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OUR VISION
A world in which everyone has the equal chance to
access and succeed in higher education

OUR MISSION
Kiron enables access to higher education and successful
learning for refugees through digital solutions.
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INTRODUCTION
A constantly increasing number of students and growing support for Kiron’s activities from
public and private institutions underscore the need for initiatives that support refugees’
access to education. Kiron and our partners facilitate participation in higher education – a
primary and crucial factor for sustainable integration – through targeted development and the
implementation of processes that support the digitalization and internationalization of
education systems.
Based on this approach, Kiron has grown rapidly since its launch in the spring of 2015. We
have continued to develop and complement our study program through numerous supporting
measures. In addition, we have opened our first offices abroad and launched publicly funded
national and international projects.
Kiron began in 2015 as a simple aggregation platform for so-called Massive Open Online
Courses (MOOCs), with the aim of gradually developing a comprehensive, sustainable
educational model. Using an innovative approach, we have developed digital teaching and
learning scenarios that go well beyond basic online study programs, offering additional
support to refugees working towards a self-determined life.
The following report is a review of 2016 that showcases the organization’s key developments,
areas of activity, and current and future challenges.

3

The concept behind Kiron
Kiron students begin by participating in a digital study program that includes both
synchronous and asynchronous teaching and learning scenarios. The ultimate aim is to
enable them eventually to switch to a regular offline study program at one of Kiron’s partner
universities. Because it combines digital (synchronous-asynchronous) and traditional blending
(online-offline), we call this concept Blended Learning 2.0.
The Blended Learning 2.0 framework also forms Kiron’s academic model. The first one or two
years of online studies are based on a digital and fully modularized curriculum that clusters
MOOCs created and provided primarily by external partners. These courses are bundled into
modules on our learning platform, Kiron Campus (campus.kiron.ngo), based on learning
outcomes and independently of the MOOC provider. All Kiron curricula meet the standards of
the European Higher Education Area and thus offer a coherent education program.

Kiron negotiates learning agreements for the recognition of prior learning with partner
universities, who can then award up to 60 credits for completed Kiron modules according to
the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS). After a maximum of two
years, Kiron students apply to its partner universities, where they then complete their third and
fourth year of studies to accumulate another approximately 120 ECTS credits. Kiron alumni
have the chance to earn a standard, accredited bachelor’s degree from these partner
universities.
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KIRON’S MILESTONES IN 2016
Kiron’s acceptance among refugees
Building on our momentum from 2015, in 2016 Kiron successfully encouraged thousands of
refugees to sign up for its program and start on a new educational journey. This also resulted
in a positive public image of Kiron’s students as role models.
Kiron’s visibility among refugees grew strongly in 2016, largely due to positive media coverage
and a number of social media campaigns. By December 2016, we were able to boast the
following numbers:
●
●

More than 4.000 prospective students signed up and showed an interest in Kiron’s
study programs
More than 2.000 students are still studying on the Kiron platform

The following statistics and visuals provide information about our students with regard to age,
gender, origin and countries of residence as well the study tracks they selected.
●

Age and gender: The majority of our students are between 22 and 29 years of age.
Students between 26 to 29 form the biggest group. Kiron students are predominantly
male.
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●

Country of origin and of residence: 68% of Kiron students come from four countries:
Syria (47%), Afghanistan (12%), Somalia (5%) and Pakistan (4%). Almost half of our
students (48%) are based in Germany.

●

Study tracks selected: Kiron currently offers five study tracks in four different
departments: Business & Economics, Computer Science, Mechanical Engineering
(Engineering Department), Political Science & Social Work (both Social Sciences
Department). Computer Science and Business & Economics are the most frequently
chosen study tracks (32% each), followed by the two Social Sciences study tracks
(19%) and Engineering (17%). Different study tracks are popular among male and
female students. While more male students chose Computer Science (34%) and
Business & Economics (31%), female students tend to study Business & Economics
(38%) and the study tracks offered by the Social Sciences Department (29%).
Department popularity at Kiron

Department popularity by Gender
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Central developments
Kiron’s key developments in 2016 include the expansion of our partner universities to 27
institutions in five different countries, the professionalization and development of our
academic program, a growing variety of student support programs as well as a significant
increase in support for Kiron.

Building new academic partnerships and developing the study program
By December 2016, Kiron successfully established partnerships with the following 27
universities in Germany, France, Italy, the UK and Jordan:

Germany

● Alanus University of Arts and
Social Sciences
● Bard College Berlin
● BAU International Berlin
● bbw University of Applied
Sciences
● Aachen University of Applied
Sciences
● Bielefeld University of Applied
Sciences
● Lübeck University of Applied
Sciences
● Münster University of Applied
Sciences
● Eberswalde University for
Sustainable Development
● Fresenius University of Applied
Sciences
● Heilbronn University
● Catholic University of
Eichstätt-Ingolstadt

● Leuphana University of Lüneburg
● RWTH Aachen University
● Technical University of Applied
Sciences Wildau
● Clausthal University of Technology
● University of Kassel
● Witten/Herdecke University
● Paderborn University
● University of Rostock

France

● CNAM Paris

● SciencesPo Paris

Italy

● UniNettuno University

Jordan

● Al al-Bayt University
● Hashemite University

UK

● The Open University

● Princess Sumaya University of
Technology

In 2016, Kiron also signed six learning agreements for corresponding study tracks with four
universities.
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Joint initiative INTEGRAL² funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education
and Research (BMBF)
In September 2016, together with partner
universities, Kiron successfully started the joint
R&D project INTEGRAL² for the integration and
participation of refugees in digital teaching and
learning scenarios.1
The German Federal
Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF)
initially provided €2.1 million over 13 months to
support the project, with Kiron receiving €1
million of this funding. RWTH Aachen University
and the Lübeck University of Applied Sciences
(FH Lübeck), which in their own right are
committed to helping refugees integrate in their institutions, were also among Kiron’s earliest
partners.
A key aspect of the INTEGRAL² project is developing measures to assess competency and to
support online-based study preparation and the initial phase of study, such as digital language
courses (to ensure foreign language proficiency) and mentoring programs (to support
students in their learning). These measures serve as the basis on which the project partners
then continue to develop online curricula in the fields of Engineering, Business & Economics,
Computer Science and Social Sciences. To do so, FH Lübeck and RWTH Aachen’s extensive
experience in designing online courses for various target groups has proven essential.

1

INTEGRAL² – Integration und Teilhabe von Geflüchteten im Rahmen von digitalen Lehr- und Lernszenarien
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Kiron and its partner universities also work on developing processes to ensure the recognition
of online courses. In doing so, they test the possibilities and challenges of digital education,
especially as regards transferring from non-university/prior learning to accredited study
programs. The project is particularly interested in ensuring that these experiences can be
applied throughout Germany’s higher education system thanks to a closely cooperating
network of partner universities.

Staff and volunteers at Kiron
In 2016, Kiron’s team grew due to the high demand for its education concept, and the
development of our study program and associated student services. Our permanent staff
grew by almost 60 new positions in just one year and, by December 2016, we had over 70 staff
members (including temporary assignments, part-time positions, etc.).

Kiron’s global network of volunteers currently comprises some 400 people. Many of them
support the regional groups established throughout Germany in 2016. Kiron currently has
seven regional offices, located in Aachen, Berlin, Bielefeld, Frankfurt/Mainz, Cologne,
Lüneburg and Munich. Volunteers support the various departments in their daily work. In
addition to these regional groups in Germany, international groups in Paris, Brussels,
Luxembourg, Istanbul, Amman and many other cities worldwide support Kiron in its efforts.
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All members of this extensive network meet twice a year near Berlin for the so-called “Kiron
Global Weekend.” In April 2016, the Global Weekend was held at Ruppiner See and, in
September 2016, at Müggelsee. Both occasions brought together more than 100 employees
and volunteers as well as more than 20 students.

Developments in the curriculum, Direct Academics and Student Services
The first curriculum, developed in October 2015, offered study tracks in Architecture, Business
& Economics, Intercultural Studies, Engineering and Computer Science. In addition, Kiron
offered students a General Studies track for their first two semesters at Kiron. Kiron students
had access to some 400 courses that were divided roughly into thematic blocks.
After months of development, in March 2016, Kiron introduced significant changes to its
curriculum. The General Studies and Architecture tracks were eliminated entirely because they
were not recognized sufficiently by universities. The Intercultural Studies track was replaced
by a Department of Social Sciences, which now offers study tracks in Political Science and
Social Work. Moreover, both the curriculum and platform were rearranged into coherent
modules, and the back-end now makes it possible to include MOOCs based on their learning
outcomes. Thanks to these conceptual changes, by November 2016, comprehensive module
catalogs that meet accreditation standards were developed for all study tracks, ensuring a
coherent module structure that facilitates effective learning.

Current Kiron Departments
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Study support programs that complement the core curriculum can decrease dropout rates in
online programs significantly. Our pilot semester in particular showed, through March 2016,
that personalized online and offline programs were as important to our students as simple
access to MOOCs. To better respond to our students’ needs, we created personalized
teaching and learning opportunities and launched several student support programs. These
range from buddy and mentoring programs through psychosocial support and offline study
centers to individual support for internships and job searches.
Kiron Direct Academics, a program first tested in December 2015, launched synchronous and
interactive study formats to supplement the mostly asynchronous MOOCs and as an
additional online learning measure. These formats were developed because MOOCs in their
original form are not capable of meeting all the needs of Kiron’s target groups; it is not enough
simply to cluster MOOCs in coherent curricula, they also need to be complemented with more
personalized teaching and learning scenarios. Consequently, through the Direct Academics
program, volunteer lecturers from universities and academic institutions support Kiron
students through synchronous live tutorials (which currently take place in Google Classroom
and Google Hangouts). These are gradually integrated into the curricula and are in line with
the predefined learning outcomes of the Kiron modules and the MOOCs within these modules.
The Direct Academics program also provides a framework for module-based assessments on
the Kiron platform through scalable solutions that encourage learners to self-reflect on their
academic progress (e.g. digital learning portfolios). Furthermore, pre-study tutorials have been
launched that concentrate on the basic skills required to study successfully with Kiron, such
as digital literacy, scientific writing and intercultural learning. Kiron will continue to develop
Direct Academics significantly in 2017, with the aim of making it available for all Kiron core
modules in the future.

In the fall of 2016, Kiron began cooperating with German companies for
its On- and Offline Mentoring Program. Through this program, Kiron
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offers refugee students professional guidance during their studies (e.g.
in areas such as time management) and prepares them for later
job-market integration. Our partner organizations ROCK YOUR
COMPANY! and Volunteer Vision train and supervise employees from
participating corporate partners. As a result, in the process, these
company employees are also able to gain new skills and get to know
and support refugees. The mentoring program gives student mentees
an initial point of contact with the German business world and allows
them to learn more about their future professional prospects. With the
support of the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research
(BMBF), we developed new guidelines and sessions and created a
structured program in cooperation with the Berlin Economy.
In 2016, we continued to make the Help Desk for student requests
more professional. Questions from students are now answered within
48 hours on average. The Help Desk provides answers to various
program-specific questions, from admissions to technical support to
questions regarding partner universities. Moreover, we expanded our
question database and improved standard responses to guarantee
more consistent quality.
The 2016 launch of the Online Forum was a major success. In this
forum, students can learn about various study-related topics. They can
also post questions and have discussions with fellow students and
more experienced student forum volunteers who, as Kiron students
themselves, take on the role of moderators to offer effective peer
support. The chat function, which encourages interaction between our
students and Kiron employees, is also of particular importance.
Moreover, students can team up with study groups in the forum to
support each other in course-specific issues.

Throughout 2016, we continued to improve the onboarding of our students. Until October
2015, students enrolled through a simple registration process that proved to be insufficient
for guaranteeing successful study in the long run. As a result, and based on feedback from
12

our students, we integrated questions concerning motivational factors as well as necessary
skills and improved information into a more gradual, step-by-step onboarding process. In the
summer of 2016, we shot additional onboarding videos and, in early 2017, we will finalize a
comprehensive MOOC. Since October 2016, new students have also been able to sign up for
Welcome Sessions that put them in direct contact with Kiron employees and volunteers.

Student admission and onboarding

EXPLANATIONS AND CHANGES IN THE ONBOARDING PROCESS
October/November 2015

Simple application process via the Kiron platform;
red: not yet logged in or not logged in for more than a month

March 2016

New curriculum and compulsory courses;
2 test MOOCs and motivation test during the onboarding

July 2016

English language proficiency test (C) during the onboarding now
compulsory

October 2016

Randomized Social Belonging Intervention

November/December 2016

Ongoing monthly intake of students
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Through December 2016 we revised our Online Buddy Program, which
provides students who live outside major urban areas with the buddy
experience. Various buddy categories were introduced to attract as
many participants as possible to the program. For Basic Buddies, the
interaction between the two buddies is limited to brief weekly check-ins.
For Study Buddies, the focus is on learning and studying. Language
Buddies offer support for improving language skills. Activity Buddies
focus on leisure activities. Best Buddies combine all of these
categories. The Buddy Program is complemented by various events and
activities (e.g. kick-off sessions, special buddy events with regional
groups, regular check-ins). Additionally, Kiron improved its security
measures (“do no harm”) by implementing verification software to
check the phone numbers of all buddies in order to verify their identities
and protect our students.
In 2016, new regional groups were created. These groups are local
contact points for Kiron’s students, allowing Kiron to maximize the
benefits of our local civic engagement. Our regional groups support
students, organize events and function as an extension of our student
services at the local level. Currently, there are eight different regional
groups in Germany, located in Aachen, Berlin, Bielefeld, Frankfurt/Mainz,
Cologne, Lüneburg and Munich.
To offer our students an additional physical space for studying and
learning, in 2016, we also launched Study Centers in Berlin, Munich and
Paris, which were tested by our students. Since some of our students do
not have regular access to computers or fast internet connections, Study
Centers offer both, as well as on-site support by Kiron employees or
volunteers. As a result, our students are not only able to meet there to
study together, but also benefit from direct support from Kiron. Events of
all kinds further help strengthen the community spirit among our
students.
Kiron’s Counseling Team provides students with psychosocial
counseling. In 2016, we further extended our network of counselors and
also offered students support with issues not directly related to their
studies. Kiron volunteers provide initial support role and, if necessary,
connect students with professional institutions and counselors in our
network.
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Reach & awards
Social media and reach
In 2016, Kiron continued to develop its media presence, build a strong network of partners and
expand its follower base on social media. The following content was particularly successful:
●

A video with the Syrian Researchers Network (a network of Arabic-speaking scientists)
was posted on 29 September 2016, that targets Arabic-speaking Facebook users.
Available in both Arabic and English (with Arabic subtitles), it provides information
about Kiron’s study programs. By 21 December 2016, the video had 115,000 views,
3,900 reactions and 1,200 comments.
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●

On 20 October 2016, Kiron informed its Facebook community about its Buddy Program
and encouraged interested followers to sign up. By 21 December 2016, the post had
reached some 26,000 Facebook users organically.

●

Kiron’s Thank you video (14 December 2016) addresses all Kiron supporters and
thanks them for their support. Within just one week, it managed to reach some 17,000
Facebook users.
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The following table summarizes some key social media numbers:

Press
Social Media
Announcements, updates,
content regarding refugees
in the media, partner
communications

Newsletter
Announcements, updates,
events
and
network
communication

Website

Articles about Kiron (2016)

400 articles in 15+ countries

Facebook

22,000 followers
2,000 views/posts

Twitter

2,200 followers

Instagram

700 followers

Frequency

Monthly

Subscribers

Ca. 12,500

Average number of visitors per month
Average number of visitors per day

25,000
850

Average number of unique visitors per
month

18,000

Total website views*

700,000

*as of December 2016

Awards and prizes
The awards and prizes Kiron has received since it was launched, and in 2016 in particular,
reflect public and social support for Kiron and, more generally, initiatives that provide
academic and job-related opportunities for refugees.
These awards include:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

German Founders Award (Deutscher Gründerpreis 2016)
Google Impact Challenge 2016
Deutsche Hochschulperle 2015 by Stifterverband
Mobiles for Education Alliance Symposium 2016
Arno-Esch-Prize 2016 by Friedrich Naumann Foundation
LEONARDO Award 2016, European Education Prize
Ernst & Young Public Value Award 2016
n-tv “Hidden Champion” Award 2016
2016 UBS Social Innovator for Europe, Middle East and Africa
Council of Europe’s Democracy Innovation Award 2016
UNESCO King Hamad Bin Isa Al Khalifa Prize 2016
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CHALLENGES, SOLUTIONS, FUTURE
PLANS
Challenges & solutions
Funding
A particular challenge for Kiron is securing long-term funding for our activities to guarantee
our organization’s sustainable development and eventually to reach financial independence.
We are meeting this challenge by developing broad and diversified sources of financing,
including (among others) public funding, strategic partnerships with foundations, corporate
partnerships and donations.

Proof of concept
With its unique educational program for marginalized
and socially disadvantaged target groups, Kiron is a
pioneer in the field of higher education. Thanks to
Kiron, MOOCs have expanded their “openness” and
now finally also reach academically disadvantaged
people, which was their original – though initially not
often reached – aim. In addition, as an innovative
education provider, Kiron successfully negotiated
learning agreements with partner universities to ensure
official acknowledgment and recognition of digital
academic accomplishments. In this way, it has
contributed significantly to institutional discourse
about the digital development of education
opportunities. Some Kiron students have already
transferred to universities within and beyond our
partner network (e.g. Ahmad Mobayed, who
transferred to Bard College Berlin) – proof that Kiron’s
innovative academic concept works.
Moreover, the widespread positive reaction in society (highlighted by our successful
crowdfunding campaign in 2015), the demand for our study programs within our target group
as well as the number of university partnerships created in 2016 all provide initial proof of
concept.
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Since our first student intake in the fall of 2015, we have managed to keep some 2,000
refugees active and engaged in our program. These students not only underwent a demanding
onboarding process, but also built an active community and successfully passed a number of
MOOCs. As a result, just a year and a half since it was founded, Kiron has proven its relevance
not only as regards issues related to smooth access to higher education, but also as an
innovative best practice example for the digitalization and internationalization of higher
education.

Internationalization and localization
According to research published by UNHCR in June 2016, there are currently more than 65
million displaced people worldwide. Although developed countries like Germany play a
significant role in receiving refugees, other countries – often developing and transition
countries themselves – take in most refugees. However, these countries often only represent
a stopover for many of these people, who ultimately hope to build their future in wealthy and
safe industrial countries.

Based on the initial experience of our international “fact finding missions,” which we have
been conducting since 2015, we have concluded that Kiron’s concept can and accordingly
must be implemented in other countries. While Kiron provides many approaches for scalable
solutions, it is important to us to align our organization’s growth with our personal and
financial capacities. Moreover, taking particular framework conditions – such as legal and
political regulations – into account is essential since they sometimes make local adjustments
to the Kiron core product necessary.
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After Germany and France, we chose Turkey and Jordan as our third and fourth focus
countries. In these four countries, since 2016, we have grown our teams, developed new
academic partnerships and worked on implementing our online and offline services.
Beginning in 2018, Kiron is planning a new phase of expansion to introduce our model to as
many countries as possible where we can support refugee integration. Kiron’s modular
curriculum will remain the core product in these countries, but it will be adapted to meet local
regulations based on the idea of “unbundling education” – for example, certification programs
will be launched above the module level yet below the degree level.

“From potential to performance” – study success as strategic focus
In 2016, Kiron successfully implemented an innovative and high-quality digital curriculum,
providing the first proof of concept for our academic model. On this basis, one of Kiron’s
central challenges in 2017 is to guarantee significant study success, not only for the
best-performing students but for the majority of Kiron students. Offering increasing and
continuous study support on Kiron Campus is essential to achieving the intended learning
outcomes (effectiveness). Kiron regularly works to balance the goals of scaling and
personalization, while supporting study success on various levels (course, module, certificate
and degree level).

Consequently, Kiron will expand its Direct Academics program, pilot certification programs
and push for the development of comprehensive assessment measures as well as improved
motivational design through, for example, dashboards, badges, learning portfolios and
personalized study plans.
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Transferring students
Based on initial transfer successes in 2016, a strategic “Pilot Transfer Process” will be
implemented in 2017 that supports particularly active students in transferring to one of
Kiron’s partner universities, where their Kiron credits will be recognized as official ECTS.
Based on the experience of these pilot transfers and in accordance with Kiron’s academic
model (two years at Kiron, approx. 60 ECTS; two years at a partner university, approx. 120
ECTS), the number of students who reach the transfer phase at the end of the online study
program will continue to increase in the future.
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Outlook
In 2015 and 2016, Kiron took the first significant steps in its mission to provide refugees with
access to higher education and enable successful learning through innovative digital
solutions. We will continue to pursue this goal with great commitment, creativity and
professionalism in the future.

The business year 2017
In 2017, our efforts will focus on the ongoing optimization of our products and the
implementation of our innovative solution in our focus countries. Through close partnerships
with universities and MOOC providers, our curriculum will be further optimized as regards
recognition of our courses. To do so, we will continue to expand our network of partner
universities and provide increasing numbers of students with more transfer possibilities on a
geographically denser scale.
Developing our learning platform and
implementing new features will help
improve our students’ learning experience.
This will increase study success, motivation
and the number of successful transfers,
including recognition of modules completed
at Kiron. Transfer students will benefit from
special support services in cooperation with
our partners. Moreover, we will continue to
develop Kiron Student Services, making it
sustainable and scalable with the help of a
strong online focus.

Mid- and long-term outlook
In the mid term, with the help of a user-friendly and highly innovative learning platform, strong
partnerships and scalable but personalized concepts and services, we plan to expand to other
countries to admit thousands of additional students from new regions. Moreover, we will work
to ensure that our modules eventually become fixed components of accredited study
programs at partner universities, also as regards blanket recognition.
In the long term, either on our own or through a franchise model, we plan to expand the Kiron
concept to all countries taking in refugees. This also includes a solution that will make it
possible to implement the Kiron model at relatively short notice.
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How Kiron was founded
The idea for Kiron arose in the fall of 2014, when Vincent Zimmer and Markus Kreßler
exchanged their visions for a “University 2.0” at a conference organized by the Friedrich
Naumann Foundation. At the time, both were committed volunteers for social organizations:
Markus worked in psychosocial counseling for refugees while Vincent supported “Study
without borders,” an organization for students in conflict areas. Both Markus and Vincent
were convinced of higher education’s potential to improve the personal living conditions of
refugees. After meeting with online course providers, educational institutions and
representatives of government and business, Markus and Vincent were confident that they
could find a solution to the challenges. In March 2015, together with Christoph Staudt, they
founded Kiron. Shortly afterwards, the founding team received a grant from the agency
Social Impact and they soon managed to put together a large team of highly motivated
volunteers. In October 2015, an initial pilot semester was launched and 1,250 preliminary
students were accepted into the Kiron platform.

Refugees and higher Education
In the DAFI Annual Report 2014, the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) identified four main
obstacles to access to higher education by refugees: high costs, missing documents and
certificates, lack of capacity at the educational institutions and insufficient language skills.
These factors result in long waiting times and bureaucratic obstacles that prevent many
young, generally capable and highly motivated refugees from accessing higher education.
UNHCR statistics from June 2016:
●

An unprecedented 65.3 million people around the world have been forced from
home because of persecution, conflicts, violence and human rights violations – the
highest number since World War II. This number includes almost 21.3 million
refugees, over half of whom are under the age of 18.

●

53% of refugees worldwide originate from only three countries: Syria (4.9 million),
Afghanistan (2.7 million) and Somalia (1.1 million).

Moreover, the educational situation of these refugees poses a serious challenge. In its
September 2016 report Missing out – Refugee education in crisis, UNHCR highlighted that
not even 1% of refugee youth is enrolled in universities, whilst 34% of youth around the
world go to university.
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Version: March 2017.
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