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C H A P T E R 5 

Setting Out: Preschool and 
Primary School 

5.1. Entering school 

Administrat ively, the school year begins on August 1 throughout 
the Federal Republ ic of Germany . All children w h o have turned 6 
by the previous J u n e 30 are considered to be of school age. This 
was one of the poin ts established by the H a m b u r g Agreement , d rawn 
u p by the Länder in 1964 and again in 1971 to coordinate educat ional 
policy. Once a year, public notice is given that parents have to 
register their school-age children. At the t ime of registration, readiness 
tests are somet imes used to establish whether a child is in fact ma tu re 
enough to enter school. Such tests are now adminis te red less fre­
quently, since a growing n u m b e r of children a t tend kindergartens 
where their teachers can ascertain their readiness for the pr imary 
school. About half of the 6-year-olds and practically all 7-year-olds 
a t tend school. T h e vast majori ty of children go to the s tandard 
public, coeducat ional pr imary school, there being few pr ivate schools 
at this level. T h e p r imary school, also referred to as the pr imary 
level, consists of four grades in all the Federal Republ ic ' s Länder, 
save West Berlin, where it extends through the sixth grade. 

T h e preschool level of the educat ional system includes nursery 
schools and kindergar tens—in other words, all public or pr ivate 
ins t i tu t ions which provide half- or all-day care as a supplement to 
parental care for chi ldren from the age of 3 unti l they enter regular 
school. Parents ' use of nursery schools is voluntary, a n d supervision 
of children there is carried out no t by school teachers, bu t by 
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personnel especially t ra ined for this k ind of work. Part icipat ion in 
kindergar ten programs is also voluntary. 

W e can dist inguish between two types of kindergarten, the "p re -
* para tory class" and the " threshold p rogram." Both facilitate a gradual 

t ransi t ion from h o m e or nursery school to school proper. Organi­
zationally, the threshold program m a y be a t tached either to the 
nursery school or to the pr imary school, as a one-year program for 
5-year-olds or as a two-year program for 5- a n d 6-year-olds. In the 
latter case, only the first year is voluntary . T h e preparatory class, 
on the o ther hand , is an integral par t of the p r imary school; for the 
mos t part , it serves those children whose sixth b i r thday falls after 
the cut-off date . T h e advantage of those preschool programs that are 
a t tached to a p r imary school is tha t sharing facilities is conducive 
to cooperat ion between preschool and regular teachers. These p ro ­
grams are thus particularly well suited to providing children wi th 
the con t inuous deve lopment of the learning process tha t educators 
consider desirable. In a n u m b e r of Länder efforts are being m a d e 
to expand these preschool programs. 

Chi ldren whose sixth b i r thday falls in the second half of the year 
may, unde r certain circumstances, be admi t t ed to school early. Con­
versely, a 6-year-old m a y be held back a year if, on the basis of 
readiness tests or his teacher 's observat ions dur ing the first m o n t h s 
of school, it appears tha t he is no t yet ready. Such children, as a 
rule, a t tend either a special kindergarten a t tached to the p r imary 
school, or a preparatory class, where they are given extra help in 
developing the abilities considered essential for success in school. 
In some Länder this a t tendance is compulsory. The school kinder­
garten thus occupies a special posi t ion between the preschool level 
a n d the p r imary level. 

5.2. Capacity of preschool facilities and developments in the primary school 

In 1960, nursery schools could accept, on an average nat ionwide, 
one child in three for the age group from 3 to 5. In 1977, they could 
take in three out of four children in this age group (cf. Figure 5.1). 
Since 1966, total nursery school capacity has steadily increased. 
Nursery educat ion is still expanding th roughout the country, a n d it 
can be expected that wi thin the decade of the eighties nursery school 
facilities will be available for all chi ldren in the age groups concerned. 
Al though nursery schools are still insufficient to accomodate all 
chi ldren w h o might a t tend such schools, there are considerable dif-
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Figure 5.1. Nursery School Capacity 
per 100 Children Aged 3 to 5 in the 
Federal Republic of Germany, 
1960-1980, and in Its Länder, 1963 
and 1980 
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ferences between the Länder in this respect. In 1980, for example, 
the nursery schools in West Berlin were able to accept only 55 
percent of the children in the relevant age group, whereas the nursery 
school capacity of Saarland was larger than the n u m b e r of children 
of nursery-school age. O n e can assume, however, tha t as the bir thrate 
cont inues to fall the s i tuat ion will rapidly improve throughout the 
Federal Republ ic . 

In compar ison, relatively few children are cared for in the preschool 
programs at the regular public schools, which are particularly well 
equipped to gradually prepare t h e m from an early age for regular 
school. In 1980, enrol lment in preschool programs connected with 
a regular public p r imary school was only some 5.5 percent of the 
5- and 6-year-olds th roughout the country as a whole. Under ly ing 
these na t ionwide averages, however, there are again considerable 
differences between the indiv idual Länder; for example , whereas in 
Saar land 1.2 percent of the 5- a n d 6-year-olds are enrolled in such 
programs, in West Berlin the figure is 27 percent. T h e dispari ty 
between these two part icular Länder exemplifies the fact that the 
differences between the Länder in this regard are also due in large 
measure to the differences in the n u m b e r of facilities they have at 
the pr imary level. 

Whereas nursery educat ion in general is expanding, it is less likely 
tha t the threshold program will gain m u c h addi t ional ground. W h e n 
the G e r m a n Educat ion Counci l proposed this two-year scheme for 
5- and 6-year-olds in 1970, the idea was to create an organization 
a n d a program tha t would ease the t ransi t ion from play to formal 
schooling. This program has p roven qui te successful at the Laboratory 
School in Bielefeld and at a n u m b e r of other exper imental schools. 
I ts failure to catch on in mos t of the Länder is probably to be 
a t t r ibuted above all to the fact that its expansion would create 
difficulties for the pr ivate and parochial nursery schools, which would 
s tand to lose a good par t of their clientele. 

Current demographic t rends are effecting an i m p r o v e m e n t bo th in 
teachers ' working condi t ions a n d in learning condi t ions in the pre­
school a n d pr imary levels. They are also creating a growing n u m b e r 
of vacancies in preschool facilities. Da ta on the size of age groups 
from 1945 to the present, along with demographic forecasts u p to 
the year 2000, give a picture of this deve lopment (cf. Figure 5.2). 

Particularly relevant to school enrol lments in the 1980's is the 
steep decline in the bi r thra te from 1966 to 1973, a d rop of over a 
th i rd from the bir thrate in 1966. Equally significant is the rapid 
growth in the propor t ion of foreign children, which is creating new 



 

problems for bo th preschool a n d regular school facilities (cf. 6.5). 
Yet , even taking the growing n u m b e r of foreign children in to account , 
t he Federal Republ ic ' s p r imary schools will have a considerably 
smaller enro l lment dur ing the eighties than in the previous decade. 
Unfortunately , the i m p r o v e m e n t of the pupil-to-teacher ratio due to 
this decrease in enrol lment will be u n d o n e in the near future. Because 
of financial constraints on the school system arising from the general 
economic s i tuat ion in the Federal Republic , m a n y teaching posts 
will be e l iminated as teachers qui t or retire. 

As a result of the decline in the bir thrate , the total n u m b e r of 
chi ldren in p r imary school has d ropped more t han 30 percent, from 
some four mil l ion in the early seventies to roughly 2.8 mil l ion in 
1980, and is expected to d rop further, to less t han 2.4 mill ion in 
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5.3. Instruction in the primary school 

The universal p r imary school was first given a legal foundat ion 
in the W e i m a r Const i tu t ion of 1919. This school was in tended to 
replace the 'Vorschulen ' which were still a t tached to m a n y Prussian 
Gymnas i en a n d middle schools, and was established as the c o m m o n 
pr imary level of a uni tary school system. This new type of school 
was founded on principles that can be s u m m e d u p in the te rms 
"chi ld-centered," " learning through the senses," "closeness to life," 
"wholeness , " a n d "spontane i ty . " These not ions were embodied in 
the Reich Law on the Pr imary School of 1920 a n d domina ted debate 
dur ing the decade that followed, de termining didactics, methodology, 
a n d the organizat ion of instruct ion. In particular, re form-minded 

Table 5.1: Basic Data on Primary Schools and Hauptschulen, 1960—1980 

Year Pupils Full-time Pupils per Pupils 
teachers teacher1 per class 

Primary schools and Hauptschulen 
1960 5,219,235 142,098 35.7 36.6 
1965 5,565,778 161,115 33.1 34.7 
1970 6,347,451 187,724 31.6 33.9 
1975 6,425,116 235,042 27.5 30.0 
1980 5,044,183 249,848 21.6 25.2 

Primary schools only 
1975 3,912,170 127,812 1 30.6 29.6 
1980 2,767,542 116,426* 23.8 24.1 

Including full-time equivalents of part-time teachers. 

Sources: Statistisches Bundesamt: Bildung im Zahlenspiegel 1981; 
Kultusministerkonferenz: Statistische Veröffentlichungen, No. 54, 
September 1977, No. 75, October 1981. 
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1985. As a further consequence of this deve lopment , the size of bo th 
schools a n d classes can be expected to cont inue the decline already 
observed in the past few years (cf. Table 5.1). However , the statistical 
t r end should no t be allowed to obscure the fact that there still are 
n u m e r o u s instances of classes so large that p roper instruct ion is 
difficult. 
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educat ional theorists were in tent on drawing a clear line between 
educat ion in the new pr imary school and the author i ta r ian t radi t ion 
of rote learning in the 'Lernschule ' of G e r m a n y ' s past. 

For a long t ime after the 1920's, the pr imary school was considered 
a school type in which all major reforms had been carried out , and 
for which the only remaining task was to consol idate the reform 
efforts in the individual schools. As late as 1962, a respected advisory 
body, the G e r m a n Commi t t ee for Educat ion, expressed the view tha t 
the pr imary school had found its proper form, m o r e than any other 
level in the school system. In its "Mas te r P l a n " of 1959, a com­
prehensive program for the whole of the educat ional system, this 
advisory body defined the following objectives for the pr imary school: 

• The pr imary school should shelter the child wi thin and b ind 
h i m to an external organizat ional order a n d an internal mora l 
order; 

• it should carefully guide the child from play in to a readiness to 
work; 

• it should in t roduce the child to life and the world a round h i m 
in a way tha t is appropr ia te to h im as a whole being, encouraging 
h i m to experience his surroundings directly and not merely 
exercising his verbal recall; 

• it should help the child learn responsible social behavior ; 
• it should cult ivate the child 's active c o m m a n d of his nat ive 

language, orienting h i m toward s tandard G e r m a n ; 
• it should in t roduce the child to number s a n d the writ ten word, 

and enable h i m to read, write, and do simple ar i thmet ic correctly 
and easily. 

It was no t unti l a round 1970 tha t the p r imary school once again 
became the focus of pedagogical debate. This discussion took into 
considerat ion what had been learned about p r imary educat ion from 
experiences in o ther countr ies , especially in the Un i t ed States of 
America, a n d also drew from these findings incent ives for changes 
in preschool educat ion. Crit icism centered on two issues, one being 
social integration in the p r imary level and the other equality of 
oppor tuni ty . 

Wi th regard to the former, it was felt tha t the integration of 
chi ldren of different creeds a n d backgrounds, Protes tant and Catholic, 
rural and u rban children, was insufficient. The school districts were 
considered too small and thus too homogeneous , a n d the usual four 
years at the p r imary school were held to be too short to effect 
satisfactory integration. 
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With regard to the equality of oppor tuni ty , it was thought that 
teachers were no t sufficiently individual izing instruct ion to compen­
sate for the part icular deficits of children from h o m e s which d id not 
s t imulate t h e m to learn. Above all, however, the selection process 
tha t occurs at the pupi ls ' t ransi t ion to secondary school was criticized 
for taking too little in to account the potential learning capacity of 
children disadvantaged in this way. 

In 1970, the Educat ion Counci l proposed a plan for the reorgan­
ization and deve lopment of educat ion th roughout the Federal Re­
public. Th is "Structural Plan for the Educat ional Sys tem" included 
a two-year t ransi t ion phase for all 5- and 6-year-olds. This t ransi t ion 
phase was based on recent findings in the field of child deve lopment 
showing tha t educabili ty is especially great in early chi ldhood. And 
since child-centeredness was no longer considered an appropr ia te 
criterion for instruct ion on the pr imary level, the Educat ion Council 
m a d e the following recommenda t ions : 

(1) Learning processes should be ini t iated in such a way as to 
render any subsequent change of their fundamenta l or ientat ion un­
necessary. \ 

(2) At tent ion should be directed not merely to the subject mat te r 
t o be learned, bu t jus t as m u c h to the process of discovery and to 
developing individual init iative, ability to cooperate, and problem-
solving skills. 

(3) Indiv idual factors tha t serve to p romote or impede learning 
should be identified as precisely as possible. 

(4) T h e simplified rud imen t s of science and social studies, as well 
as of m o d e r n mathemat ics and language theory, should be included 
in the instruct ion given in the pr imary school. 

(5) More t ime and a t tent ion should be given to the acquisi t ion 
of language skills, and language instruct ion should be revised. 

(6) Ins t ruct ion in art, music , and the crafts should stress the 
techniques typical of these subjects. 

(7) Basic skills such as reading and writing should be taught in 
separate courses and thereby given a special place in the curr iculum. 

(8) New subjects—a first foreign language, for example—should 
be introduced. 

The new principles which serve as guidelines for pr imary school 
educat ion are individual izat ion of instruct ion, its differentiation into 
basic and advanced courses, its or ientat ion to basic concepts and 
me thods of var ious academic disciplines, a n d compensatory edu­
cat ion for the purpose of achieving greater equali ty of opportuni ty . 
These principles cont inue to be the objectives of pr imary educat ion. 
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Although indisputable progress has been m a d e in realizing them, 
m u c h remains to be done . 

These principles have no t gone entirely unchallenged, however. It 
should be poin ted out that , in particular, objections have been raised 
against the call for orienting instruct ion to the structure of academic 
disciplines. 

Pr imary school instruct ion focusses on basic skills in reading, 
writing, and ar i thmet ic . It also provides an in t roduct ion to the natural 
a n d social sciences through courses in a subject area encompassing 
b o t h fields. Relatively few hours a week are devo ted to the addi t ional 
subjects: music , art, crafts, and sports. As a rule, children a t tend 
school dur ing the morn ing hours , in 45-minute blocks. First-graders 
have a total of 17 hours of school a week, a load which increases 
t o a round 25 in the higher grades. 

The subject mat te r to be taught in the pr imary school is set down 
in curricular guidelines by the school adminis t ra t ions of the Länder . 
These are m o r e or less binding, depending on the individual Land. 
Whereas some school adminis t ra t ions stipulate exactly what is to be 
taught for the full school year, others allow teachers a certain n u m b e r 
of weeks, which they can plan as they see fit. Yet o ther Länder view 
these guidelines as mere recommenda t ions , allowing teachers con­
siderable individual lat i tude in deciding when to present what ma­
terial. 

In addi t ion to the regular classes, between one a n d three hours a 
week are set aside for instruct ion in small groups for those children 
w h o need special a t tent ion. Beginning in the second grade, special 
help is p rov ided for dyslexic children in the form of remedial classes 
(cf. 6.2). 

So far as me thods are concerned, teachers are free to teach as 
they choose. Fo r the mos t part , however, they still seem to prefer 
" f ronta l" instruct ion, in which the teacher s tands at the center of 
all activity, asking quest ions, making corrections, introducing new 
material , announc ing an exercise or review—in brief, determining 
in detail wha t the children are to do . Occasionally one encounters 
teachers who give the type of instruct ion r e c o m m e n d e d by the 
Educat ion Council in its Structural Plan. These teachers apply meth­
ods which allow them to take bet ter in to considerat ion the children's 
varying individual apt i tudes. For example, the children might learn 
something new by working together in groups on a project inde­
pendent ly of their teacher, or they might work wi th changing partners . 
Teachers feel a strong need for techniques of this sort, bu t u p to 
n o w their training, bo th at teacher-training colleges and at the uni -



 

5.4. Report cards, being kept back, and advancement to secondary school 

Like all schools in the Federal Republ ic of Ge rmany , the pr imary 
school is organized in to grades. As a rule, the pupi l advances year 
by year from a lower grade to the next higher one, p romot ion 
depending on satisfactory achievement . Repor t cards are issued twice 
a year, a n d the child 's ach ievement in indiv idual subjects is ra ted 
o n a scale from 1 to 6. A " 1 " signifies very good, a " 2 " good, a 
" 3 " is satisfactory, a " 4 " is passing, a " 5 " m e a n s poor to failing, 
a n d a " 6 " m e a n s failing. A pupil whose performance in several 
subjects is poor to failing has to stay back a n d repeat the grade. 

T h e p ropor t ion of chi ldren kept back a grade in the pr imary school 
was as high as 4.2 percent in 1976, d ropping by 1978 to 3.2 percent. 
In dealing wi th the considerable differences tha t exist between chil­
d ren from different backgrounds , schools have unti l recently been 
incl ined to favor having the low achiever repeat a grade early in his 
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versity, as well as dur ing their first year of teaching, has no t taken 
such innova t ions in to account . Moreover , there are too few teachers 
wi th the appropr ia te experience who could serve as models (cf. 
Chapte r 12). A further obstacle to the in t roduct ion of individual ized 
inst ruct ion is the high pupil-to-teacher rat io (cf. Table 5.1). 

T h e growing n u m b e r s of school-age chi ldren of foreign workers 
poses a special p roblem for the p r imary school a n d increasingly also 
for the different types of secondary school (cf. 6.5). T h e n u m b e r of 
n o n - G e r m a n children in the pr imary school a n d the Hauptschule 
tr ipled over the per iod from 1970 to 1978. In the 1979/1980 school 
year, 9.6 percent of all p r imary school pupils were children of foreign 
worke r s—mos t of t h e m from Turkey, Italy, Greece, Spain, and 
Yugoslavia. Addi t ional p roblems arise for the schools in those dis­
tricts where there is a mix ture of nationali t ies. It should be noted 
tha t the overall statistics obscure the fact tha t there are e n o r m o u s 
var ia t ions wi th in the indiv idual Länder themselves , and tha t there 
are some schools in which n o n - G e r m a n chi ldren are in the majority. 
T h e success of a t t empts to integrate these chi ldren into the school 
a n d give t h e m a good educat ion depends on the extent to which 
ghettoizat ion can be avoided and var ious forms of differentiated a n d 
individual ized instruct ion can be developed. Only by means of such 
instruct ion can a teacher take into account widely varying levels of 
knowledge, learning habi ts , a n d language skills, and thus give each 
child the specific help he needs. 
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school career ra ther than later. Now, however, a n u m b e r of Länder 
have in t roduced a policy of au tomat ic p romot ion ; all children ad­
vance together with their classmates, and any weaknesses are dealt 
wi th in special remedial classes. According to this policy, no child 
should, as a general rule, be kept back, especially in the first grade. 
In conjunct ion with au tomat ic p romot ion , a l imited n u m b e r of 
schools in some Länder have replaced the t radi t ional 6-point scale 
on report cards with detailed descriptive evaluat ions . This form of 
reporting, which is designed to pinpoint the child's individual strengths 
a n d weaknesses and suggest how best to help h im, is no t yet practiced 
on a scale wide enough to permi t appraisal here. 

There are considerable and growing differences in the way the 
var ious Länder deal with t ransi t ion from the p r imary school to one 
of the four types of secondary school: Hauptschule , Realschule, 
G y m n a s i u m , and comprehens ive school. There is no t even agreement 
on the specific poin t in t ime when the decision should be m a d e on 
which type of secondary school a child should enter. In mos t of the 
Länder , selection takes place at the end of the fourth grade; in Berlin, 
it falls at the end of the sixth grade (cf. 7.1 and 4.5). 

Qui te apar t from the problems that can arise, should a family, for 
instance, be forced to m o v e from one Land to ano ther at this critical 
po in t in a child 's educat ional career, the t ransi t ion process in itself 
places a considerable burden on the individual child. The ma in 
problem is that at this poin t the preparat ion of pupils tends to be 
concentra ted one-sidedly on those subjects and skills which ei ther 
a re—or are considered to be—of crucial impor tance for the evaluat ion 
on which the r ecommenda t ion for the one or the other type of 
secondary school is based. For example, some parents arrange for 
their children to be given special after-school tu tor ing in spelling 
a n d ar i thmet ic for a while jus t before the crucial decision is to be 
m a d e . Some schools even go so far as to d rop altogether for a t ime 
in the fourth grade the few hours per week devoted to art and music 
so that more t ime can be spent on reading, writing, and ar i thmetic . 

T h e selection process puts the child under great pressure to achieve, 
especially in those Länder where examina t ions are employed, or 
where the decision rests mainly with the teacher. As a rule, it is the 
parents who exert this pressure, m a n y of t hem being prepared to 
m a k e considerable sacrifices a n d go to a great deal of t rouble to 
ensure that their children get the educat ion tha t will give t hem the 
m o s t advantages. T h e teachers, however, generally reinforce this 
pressure. 
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It would be easier to justify these disadvantages if the process of 
selection for the one or the other type of school were actually as 
accurate as it is supposed to be. Yet this appears to be doubtful, as 
a n u m b e r of empirical studies on the reliability of the selection 
process have shown. T h e best guide in the decision on which type 
of school a child ought to a t tend appears to be parental preference, 
p rov ided tha t the parents do not underes t imate their child, a mis take 
tha t is m a d e m o r e often than their overes t imat ing their child 's ability. 
T h e use of the parents ' assessment of a child as the pr imary criterion 
for his ass ignment to a secondary school min imizes the negative 
effects of this classification on pr imary school instruct ion and creates 
a new and m o r e favorable learning env i ronmen t in which children 
have a bet ter chance of showing what they are capable of. In any 
event , grade poin t averages a n d writ ten examina t ions measure only 
a small fraction of the abilities which are impor t an t if a child is to 
d o well in secondary school. 
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