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HANDOUT 3.4.2 GERMANY’S EDUCATION SYSTEM

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE GERMAN 
EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 

 Who is responsible for education in Germany? 

Education is under the responsibility of the 16 Länder (states), so 

Germany has 16 different, but similar school systems. The confer-

ence of the education ministers of the Länder (KMK) cares for coor-

dination and agreement on certain standards and developments. 

In school education, the Länder have an almost absolute say. In the 

area of Kindergarten (Day Care) and in the area of higher education 

the Federal Government has some say. 

 Tuition Fee: 

For the most part, education in Germany is free, but there are excep-

tions. In most of the Länder parents have to pay for Kindergarten. The 

fee differs from Land (state) to Land and even among municipalities 

within one Land. 

Depending on the income of the parents, tuition can be from zero 

up to approximately 4500 euro. Some Länder introduced tuition fees 

for university a couple of years ago, but they are normally not more 

than 1000 euro per year. University students do not have to pay tu-

ition fees provided they are able to complete their study programs 

within the designated time. Fees may apply at second cycle pro-

grams (master’s degrees).

 Kindergarten: 

Normally Kindergarten is available for children between the age of 

three and six and daycare for babies. It is a right for every child to 

have a spot in Kindergarten and daycare (before the age of 3) in the 

Basic Laws. Places in daycare are missing for 10% of the children in 

Germany.

 Primary Education: 

In elementary school the children have one or two class teachers 

who teach all of the core classes. Teacher and students have their 

own classroom. These are German, math, and Sachkunde which 

includes basics of biology, geography, history, and civic education. 

In addition, kids take arts and crafts, music, and physical education. 

Depending on the grade level and the Land (state) students have 

between 20 and 27 class periods per week. 

 Secondary Education: 

In all types of secondary schools the students have an assigned 

classroom and the teachers have to move around. The teachers 

have a more or less spacious teacher’s lounge where they nor-

mally have a mailbox and some limited space to store material, but 

generally, teachers in Germany have an office at home and carry 

things back and forth. Only for subjects where special equipment 

is needed does the teacher have his or her own classroom. These 

subjects include arts and crafts, music, biology, chemistry, physics, 

and geography. 

Germany has a continuous teaching approach. That is to say, stu-

dents have almost all subjects for the entirety of their school life. 

Certain subjects are introduced at different grade levels only, in 

order to keep the absolute number of classes at a pre-determined 

level. The subjects can have a changing number of hours per week 

over the different grade levels. However, there are mandatory sub-

jects and electives for each level. Students have an approximate 

range of 27 - 39 periods per week depending on grade level, the 

school type, and the Land they live in. 

 School day: 

School runs Monday through Friday, five days a week. Traditionally, 

most schools start class at 08:00 AM and end around 01:30 PM. One 

period is typically 45 minutes long. In the upper grades, students 

frequently have two periods joined together for one subject (a type 

of block schedule). Between period one and two is a five-minute 

break, afterwards a 20-minute break. Then again two periods with 

a five-minute break followed by a 15-minute break and again two 

periods with a five-minute break in between. With the change from 

half-day school to full-day school, hourly schedules change because 

a lunch break has to be included. So-called core classes like German, 

math, or history are mostly taught in the morning, with electives 

and additional workshops taught in the afternoon. 

THE DIFFERENT INSTITUTIONS WITHIN 
THE GERMAN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 

 Kindergartens 

Primarily between the age of three and enrollment in primary 

school, children attend Kindergarten. In some Länder, mostly in the 

former East Germany, Kindergartens enroll children even younger 

than three. They spend all day or part of the day at the Kindergarten. 

Attendance is voluntary. Kindergartens are to provide care for chil-

dren, educate them and foster their development into responsible 

individuals with good communication skills. In some Länder, there 

are also other institutions such as pre-school classes or school Kin-

dergartens which prepare children for transition to primary school. 

 Elementary Schools /Grundschulen 

Elementary schools cover the first four years of schooling. In Berlin 

and Brandenburg, they cover six years. All children attend elemen-

tary school and are provided with a basic education that prepares 

them for secondary schooling. The subjects taught include German, 

mathematics, arts and crafts, music, physical education and the 
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basics of biology, physics, chemistry, social studies, history and ge-

ography. Foreign language instruction is offered in all Länder. 

 Orientation Stage /Orientierungsstufe 

This covers grades 5 and 6, which either form part of the various sec-

ondary schools or are separated from them. The aim is to promote 

pupils and to enable parents to decide what type of secondary ed-

ucation they wish to choose for their child. 

 Secondary General Schools /Hauptschulen 

Attendance at secondary general school is compulsory for all pupils 

who, having finished primary school, decide not to attend any of the 

other types of secondary school. Secondary general school covers 

classes 5 to 9 and in some Länder includes class 10. In most Länder, 

voluntary participation in class 10 at secondary general school is 

possible. Approximately 30% of secondary general school pupils 

stay on for a tenth year. Secondary general schools provide general 

education as a basis for practical vocational training. Hauptschulen 

have started to disappear, since 2009 the number of Hauptschulen 

has been cut in half. Only 2600 remain in all of Germany, most of 

them in Bavaria. 

 Secondary Intermediate Schools /Realschulen 

Intermediate schools are secondary schools normally covering 

classes grades 5 to 10. The final certificate awarded by these schools 

in general provides the basis for training in all types of medium level 

occupations. Intermediate schools provide extended general edu-

cation. 

 Secondary High Schools /Gymnasium 

High schools are secondary schools which, most of the time, cover 

8 or 9 years (grades 5 to 12 or grades 5 to 13). Schools in Saxony 

and Thuringia consist of only 12 grades. Nearly all Länder meanwhile 

offer or plan to offer the possibility of acquiring the final certificate 

(Abitur) after 12 years of schooling. There are also high schools with 

grades 11 to 13 only, which as a rule are open to pupils with a final 

certificate from intermediate schools. The final certificate awarded 

by high schools (Abitur) qualifies its holder for studies at all institu-

tions of higher education. 

 Comprehensive Schools /Gesamtschulen 

Comprehensive schools combine the different types of secondary 

school in various organizational and curricular forms. There are in-

tegrated comprehensive schools (joint classes for all pupils) as well 

as additive and cooperative comprehensive schools. They offer the 

possibility to achieve a high school certificate (Abitur) after class 13. 

 Secondary Schools /Sekundarschulen 

Secondary schools are a newly introduced type of school joining 

together the secondary general schools (Hauptschule) and the 

intermediate schools (Realschule). They offer the possibility to leave 

school after grade 10 with an intermediate school certificate (Real-

schulabschluss) or to continue for three more years (grades 10 – 13) 

and acquire a high school certificate (Abitur). Introduction of this 

type of school was planned and has started so far only in the Land 

of Berlin. 

 Collective Schools /Gemeinschaftsschulen 

Collective schools are also a newly introduced type of school joining 

together elementary school, the secondary general school (Haupt-

schule) and the intermediate school (Realschule), so children learn 

at least from grade 1 – 10. They offer the possibility to leave school 

after grade 10 with an intermediate school certificate (Realschulab-

schluss) or to continue for three more years (grades 10 – 13) and 

acquire a high school certificate (Abitur). 

Introduction of the latter two new types of school was planned and 

has started so far only in the Land of Berlin. High schools (Gymna-

sium) will further exist besides the secondary schools and the collec-

tive schools and offer the Abitur in 12 years of schooling. There are 

thoughts in other Länder to introduce this or a similar system too. 

 Special Ed. Schools /Sonderschulen 

Special schools apply special teaching concepts which meet the 

special needs of children and adolescents with handicaps. There are 

different schools for the different kinds of handicap. Special schools 

provide not only teaching at the primary and secondary levels, both 

stage I and stage II, (sometimes organized as boarding schools), but 

also practical advice for everyday life and support for social integra-

tion. Corresponding institutions are also available at the level of in-

termediate schools, high schools and vocational schools. This type 

of school will most likely be phased out as recent United Nations 

so-called Inclusion Rules are adopted to better integrate children 

with special needs. 

 Dual Vocational Training /Duale Berufsausbildung 

The system is called dual because education and training are pro-

vided at two places of learning: in companies and in part-time 

vocational schools. This is the main type of vocational training in 

Germany. At present there are 326 recognized occupations for 

which the Federal Government has issued training directives.

 Universities (Including Technical Universities) /

Universitäten (inclusive Technischer Universitäten) 

Universities are the traditional type of higher education institution 

in Germany. They provide courses for a broad range of study sub-

jects. The traditional degree awarded at a university was the Ma-

gister or the Diplom (both were equal to a master’s degree). Actual 

coursework generally totals nine semesters (four and a half years) 

of full-time study with various options for specialization. Universi-

ties combine teaching and research and have the right to award 
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doctorate degrees. In an effort to make educational degrees more 

compatible within Europe, the traditional German university de-

grees were phased out and replaced by the European bachelor’s 

and master’s degree by the end of 2010. While attempts were made 

to phase-in moderate tuition fees, most public German universities 

are tuition-free. 


