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How do differences in the
German and American
school systems impact
immigrants’ integration
into the two societies?
What can the U.S. and
Germany do to improve
immigrant education and
integration?

The U.S. and German labor forces rely heavily on immigration to close the widening gap
created by an aging workforce and declining native population. At the same time, labor markets fueling the global economy are increasingly dependent on a highly-skilled workforce.
Therefore, successful integration of immigrant populations has become paramount in maintaining a competitive edge in the global economy. Compulsory educational systems provide
a pivotal context to enculturate immigrant youth and effectively prepare them for the twentyfirst century workforce.1
As Schleicher concluded, the “capacity to compete in the global knowledge economy will
depend on whether its higher education institutions can meet the fast growing demand for
high-level skills. But that, in turn, will hinge on significant improvements in the quality of
schooling outcomes and equity in learning opportunities.”2 Success in higher education is,
therefore, contingent on improvements in compulsory education and promoting equitable
access to education for all children.
The global economy’s mandate for increasingly higher skill-sets has illuminated the deficits
in our ability to maximize the potential of immigrant labor forces by means of successful integration in the school systems and equitable access to educational opportunities. In comparison to their native peers, data show that immigrant children lag significantly in
performance measures and often have limited access to more advanced secondary and
tertiary education in both countries.
Although the cultural conditions surrounding the German and U.S. educational systems differ, a comparison of each nation’s federal-level educational policies and practices provides
a rich context for collaboration in remedying disparities and improving our efforts to effectively integrate immigrant children.
Immigration: The General Context
The total population as of 2007 in Germany was 82.2 million of which 7.26 million (8.82
percent) were foreigners without German citizenship.3 Immigrants predominately settle in
the western states and in city centers where labor demand is higher.4 Generally, there has
been a steady decline in immigration since 2000 (falling from 841,200 to 661,900), but more
Germans are emigrating and the net balance in the general population is being made up
by foreigners.5
In comparing the immigration contexts of Germany and the United States, one important
difference to remember is that all children born in the United States to immigrants are by
definition natives. General statistics therefore reflect the number of non-U.S. born immigrants and do not account for the large number of children born to immigrant households.
The total population as of 2007 in the United States was estimated at 301.3 million6 of which
approximately 37.9 million (12.58 percent) were foreign-born populations without U.S. citizenship.7 Immigrants now account for one in eight U.S. residents (compared to 1 in 16 in
1980). As of 2000, the states with the highest percentages of foreigners were California
(27.6 percent), New York (21.6 percent), New Jersey (21.6 percent), and Florida (19.1 percent). The data shows that immigration in the United States has been on the rise since the
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1980s and that the net population increase is directly linked to increased immigration. Immigrant
populations account for 34 percent of U.S. population growth in the last seven years, and when the
annual net immigration growth of 1.2 million is added to the 950,000 births to immigrants each year,
the total impact of immigration accounts for almost three-fourths of U.S. population growth.8
General immigration logically affects the necessity to integrate immigrant children into school systems and although the basic structure of the German and U.S. systems differ in particular at the
secondary level,9 in the compulsory educational setting we share many areas of concern such as
the high percentage of school-leavers and disparate access to education.
Germany: School System & Integration
Approximately 9.6 percent of children enrolled in the German school system are immigrants, and
this percentage has remained relatively stable since 2000 even though there has been a 6 percent
decline in overall enrollment of all school-aged children. There is a marked disparity between the
percentages of immigrant children versus German children enrolled in specific types of schools.
Data from the 2006/7 school year show that in comparison with their native German counterparts,
almost twice as many immigrant children will attend Hauptschule (22 percent versus 10.12 percent
of German natives) and Förderschule, the more stigmatized and less prestigious of the schools (7
percent versus 4 percent), and almost three times as many German natives will attend Gymnasium
(27.7 percent versus 11.7 percent of immigrant children).10 These disparities suggest that the German school system continues to battle inequitable access to education.11
Germany: National-Level Educational Policy
In Germany, authority to determine educational policy is ultimately held by the states. Significant
policies to address integration of immigrant populations have, however, been established at the national level by means of the Kultusministerkonferenz (KMK) or ‘Standing Conference of the Ministers
of Education and Cultural Affairs of the States in the Federal Republic of Germany’.12 For example,
in 2001, the KMK documented changes to the Hamburg Accord13 designed to ease integration of
ethnic Germans and foreign students by allowing language instruction in additional languages and
recognizing the languages of origin countries or Russian as part of the foreign language requirements.14
More recent KMK resolutions have included a 2006 report15 in which national goals for the integration
of children of migrant heritage were outlined and accepted by the states and a 2008 report16 written
in collaboration with the Federal Ministry of Education and Research and providing further updates
regarding language learning and instruction in part for immigrants and ethnic Germans.
Germany: Challenges
Key barriers to the successful integration of school children in Germany include: limited language
proficiency, disparities in academic knowledge bases, difficulty in adapting to a new learning culture,
limited knowledge of the German school system and its educational opportunities, limited contact
with native populations and the German language, and the persistence of ethnocentrism and misconceptions about immigrant populations.17
U.S.: School System and Immigration
In the United States, immigration accounts for virtually all of the national increase in public school
enrollment over the last two decades. In 2007, 10.8 million immigrant children accounted for 20.2
percent of the total school-age population. Fewer than one-fourth (2.7 million) of these children are
immigrants themselves with the remainder being U.S.-born children with immigrant parents.18
The U.S. school system differs from Germany’s in that for the most part, all school-aged children
attend the same types of learning institutions. A study in 2000 found that most immigrant children
perform as well or better than their native peers, but that specific subpopulations (Mexican and Central American students in particular) are less likely to continue schooling beyond the eighth grade
and those that do are more likely to repeat a grade or fail to graduate.19
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U.S.: Federal Educational Policy
States and localities hold the authority in determining the structure and curricula of compulsory education in the United States. As with Germany, however, federal policy does exist to guide states in
the implementation of their education systems. Federal influence in the United States is primarily
exerted by means of funding and research. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965),
for example, is a federal statute which funds professional development initiatives, the development
of instructional materials, resources to support educational programs, and the promotion of parental
involvement. Total federal funding for education in 2008 was $37.9 billion.20 Many of the Titles contained within this Act are relevant to immigrant education (e.g., Title VII Bilingual Education Programs).21
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (2001)22 is federal legislation requiring states to set educational
standards for achievement in basic skills at different grade levels and to take steps to improve performance if schools are not meeting the standards as measured by standardized tests. NCLB provides for eventual removal of students and funding from failing schools. It is important to note that
NCLB is applied to all school-age children, whether they are citizens or residing legally or illegally
in the United States.23
U.S.: Challenges
A recent Urban Institute study isolated two specific subpopulations of immigrant children at the secondary level that have particular difficulty: immigrant teens, who begin schooling with gaps in their
knowledge base (usually neither fully literate in the native or English languages); and students from
non-English speaking homes, who have been in the system longer, but have not mastered basic
language and literacy skills. Results of the study further illuminated four distinct challenges in immigrant education, including: the shortage of teachers trained in assisting immigrant children; the
departmentalization of subjects (much like in colleges) and the division of the day into 50-minute
periods (less conducive to individualized instruction); the lack of standards, adequate testing, and
accountability of LEP (Limited English Proficiency) and of immigrant students (especially in light of
NCLB); and gaps in our knowledge base for simultaneously providing subject-matter and language
instruction.24
A comparison of the German and U.S. education systems, their federal or national-level policies,
and the challenges to effectively integrating immigrant populations provides the opportunity to make
some preliminary recommendations for improvement and areas where transatlantic collaboration
might prove beneficial.
Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Pre-service teacher preparation in both countries must include a nationally-mandated component for integrated theoretical and practical training related to students with special needs (including immigrant populations).
This could be achieved in the United States by means of the National Council for the Accreditation
of Teacher Education (NCATE).25 NCATE establishes performance-based standards for program
areas and the pre-service professional development of teacher candidates, school specialists, and
administrators of P-12 systems. Standard #4 requires that teacher candidates acquire skills for facilitating the learning of all students and for interacting with diverse groups. But in its current form,
this standard does not require the systematic and intensive training needed to adequately prepare
teacher candidates for diagnosing or integrating diverse populations. NCATE should require that
teacher candidates complete an endorsement for special needs populations such as English as a
Second Language, Special Education, Urban education, or less commonly taught languages and
cultures (e.g., Swahili), and require a minimum of ninety-six contact hours directly observing and
teaching the target populations. Flexibility should remain with the institutions and the State Boards
of Education in determining what special needs endorsements are available to candidates and best
serve the P-12 student populations in their regions. Teacher-training programs should also be required to demonstrate how instruction and practical experience related to teaching diverse populations is integrated across the content area and teacher education curricula (rather than treated as
3
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a separate subject in a specific course, for example).
In Germany, teacher training can be influenced at the national level by means of the Kultusministerkonferenz (KMK). In 2004, the KMK established national standards for theoretical and practical
teacher preparation with one of the focus areas being “Differentiation, integration and advancement/aid” in order to address the growing intercultural dimension of education. These standards
were accepted by the states as fundamentals for teacher training to be implemented, applied and
evaluated starting in the 2005/2006 academic year. Competence #4, for example, requires candidates “to recognize disadvantages and implement pedagogical assistance and preventative measures.”26
The KMK should continue to advocate state adherence to the 2004 standards with the goal that all
states have required modules integrated throughout teacher candidate preparation and in-service
training for aiding youth of migrant heritage. For pre-service teachers, a practicum during Preparatory Service (Vorbereitungsdienst) working directly with immigrant populations should be required,
and the First or Second State Examination (Erste or Zweite Staatsprüfungen) should require demonstrated proficiency in conducting diagnostic evaluation and working with children of migrant heritage.
Recommendation 2: Both nations should develop national standards designed for those
students with limited language proficiency.
In the United States, there is a movement for establishing national standards for many basic subject
areas. If the No Child Left Behind Act is to assess the achievement of basic skill levels set forth by
the states, then LEP students must have clearly defined benchmarks of achievement and valid testing instruments; testing knowledge of mathematics, rather than the child’s ability to comprehend
the prompts written in English.
In the same way, the efforts of the KMK and the Institute for Educational Progress (Institut zur Qualitätsentwicklung im Bildungswesen or IQB) to establish national standards must include standards
for immigrant populations with limited language proficiency.
Recommendation 3: Expand the research mission of the IQB in Germany to inform KMK policy decisions and regional program funding.
The KMK resolutions assert the need for evaluation of the national standards for teaching and learning approved and implemented by the German states and to this end, the IQB was established in
2004. It supports the German states in evaluating the implementation of the Standards set forth by
the KMK.27
What is missing in Germany is a centralized, national-level focus on empirical evaluation of the preK to 13 context similar to that provided by the U.S. National Center for Education Evaluation and
Regional Assistance (NCEE).28 The research component of the IQB should be substantially expanded. The reliance on international reports (e.g., PISA) to justify initial funding of programs is understandable, but the program outcomes need to be evaluated to ensure they are successful within
the German context.
The Federal Ministry of Education and Research (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung
or BMBF) website states that “an empirically founded educational research is necessary for the development of the education system. The Federal Government will support the states in their reform
of the education system through a stronger commitment into educational research.”29 The BMBF
should, therefore, allocate a portion of the 16 percent of the annual budget (€10.2 billion in 2009)30
to the expansion of the IQB’s mission to perform research.
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Recommendation 4: Both nations need to support active networking to promote the sharing
of best practices in immigrant education.
The United States needs to establish a means for systematic networking between the policymakers
of the states much like the KMK in Germany. Such collaboration could be facilitated by means of
the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education. Currently, the
closest equivalent to the KMK in the United States is the National Association of State Boards of
Education (NASBE), which plays a similar role in promoting collaboration between the state secretaries of education. NASBE has an annual conference, but it does not facilitate the close collaboration of states to the extent the KMK in Germany does.31
In addition, both nations need to strengthen their networking at the transnational level—forming an
institutional roundtable in which leaders in the realm of integration in education and immigrant organizations are actively involved. For example, a closer collaboration between the IQB of Germany
and the NCEE of the U.S. could easily and effectively be established in order to share best practices
for immigrant education as well as to guide future research at both institutions.
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