 
models rarely evolve into autonomous research institutions unless accompanied by explicit 
university gov-ernance and sustained research mandates. This finding supports earlier 
critiques that clinical teacher education, while pedagogically powerful, does not automatically 
generate re-search-productive environments unless epistemic authority and research 
resources are co-located within schools (Zeichner, 2017; Heinz & Fleming, 2019). US and LS 
represent precisely this structural co-location and thus mark a qualitative shift in how teacher 
education and research may be institutionally intertwined. 

The results also have direct implications for discipline-based education research 
(DBER). DBER relies not only on access to classrooms but also on the ability to conduct 
iterative, theory-driven research over extended periods. High-intensity research-school 
ecosystems (LS and US) structurally enable research designs such as design-based research 
cycles, longitudinal studies of conceptual change, learning progressions in disciplinary 
domains (e.g., scientific modelling or core concepts in physics), and sustained classroom-
based intervention studies that require stable instructional contexts and cumulative data 
infrastruc-tures. For example, the iterative development and validation of learning 
progressions in physics (e.g., students’ conceptual change regarding force, energy, or 
modelling practices) typically requires multi-year access to comparable cohorts, repeated 
cycles of curriculum design and refinement, and stable data governance arrangements that 
allow cumulative analysis across cohorts. Such research designs are structurally difficult to 
sustain in low-intensity experi-mental-school systems, where access is often limited to short-
term policy pilots or evaluation projects aligned with reform cycles rather than with theory-
driven DBER programmes. 

In low-intensity systems dominated by ES, research access is more often mediated 
through time-bound projects aligned with ministerial reform priorities. This structural 
constraint limits DBER to short-term evaluation studies or single-cycle in-terventions, 
thereby reducing opportunities for theoretical refinement, replication across cohorts, and the 
cumulative development of domain-specific learning theories. As a result, differences in 
DBER productivity and maturity across European contexts can be understood not only as a 
function of academic traditions or funding levels, but as outcomes of national differences in 
the institutional availability of research-embedded schools as long-term research 
environments. The mapping, therefore, suggests that national differences in DBER 
productivity are not solely a function of academic traditions or funding levels, but are deeply 
rooted in the presence or absence of research-embedded school infrastructures. 

Beyond these structural patterns, the findings should also be interpreted through the lens 
of critical perspectives on university-school partnerships. Recent scholarship cautions that 
labels such as “laboratory school” or “university school” increasingly serve as branding 
mechanisms that signal innovation while masking uneven research capacity or limited 
epistemic autonomy (Kurz & Zenke, 2024). In systems governed by strong accountability and 
per-formativity pressures, schools may be required to present themselves as experimental 
while simultaneously adhering to rigid evaluation regimes, thereby restricting the scope for 
genuine pedagogical or organizational innovation. Furthermore, power asymmetries persist 
between universities and schools: universities typically shape research agendas, control data 
infra-structures, and hold epistemic authority, whereas schools absorb the practical risks of 
experimentation, visibility, and compliance. These tensions underscore that research-
embedded schools are not inherently democratic or experimental spaces, but contested 
institutional sites where competing logics of accountability, innovation rhetoric, and epistemic 
control intersect. 

The regional clustering identified in the mapping indicates that European integration in 
education has not produced convergence in research-school infrastructures, but rather the 
stabilization of distinct institutional regimes. Nordic and Continental systems increasingly in-

https://journals.eikipub.com/index.php/jetm/index


 

Journal of Effective Teaching Methods (JETM) 

ISSN: 2755-399X  
 
 

JETM Vol.4 Issue 1  https://journals.eikipub.com/index.php/jetm/index  154 

stitutionalize university-school partnerships with explicit research mandates, whereas 
Southern, Eastern, and Balkan Europe continue to rely predominantly on ES as policy 
instruments for piloting reforms. This divergence aligns with broader analyses of European 
education governance that point to persistent core-periphery dynamics in research capacity, 
innovation diffusion, and institutional stability. Interpreted in infrastructural terms, these 
patterns suggest that national education systems differ not only in policy orientations but in 
their long-term investment in the institutional conditions for educational knowledge 
production (Grek, 2009; Vieluf et al., 2012). From this perspective, LS and US appear not 
merely as educational innovations, but as indicators of a system’s long-term in-vestment in 
educational knowledge production.  

At the same time, the discussion must acknowledge that the mere existence of LS or US 
does not guarantee epistemic quality or democratic participation. Recent critical analyses of 
democratic LS warn that participatory rhetoric may mask power asymmetries between 
universities and schools, as well as tensions between experimental freedom and accountability 
regimes (Perfetti, 2024; Zenke & Kurz, 2021). The structural embeddedness of research can 
therefore generate new forms of institutional control as much as it enables educational 
innovation. 

This duality underscores that research-embedded schooling should not be understood 
as an inherently progressive form, but as a field of institutional negotiation shaped by political, 
administrative, and epistemic forces. 

The Greek case, situated between medium-intensity training-experimental systems and 
high-intensity research ecosystems, is particularly instructive in this regard. The national 
network of ES provides broad K-12 coverage and strong legal anchoring within the public 
system. Recent analyses of science teacher-education reform in Greece show that the country 
is moving toward a more integrated model that seeks to align disciplinary preparation, 
pedagogical formation, and school-based research infrastructures (Kotsis, 2025).  

However, the absence of permanent school-based research units limits the transition 
toward full laboratory-school status. This intermediate position suggests that structural 
transformation toward research-intensive schooling is not a binary shift but a gradual process 
requiring not only legislative change but also sustained investment in school-based research 
cultures, data infrastructures, and hybrid teacher-researcher roles. Similar transitional 
dynamics can be observed in parts of Southern Europe and in selected reform initiatives in 
Eastern Europe, indicating that the European research-school map is better understood as a 
dynamic field than as a fixed typology. 

Finally, the discussion highlights a central paradox in current European education policy. 
While evidence-based policymaking, innovation, and research-informed teaching are rhetori-
cally promoted across Europe, only a minority of systems provide the institutional infra-
structures required for the sustained co-production of educational knowledge in schools. This 
paradox reinforces earlier critiques of the “precertification” of educational research, where 
short-term innovation cycles replace long-term institutional learning (Furlong & Whitty, 
2017). The mapping presented in this study, therefore, not only describes institutional 
diversity but also raises normative questions about the future of research-based schooling in 
Europe and the conditions under which educational research can meaningfully contribute to 
sustainable school development. 

The implications for teacher education are substantial. Training-school systems offer 
powerful environments for clinical preparation, mentoring, and professional socialization. 
However, the mapping shows that they rarely evolve into autonomous research institutions 
without explicit university governance and long-term research mandates. This supports earlier 
arguments that the integration of practice and theory in teacher education requires not only 
school-university cooperation, but also institutional co-ownership of epistemic authority 
(Darling-Hammond, 2017; Zeichner, 2017). US and LS represent precisely such a shift, as 
they structurally align teacher education, school development, and research within a single 
organizational framework. The gradual emergence of these models in Scandinavia and parts 
of Continental Europe may therefore signal a longer-term transformation in the architecture 
of European teacher education. 

For discipline-based education research, the consequences of the present mapping are 
equally significant. High-quality DBER depends on enduring access to classrooms, stable 
instructional contexts, and the possibility of iterative intervention over extended time spans 
(Irving et al., 2020; Dancy & Henderson, 2010). The concentration of research-embedded 
schools in a small number of countries implies that the structural preconditions for DBER 
are highly uneven across Europe. Where LS and US are absent, research is often forced into 
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short-term project formats shaped by ministerial priorities rather than by disciplinary theory 
development. This helps to explain why DBER fields tend to mature more rapidly in systems 
that operate stable research-school infrastructures, and it underscores the importance of 
institutional design for the long-term accumulation of domain-specific educa-tional 
knowledge. 

At the level of educational governance, the findings expose a persistent policy paradox. 
Across Europe, evidence-based policymaking, innovation, and research-informed teaching 
are consistently promoted as strategic objectives. Yet only a minority of systems provide the 
in-stitutional infrastructure required for the sustained co-production of educational 
knowledge within schools. This disjunction reinforces critiques of the “precertification” of 
educational innovation, in which short-term pilot initiatives substitute for long-term 
institutional learning (Furlong & Whitty, 2017). From this perspective, the expansion of US 
and LS should not be understood as isolated reforms, but as a broader reorientation of 
educational governance toward research capacity-building. 

5. Conclusions 
This study set out to provide a descriptive-analytical mapping of LS, US, TS, and ES 

across Europe. The comparative analysis demonstrates that these institutional forms are not 
simply different labels for similar arrangements, but represent fundamentally different 
structural configurations of educational research, teacher education, and school governance. 
The European landscape is characterized by a pronounced asymmetry: only a limited number 
of national systems have developed research-embedded schools as permanent infrastructures. 
At the same time, the majority rely on either training-oriented practice schools or policy-
driven ES with limited research capacity. This finding confirms that the production of 
educational knowledge remains structurally concentrated in a small group of countries, rather 
than evenly distributed across Europe. 

From a comparative perspective, the distinction between high-, medium-, and low-
intensity research embeddedness emerges as a powerful analytical lens. High-intensity 
systems, such as those found in parts of Germany, the Netherlands, and the Nordic region, 
operate schools as long-term research environments in which educational inquiry is not 
episodic but institutionally normalized. Medium-intensity systems, dominated by teacher-
training schools, provide strong clinical foundations for professional learning but are only 
partially able to support cumulative research programmes. Low-intensity systems, which 
prevail across large parts of Southern, Eastern, and Balkan Europe, use ES primarily as policy 
instruments rather than as components of a sustainable research infrastructure. This typology 
suggests that cross-national differences in educational research productivity and innovation 
capacity are deeply rooted in institutional design rather than only in funding levels or academic 
traditions. 

Beyond its descriptive value, the institutional typology developed in this study provides 
a conceptual scaffold for future empirical, longitudinal, and policy-oriented research. For em-
pirical studies, the typology offers a basis for systematically selecting cases across different 
research-intensity settings, enabling comparative designs that examine how institutional con-
ditions shape teacher learning, research productivity, and innovation capacity. For 
longitudinal research, the distinctions between high-, medium-, and low-intensity systems 
create a framework for tracing institutional evolution over time, including transitions from 
train-ing-school models to university-school or laboratory-school configurations. For policy 
analysis, the typology supports structured comparisons of governance arrangements, resource 
allocation, and accountability mechanisms, helping policymakers assess the infrastructural 
requirements for sustainable research-practice partnerships. In this way, the typology 
functions not only as a mapping device but as a generative framework for guiding future 
inquiry into the organizational conditions of educational knowledge production.” 

The study also highlights that the development of research-embedded schools is not a 
binary transformation but a gradual institutional process. Systems such as Greece, 
Luxembourg, and parts of Southern Europe illustrate intermediate configurations where 
strong legal anchoring of ES coexists with emerging research functions. These cases 
demonstrate that transitions toward research-intensive schooling require cumulative 
investment not only in physical infrastructure and legal status, but also in teacher-researcher 
hybridity, school-based data cultures, and long-term university–school partnership structures. 
Without such investments, ES risk remaining confined to short-lived policy cycles rather than 
evolving into durable research environments. 
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Several limitations of the present study must also be acknowledged. The mapping is 
based on documentary and secondary-source analysis and therefore reflects national system-
level possibilities rather than the detailed functioning of individual schools. Local variation 
within countries, especially in federal or highly decentralized systems, could not be fully 
captured. In addition, operationalizing research intensity necessarily simplifies complex 
institutional realities. Nevertheless, the typology offers a robust comparative baseline that can 
be refined through future empirical investigations at the school level. 

In conclusion, this study provides the first systematic institutional mapping of LS, US, 
TS, and ES across Europe at the level of national education systems and their institutional 
infrastructures. The analysis does not assess the quality, effec-tiveness, or innovativeness of 
individual schools, but rather makes visible the structural con-ditions of possibility under 
which research-embedded schooling can emerge and be sustained. The findings indicate that 
research-embedded schooling constitutes a scarce but structurally significant infrastructure 
for educational knowledge production. For policymakers, the findings suggest that efforts to 
strengthen educational innovation are more likely to be sustainable when accompanied by 
long-term investment in institutional research capacity, rather than relying primarily on short-
term experimental projects. For researchers, especially in discipline-based education research, 
the mapping clarifies where structurally favourable environments for sustained inquiry 
currently exist. For teacher education, the results underscore the importance of governance 
arrangements that unite training, school development, and research within coherent 
institutional frameworks. Future research should therefore move beyond single-institution 
case studies and investigate how emerging US and LS reshape the epistemic, organizational, 
and professional landscape of European education over time. 
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