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General features
Educational system
In Germany compulsory education starts at 6 and
lasts until pupils are 18 or 19 years old (depend-
ing on the region). The majority of the education
system is public, with roughly 10% of students en-
rolled in private schools75 (although there is some
evidence that the number of students in private
schools is growing 76).

While primary education follows a common
path for everyone, with some exceptions (in Berlin
and Brandenburg after grade 6), after grade 4 stu-
dents are already asked to choose a track be-
tween (i) general education (ii) vocational edu-
cation and training (iii) dual-system educational
training (which includes both education in school
and education at the workplace).77. In some fed-
eral states of Germany, students enroll in 2 years
of ”orientation” after primary school, which is in-
tended to help them decide in which secondary
schools they would like to enroll. Usually, the pri-
mary school teacher provides parents with coun-
seling on which school they should send their child
to. Immigrant stock represented roughly 15% of
the population, and migrants’ main countries of
birth are Poland (12%), Turkey (10%) and Russia
(7%). The top three nationalities of newcomers in
2018 were Romania, Poland and Bulgaria78 The
rate of early school leavers is similar when com-
pared to the EU average (10.3% versus 10.2% in
2019), while the percentage of people with tertiary
educational attainment is lower (35.5% compared
to 40.5%). The percentage of youth not in employ-
ment nor in education and training is low compared
to the EU average (7.5% versus roughly 13 %).

Governance and funding
Governance in education is highly decentralized,
with federal states (Länder) themselves having the
right to legislate even on matters that in most coun-
tries are responsibility of the central state, such
as teacher’s career path, remuneration and pen-
sion are within the Lander jurisdiction.79 The sys-
tem is predominantly public, with the majority of
the institutions financed from public budgets. Fi-
nancing decisions are taken at the three different
administrative levels that have jurisdiction (Federa-
tion, Länders and local authorities or Kommunen),

but the overwhelming majority of public expendi-
ture (around 90 per cent) is provided by Länders
and local authorities80.

Performance
According to the last PISA assessment (2018), stu-
dents in Germany scored higher than the OECD
average in all the subjects of the assessment
(reading, maths and science). The percentage
of students who reached basic skills in reading,
maths and science is higher than the OECD av-
erage in all subjects: (respectively 79% 79% and
80% compared to OECD averages of 77% 76%
and 78%).

Overall, the trend in reading performance
throughout the past editions is small but negative,
slowly returning to the levels of 2009. In math-
ematics, the trend is decreasing as well, with a
significant lower score in 2018 than in 2012 (500
versus 514). Also performance in science saw
a downward trend (503 points), with a score be-
low the level of 2006 (516 points). This might be
due in part to the change in demographics (immi-
grant, gender and socio-economic status) since
Germany is a destination country, where many
low-educated immigrants are settled81.

The gender gap in reading is in favour of
girls (26 percentage point), slightly lower than the
OECD average (30), while in maths the gap is re-
versed, with boys outperforming girls by 7 points
(OECD average: 5 points). Girls performed simi-
lar to boys in science, but this is due to a decline
in boys’ performance compared to past PISA edi-
tions82.

Socio-economically advantaged students out-
performed disadvantaged one by 113 score points,
a number that is higher than the OECD average
of 89. 10% of them, a slightly lower number than
the OECD average (11%), was able to score in the
top quarter for reading. Socio-economic status ex-
plained a higher portion of the variation in perfor-
mance when compared to the OECD average: re-
spectively 18% of the variation in maths and 19%
of the variation in science compared to the OECD
average of 13% and 14%.

In the PISA sample, students with an immi-
grant background grew from 18% to 22% in Ger-
many. Roughly half of them comes from a socio-

75UNESCO data, 2019
76https://www.thelocal.de/20190807/explained-why-private-school-enrolment-across-germany-is-growing/
77https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/germany/overview
78International Migration Outlook 2020
79https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/germany/organisation-and-governance
80idem
81PISA 2018 Results, Germany Country Note
82idem

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.SEC.PRIV.ZS?locations=DE
https://www.thelocal.de/20190807/explained-why-private-school-enrolment-across-germany-is-growing/
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/germany/overview
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/951cda7f-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/951cda7f-en
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/germany/organisation-and-governance
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/publications/PISA2018_CN_DEU.pdf


23

Figure 1.6: Educational system in Germany

economically disadvantaged background. Native
students scored on average 63 points more than
immigrants, and even after having taken into ac-
count socio-economic status, the difference is
smaller but persists (17 points). However 16%
of immigrant students scored in the top quarter of
reading, a similar number when compared to the
OECD average of 17%.

On average, self-reported absenteeism is
lower than the OECD average (13% versus 21%
of students reported to have missed a class in the
preceding two weeks of the PISA test) and the per-
centage of late entries to school is similar to the
OECD average (46 % versus 48 %).

PISA data show that in Germany, low- and
high-performing students are grouped together in
certain schools more often than the OECD aver-
age. This is also due to early selection and track-
ing into various school forms.

Students’ career aspirations reflect gender
stereotypes: among high-achieving students in
mathematics and science, 13% of girls expected to
work in an engineering or science job, compared
to 25% of their male counterparts. 25% of girls
wanted to work in the health-related sector (com-
pared to less than 10% of boys) and only 1% of
girls expected to work in an ICT related job (com-
pared to 7% of boys).

Among high-achieving students, a high per-
centage of disadvantaged ones (66%) expected
not to complete tertiary education, compared to
roughly 25% of the advantaged students.

Key policy challenges
Germany is facing challenges in ensuring ed-
ucational quality and equity to everybody: de-
spite the efforts to integrate new migrants, read-

ing performance among foreign-born students in
Germany plummeted between 2009 and 2018; im-
migrants are also more likely to leave school pre-
maturely: in 2019, the percentage of foreign-born
school leavers was of 24.2% compared to 8.1% of
natives83.

Another important challenge for Germany
is the shortages of teachers, which is more
prevalent in disadvantaged schools. The com-
bination of ageing teachers, changes in the pop-
ulation of student, and declining attractiveness of
the teaching profession is exacerbating the prob-
lem. In this context, an opportunity emerges to di-
rectly empower schools, redefining the role of the
principals to be a driver of school improvement.

During the next academic year, Germany
will face increasing challenges in order to offer
quality of education to refugee children in their
schools. According to the United Nations, Roma-
nia, together with Poland, Germany, Czech Re-
public, Italy, Moldavia and Slovakia, is hosting the
highest number of Ukranian refugees since Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine84.

There are still important differences in each
single Länder’s capacity and funding and there
is more and more pressure to increase efficiency
in financing given the growing students’ popula-
tion.85

Recently enacted policies and
investments
Germany has developed several measures to
integrate migrants in education through voca-
tional education and training, such as launch-
ing the ”Recognition in Germany” portal86 in 2012:
a multilingual portal which aims to provide peo-
ple with an immigrant background with informa-

83EU Education and Training Monitor, 2020
84https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
85Education Policy Outlook Country Report: Germany
86https://unevoc.unesco.org/pub/bibb_pp3.pdf

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2020/countries/germany.html
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
https://www.oecd.org/education/policy-outlook/country-profile-Germany-2020.pdf
https://unevoc.unesco.org/pub/bibb_pp3.pdf
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tion on the German labour market and recog-
nition of acquired certifications. Another initia-
tive carried out since 2016 is the “Career Guid-
ance for Refugees (BOF)” (Berufsorientierung
für Flüchtlinge, BOF)87: in the context of BOF,
refugees participate in Vocational and Educational
Training and are offered counselling and language
courses. Other initiatives along the same line
are the Vocational Language Training programme
(2016) and the network of Co-ordination Offices for
Vocational Training and Migration (enhanced from
2013)88.

In order to strengthen digitalization of the
system, Germany launched the Digital Pact for
Schools (2019)89, with which it is investing in im-
proving the digital infrastructure of schools and
promoting digital literacy among both teachers and
students.

To facilitate digital transition in education, Ger-
many allocated 630 million euros of the Recov-
ery and Resilience Plan to build the first nation-
wide online education platform to help learners ac-
quire competences based on their individual learn-
ing pathways90.

87https://www.berufsorientierungsprogramm.de/bop/de/angebot-fuer-zugewanderte/berufliche-orientierung-fuer-
zugewanderte-bof/berufliche-orientierung-fuer-zugewanderte-bof_node.html

88idem
89https://www.digitalpaktschule.de/
90Germany Recovery and Resilience Plan

https://www.berufsorientierungsprogramm.de/bop/de/angebot-fuer-zugewanderte/berufliche-orientierung-fuer-zugewanderte-bof/berufliche-orientierung-fuer-zugewanderte-bof_node.html
https://www.berufsorientierungsprogramm.de/bop/de/angebot-fuer-zugewanderte/berufliche-orientierung-fuer-zugewanderte-bof/berufliche-orientierung-fuer-zugewanderte-bof_node.html
https://www.oecd.org/education/policy-outlook/country-profile-Germany-2020.pdf
https://www.digitalpaktschule.de/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility/germanys-recovery-and-resilience-plan_en
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