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Abstract

This article deals with the academic skills of children in the developmental age range from 6 to 10 years. During
this time, the primary schooltime, children learn the basic skills for their entire further educational path. They are
taught the main subjects German, mathematics, science/subjects, physical education, music, religion and art.
Depending on the federal state and geographical location, a second foreign language may be added. However, this
tends to play a polemical, subordinate role. In addition, almost every primary school teaches German as a foreign
language. Observations and monitoring of vocational school classes for future educators revealed a problem and
also the complaint of many primary school teachers: that the performance of the pupils is getting worse year after
year. It seems that basic skills are being learned later and later, and with more and more effort. Also, the rules of
social interaction often have to be painstakingly practiced and constantly repeated to make learning together in
classrooms possible. This should be investigated. During this time, children learn the basic skills for their entire
further educational path. The article deals with the question: How much has the educational level of primary school
school pupils in Germany has increased or decreased in the years 2021 and 2022? This question was investigated
with the help of a qualitative content analysis in which the German education studies and the PISA study since
2016 were evaluated. Common to all study results is the deterioration of learning outcomes: many of the pupils
have a deterioration in their performance in all tested areas: Reading and comprehension, writing and mathematics.

Keywords: lack of competence in reading, writing, listening, mathematics, high migration in the classroom,
Jel codes: 120, 121

1. Introduction

In October 2022, the primary school landscape in the Federal Republic of Germany becomes a main part in the
daily news. The results of the education study (IQB) were published and the discussions of the educational
development of pupils started. Nationwide, there is a shortage of thousands of teachers and educators, and the
staffing situation is expected to worsen as many teachers retire in the coming years. The influx of refugees since
2015 and the Ukrainian refugee children, who are to be integrated into the school system as quickly as possible,
are increasing class sizes and further exacerbating the teacher shortage.

In the school year 2021, 771700 children were be enrolled in primary schools. In North Rhine-Westphalia, the
most populous federal state, more than 170,000 children started school in the school year 2020/21. Currently,
Germany trains a total of 18% fewer teachers than they recruit. Bavaria, Baden-Wiirttemberg and North Rhine-
Westphalia train more than half of all prospective teachers, but North Rhine-Westphalia alone was more than 4400
teachers short at the start of the 2022/2023 school year. Overall, there is currently a shortage of about 40,000
teachers, and from 2026 onwards, when schools are to be expanded to all-day care, there will be a shortage of
close to 80,000 teachers (Rackles, M. (2021: 7-30).

Although the federal government has significantly increased state spending on education, the performance of
pupils is not improving, but deteriorating. In Germany, the proportion of children with a migration background
and the proportion of children from precarious social backgrounds is steadily increasing.

Around one fifth of students leave school without any qualifications and without basic skills in reading, writing
and arithmetic. These people then receive financial support from the state-often for the rest of their lives. After the
first IGLU study and the Pisa study in 2001, it was also clear to many education researchers that something urgently
needs to happen and that (early) child support plays a very important role in this process in order to provide the
next generation with sufficient qualifications in the school and post-school sector and to lay the foundation, so to
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speak, for further development. The primary school therefore has an enormous task: to develop and apply all the
competences so that the child then has a positive development throughout his or her school career.

Primary school lasts four years in the Federal Republic of Germany and it is here that probably the biggest
transition process for children's educational path takes place: the change to secondary school. Thus, the transition
to the 5th grade of lower secondary school often determines the final educational path for many children.

2. Methods

The question: How much has the educational level of primary school pupils in Germany increased or decreased in
the years 2021 and 20227 Is the research question of this article. In this article the method is a qualitative literature
review (Mayring, 2022, p.11-96) as the central method, which presents the current state of research with the latest
studies-beginning 2016. The studies have been chosen since this year, when the large movement of refugees
arrived in Germany and the primary school classes had to take in a lot of migrant children. Unlike most of the
older children, who were placed in separate language classes, the primary school-aged children have since been
placed in the regular classes of the primary schools. The selected german studies are the largest studies in Germany
conducted in schools. They depict the subject-related and interdisciplinary competences of the pupils. This was
done in 5 steps: As the research question was defined in advance, a list of keywords related to this question was
created. These were: Social behaviour in classroom, Educational outcomes, Education and migration,
Comparative studies in primary education, Comparison of competences among primary school children. For this
purpose, various databases were searched, starting with Google Scholar, edoc, Statista, web of Science, Deutsches
Schulportal and the databases of the universities of Berlin and Bayreuth, which conducted the two preferred
studies.

78 relevant publications were found, 45 publications were dismissed after further review. A total of 21sources
were selected as primarly relevant sources according to categorization and used as the basis for the present analysis.
In the first step, the studies of the last five years (TIMSS 2019, VERA 2016/2021, PISA 2019/2022) that were
conducted at (primary) schools in Germany were analyzed within the framework of a descriptive review. The focus
then was on the BiKS and IQB studies, the BiKS study because they asked which role play the parents and the
social situation of the pupils (Wippermann, K. et al., 2013: 402-413). and the IQB monitoring because it is the
newest data report and includes all competences.

The category system is subdivided into two areas: 1. What has improved positively in the students' competence
areas? or what has deteriorated? Categories are based on the individual competence areas of the pupils: 1: reading,
2: writing, 3: arithmetic, and on the social factor of the children: 4: language deficits due to migration. The code
system can be seen graphically in Figure 1.

The literature was evaluated in the first step, or rather passages from it. The categories are developed from this.
These are checked in the constant interaction of the question of the article and the available literature. Here, five
categories were developed, which were then further analyzed: Social behavior in the classroom, education and
migration, comparative studies in primary school research, comparison of skills of primary school children as well
as the skills curricula. from this follows the first coding, such as the differences in achievement between boys and
girls or the use of learning assessment. This, like all coding, was back-checked with the following question.
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An example of the coding guide from the figure:

Category Definition Example of anchor Coding
Comparison of | Comparative tests are | "VERA Study"
competences among | about teachers analysing | According to the study, | Educational evaluation;

primary school children; | and interpreting the | more than 20% of 3rd
results  against  the | grade students did not
background of the lessons | meet  the ~ minimum
taught. Results feedback | standards for primary
can be used to identify | school graduation in
students' support needs. reading and mathematics, | Subcoding

and 34% in spelling. language acquisition,
reading, writing,
arithmetic

In primary schools, various studies such as VERA, PISA, TiMSS, IGLU, 1QB or BiKs are used. The aim of these
is to develop generally applicable standards for teaching and to see where students stand in their knowledge
competence. The aim is comparability, not only through international studies such as PISA, but also comparability
between the 16 federal states in Germany. The PISA study is consulted because it includes reading as a focus and
this is a basic competence acquired in primary school. And the children who were at the end of their primary
schooling in 2016 are participants in the PISA study in the secondary | level in 2022.

In addition to the PISA, VERA and TiMMs studies, the BIKS study and the IQB study serve as the main theoretical
basis for this text. The second study in focus is the 1QB study of the University of Berlin, an educational monitoring
throughout Germany every five years with the aim of determining the educational level of pupils in the basic
competencies.

It started with the only international study, PISA 2019, which tested the areas of reading literacy, mathematics and
science, with a focus on reading literacy in 2019. Then the German studies were examined, TIMSS 2019, BiKS
2019, 1QB, 2021, VERA 2016-202.The focus was on the BiKS and 1QB studies. The central question arises from
the comparative data, in particular from the 1QB study, in which the pupil performance in all areas of competence
from 2016 to 2021 becomes clear. The 1QB study is analysed because it represents the educational level of all
German states and currently provides the latest results, the study was conducted in spring 2021 and the results
were announced in October 2022. The 1QB study is a monitoring study that is conducted every 5 years in Germany.
It was started in 2011, then tested again in 2016 and the last survey was conducted in 2021.
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Hierarchisches Code-Subcodes-Modell

literature
@ @] 0 @]
Social behaviour in classroom Education and migration Comparative studies in primary Comparison of competences Competence teaching plans
/ education among primary school children
/ \ |
— @ @ Skills differences boys/girls ° | @
Evidence-based education Educational upportunm s and Kindergarten and pre-school primary education |language deficits due to individual leaming
social background. education / migration
lcm © ] ° i
; ; Defintion of education Educational evaluation
Educational inequality children differentiation of teaching forms
@] ©
0 ) R
fransition processes — foreign language acquisition
kindergarten primary schools Leaming assessments
Reflection and use
5] 5] G 5] @]

langiage acquisition reading wriing  arithmetic leaming forms

Figure 1: Coding Scheme used
3. Results

In 2019, the PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) study, organised by the OECD, focused on
students' reading skills, which are not just about reading but about the ability to understand texts, comprehend the
content, recognise sources and classify them. German students are in the middle of the field, like Belgium,
Australia, France et al; but they have deteriorated in all three areas compared to the last survey. The proportion of
those who can read particularly well has increased to 11%, but the proportion of pupils who are particularly weak
in reading has increased to 21% at the Gymnasium, and to 29% at the lower school types. Approximately 175 of
the pupils can hardly understand and reflect on text statements. In mathematics, they are in the good midfield
above the OECD average, but have also deteriorated here since 2012, when mathematics was the focus of the
study. In science, they are in the stable midfield, but here, too, only the grammar school pupils are holding their
own; the pupils in the other types of school have become worse.

The BIiKS study is a longitudinal study in the period 2005-2019, where psychologists, educationalists and
sociologists jointly researched which variables influence the educational process in the years and on which basis
decisions are made for school choices and later for tertiary education. Within the framework of the study BiKS:
Educational Processes, Competence Development and Selection Decisions in Pre-School and School Age, school
enrolment was investigated in its prehistory, its course and its consequences by accompanying 547 children from
97 kindergarten groups and their families in two federal states from the transition process from family to
kindergarten and further named transition processes. In addition to the parents, the educators, teachers and school
headmasters were also interviewed in the surveys, which were conducted every six months at the beginning and
later every year. Both empirical-quantitative and qualitative methods were used. The central object of research is
the interaction of developmental and educational processes in kindergarten, primary and secondary school, but
also in the secondary and tertiary sector, as well as the learning conditions in the parental home. How and by whom
are school decisions and educational opportunities of a child controlled? What role do parents play in their child's
education? The study also examines how language and thinking are connected and how this can be optimally
promoted. Although this study was conducted in Bavaria and Hessen and not in NRW, the data can be broadly
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transferred to all other federal states in Germany. The outstanding feature of this study is the multi-layered
approach to the educational process of a child, because parents and school headmasters are also included in the
survey, so the results have a great complexity that does more justice to the complex educational process of a child
than a one-sided survey or observation.

Concluding from the results for the age range up to 11 years, it can be said that a stimulating living environment
with conscious leisure time activities of parents and children has a cognitive and linguistic stimulating effect, so
that the child's willingness to make an effort is stimulated, ambition and motivation, and overall the child's
willingness to learn is created; furthermore, the results showed that in the primary school years, the child's social
relationships (peers) and linguistic competence are elementarily formative for every type of interaction. Positive
relationships in the class group as well as a relationship with parents that is characterized by recognition, respect
and high educational aspirations go hand in hand with a child's stronger self-concept. Likewise, mastery of the
German language is absolutely necessary for school attendance; especially for children with a migration
background, learning German as an educational language is a basic prerequisite for meeting the requirements of
primary schools. In 2021, the basic competencies of 4th graders in primary schools in Germany were tested, and
the test results showed that 4th graders have significant knowledge gaps in all competency areas (language and
mathematics) before they move on to secondary school. The proportion of migrant children in primary schools has
increased sharply in all federal states, but especially in the states that also scored lowest in the test, including North
Rhine-Westphalia.

This study includes three levels of comparison: the social comparison (comparison of the federal states with each
other), the critical comparison (comparison to previously defined criteria in the minimum standard, regular
standard, regular standard plus, optimal standard) and the ipsative comparison (trend developments in the cohort
groups). The aim of these different levels in the study is to find out what proportion of fourth graders achieve at
least the regular standard and what proportion fail to achieve the minimum standard. Following on from this, the
critical comparative perspective is combined with trend analysis to examine how the distributions of fourth graders
across the proficiency levels in the individual countries have changed over time and how the results are
subsequently dealt with. Overall, it can be seen that pupils with and without a migration background lose
educational level in all competence areas (reading comprehension, listening, writing, mathematics). However, the
children of the 1st and 2nd generation of immigrant families drop much more significantly in their performance
than the children without an immigrant background. (Stanat, P.et al., 2022, p.181-201). Around 20% of pupils do
not reach the minimum standards, and of the regular standards, which are the actual educational goal, only half of
the children reach the goal.

4. Discussion

The initial question of the article was whether the results of primary school pupils in educational studies in
Germany have improved or deteriorated in the competence areas of reading, writing, mathematics and science
education. Overall, the studies have all shown a deterioration in student performance in all areas.

Due to the negative results, politicians are how entering the debate about the causes of these poor results and are
looking for causes and culprits. A reform of teacher training and a change in teaching methods are now being
debated, politicians are aware of the significant staff shortage in schools and are calling for more lateral entrants
to schools or a different university training for prospective teachers. The training and study of teachers is discussed
as the cause of what could be changed in order to bring as many staff as possible into the schools as quickly as
possible in order to raise the performance of the pupils.

After evaluating the BiKS and IQB studies, it becomes clear that the children show significant deterioration in all
sub-areas. Be it in listening, reading, listening comprehension, arithmetic or writing. But more and more children
are also conspicuous for their deficits in physical education or in behaviour at recess. The reasons for these poor
results are manifold in the public discussion.

In all countries, the proportion of students who no longer meet the standard has increased. Particularly striking is
the lack of reading and listening skills among fourth graders in 2021, which has increased sharply over the past 5
years. Berlin/Brandenburg, Bremen and North Rhine-Westphalia perform particularly poorly. The difference in
competence between the federal state with the best and the worst performance in the competence average
corresponds to about one school year of learning time in the area of reading and listening and about 2/3 of a school
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year of learning time in the area of spelling (Stanat, P. et al., 2022, p. 81-92). In mathematics, the difference in
competence corresponds to slightly more than % of a school year (Stanat, P. et al., 2022: p. 93-102).

The proportion of children with a migration background and children from disadvantaged backgrounds is
particularly high in the above-mentioned federal states. In North Rhine-Westphalia, every 5th pupil (21.6%) has
significant deficits in reading, so that they do not meet the minimum requirements. In the comparative year 2016,
this figure was only 15.7% in NRW. Pupils do even worse in spelling, where 32.6% of the pupil body do not have
the minimum competence; here too the proportion has risen from 23.9% to 32.6% in the last 5 years. In
mathematics, only 28.1% met the minimum requirements. This is 8.9% more than in 2016.

Disastrous: The most worrying results are achieved by the pupils in listening comprehension, this trend can also
be observed nationwide. Only 53.6 % reach the standard. 23.3% cannot listen well at school. This puts NRW,
together with Berlin (27.1) and Bremen (27.4), above the national average.

In North Rhine-Westphalia, 42.2% of pupils still speak a language other than German in 2021, which puts NRW
above the national average of 36.2%. The results of the children with a migration background, where the children
of the 1st and 2nd generation are combined, show a significantly worse performance overall in all areas than the
German children (Stanat, P.et al., 2022: 181-211).

All in all, the 1QB study, the BiKS study as well as the study at a primary school show that children have suffered
severe losses in their educational level, which affects all social classes, but especially children with a migration
background and children from educationally disadvantaged classes, whereby this double burden is present in
combination for very many children. Certainly, the pandemic has also taken its toll, as can be seen from other
country studies, but the deterioration was already evident in Germany in 2016, so there is much to suggest that this
downward trend will continue if the refugee movement and the poor economic situation persist. In Germany, about
20% of the under-18s are considered "at risk of poverty" in 2021. (Statista Research Department, 2023)

The poor results are made up of several reasons. Certainly, many things were demanded of the children during the
pandemic: cancelled classes, distance learning, divided learning groups, classes cut in half in alternating shifts,And
we have many classes with 40-95% foreign children who do not speak German as their mother tongue. North
Rhine-Westphalia for example has many social hotspots, the families there remain among themselves, do not speak
German. When the children then go to German kindergartens, where they also speak with native speakers in their
language, these children come to primary school with such a low vocabulary that they can hardly compensate for
these deficits. The language deficits must be improved in German lessons so that the pupils can also follow the
tasks in the other subjects. The PISA study and the VERA study highlight the deteriorating German language skills
of children and this also applies to German children who speak German as their mother tongue.

5. Conclusion

One possible solution: If the children no longer speak German as their mother tongue, significantly more hours
would have to be taught in German (as a foreign language) - and not by one teacher, but at least hourly in tandems.
The core subjects should be the main part of the lessons so that there is enough time to practice, practice and repeat
the material. One discussion that needs to be initiated is the compulsory inclusion of families and children with a
migration background: how can these families be motivated, but also obliged, to engage with the language and
educational opportunities of their own children? how do we enable and demand more participation? How can we
bind families from educationally disadvantaged milieus more strongly to the schools? The results of the BiKS
study reveal the importance of parental care and close supervision of their own children. When children are closely
supervised and supported in their learning process, their school performance improves.

A possibility on the part of the state would also be to consider whether kindergarten attendance should be
compulsory at least one year before starting school and whether all-day care at primary schools should be
compulsory for these children. On the other hand: the content of teaching must be adapted to the high immigration,
teacher training must be sensitized to this, as well as to the topic of inclusion, because this is not a central topic in
teacher training (except for special needs education).

Another solution: self-learning skills. The children tested were strongly affected by the consequences of the school
closures in the corona pandemic. This may explain some things, but it does not excuse them. In particular children
from socio-economically weaker families were and are particularly hard hit. If one wants to make proper use of
digitalization, which is still progressing very hesitantly in Germany, self-learning skills must first be taught as
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early as possible. So it would have to be taught from the beginning of first grade: How do | learn to learn
independently? How do | acquire learning material at home and how do | organize my learning? These skills need
to be practiced from the beginning of schooling so that children from all educational backgrounds are empowered
to manage and develop their learning.

To test the study results, the next step is interviews with teachers at primary schools who work with the children
on a daily basis. For this purpose, a primary school in a socially deprived district in NRW was selected that was
willing to conduct qualitative interviews. If, after this evaluation, it is found that the study results agree with the
teachers' statements on certain points, the causes would have to be uncovered and dealt with. Possible starting
points would be: teaching methods, class sizes, educational partnerships with parents.
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