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Germany has undergone a significant transformation from a nation that saw itself 
as culturally homogeneous to a society characterized by diversity and immigration. 
The education system, however, continues to struggle to meet the needs of children 
and young people from diverse backgrounds. This manifests in forms of unequal 
treatment and discrimination that impede the effective integration and education 
of students from different ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and religious groups. This is 
particularly true for students from nonacademic, low–socioeconomic status back-
grounds, as well as for students from immigrant families: categories that frequently 
overlap. However, there are promising educational interventions and initiatives that 
address issues of democracy, diversity, and equal opportunity in schools. I provide 
an overview of select issues in the production and reproduction of inequality in the 
German school system and in everyday teaching practices, with a focus on including 
students of immigrant origin. 

Issues of educational inequality came back into the public eye in the early 2000s, 
when the publication of the OECD’s Program for International Student Assess-
ment Study (PISA) shook the education system and Germany’s general belief 

in the meritocratic principle. The study found that Germany performed poorly  
and that the educational success of students was closely linked to their socio- 
economic background. The results also revealed the educational disparity be-
tween young people with and without a “migration background,” a term that has 
come under criticism because it lumps together people with very different con-
nections to migration.1 

PISA triggered an important public debate on how to explain these worrying 
empirical results and how to respond to them. A popular argument was to blame 
students of immigrant origin for the poor performance of the German education 
system on an international stage. These critics claimed the country’s performance 
was linked to supposedly weak German language skills of immigrant students, 
while the poor performance of the education system–which was clearly unable 
to adapt to the demographic change, for example, for students in need of German 
as a second language–was hardly questioned.2 
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As a result, various measures were taken to tackle these problems. National 
educational standards were introduced, early childhood education was expand-
ed, and the systematic implementation of all-day schools by 2026 was decided up-
on.3 Subsequent waves of large-scale educational assessments have shown some 
improvement.4 Nevertheless, the link between educational success and the home 
remains.

Both the COVID-19 pandemic and recent increases in admission of young ref-
ugees into Germany (primarily from Syria in 2015 and Ukraine in 2022) have once 
again exposed and reinforced the already existing inadequacies and inequalities 
of the German school system. In recent years, the need for the education system 
to respond to a diverse student body and provide educational opportunities and 
prospects has therefore become more urgent.

Although recent opinion polls demonstrate a growing consciousness of so-
cial inequalities and discrimination in Germany, as well as greater recogni-
tion that immigrants and their families are part of German society, schools 

nonetheless tend to frame diverse classrooms as a problem or challenge.5 This of-
ten manifests in stereotyping, bias, and forms of discrimination that hinder the ef-
fective inclusion and education of students from particular ethnic, linguistic, and 
religious groups–including refugee students, Muslim students, students of Roma 
descent, and students of color. However, there are promising initiatives and pro-
grams from both government and civil society that address issues of diversity, de-
mocracy, and equality in schools. In this essay, I present a few selected examples of 
these developments, after outlining relevant dimensions of educational inequality 
against the backdrop of current immigration policy and demographic trends. 

Discussing relevant dimensions of educational equity in German schools re-
quires us to look at the demographic, social, and political composition of Ger-
man society. Considering Germany from a purely demographic perspective, three  
developments stand out: German citizens are becoming fewer, older, and more 
diverse. All three demographic developments are linked to immigration and play 
a decisive role in the stability of the social system, economic growth, and the fu-
ture architecture of education in Germany.

Over the last sixty years, Germany has changed from a nation that saw itself as 
culturally homogeneous to a society that recognizes the diversity created by im-
migration. A vibrant and far-reaching history of immigration has long been vis-
ible in the cityscapes, streets, workplaces, kindergartens, and schools, most es-
pecially in urban areas. Nevertheless, it was not until the turn of the millennium 
that Germany began to more broadly accept this multicultural reality. In times of 
global conflicts and humanitarian crises, Germany has become an important des-
tination country for refugees and asylum-seekers. In 2015, more than one million 
refugees moved to Germany from Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and other countries 
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where people were forcibly displaced and escaping political oppression, persecu-
tion, and war. Since 2021, over one million refugees from Ukraine have moved to 
Germany.6

Germany is home to roughly 84 million inhabitants. According to the Federal 
Statistical Office in 2022, 23.8 million people in Germany had a migration back-
ground, which means that they or at least one of their parents were not German 
citizens at birth.7 This corresponds to a share of almost 29 percent. A slim major-
ity of these (51 percent) were German nationals, while 49 percent were foreign 
nationals. Considering people with a migration background based on their mi-
gration experience, almost two-thirds (64 percent) of them had migrated to Ger-
many themselves, and 36 percent were born in Germany.8 Many of them trace 
their family biographies back to the times when the Federal Republic of Germany 
(FRG) and the German Democratic Republic (GDR) actively recruited foreign la-
bor from, for example, Spain, Greece, Turkey, Tunisia, Vietnam, Hungary, Cuba, 
and Mozambique. These are the children and grandchildren of the “guestwork-
ers” and “contract workers” (most came between the 1960s and the 1980s) who 
chose not to return to their home countries, but rather to settle in Germany.9 Ev-
ery fourth person in Germany today has family experiences connected to migra-
tion, which usually means being socialized with a variety of cultural practices, lan-
guages, and religious traditions.10 Hence a growing number of German citizens 
have ancestors who have not always lived in Germany, or who live transnational 
lives, commuting between different regions and countries.

After the United States, Germany has become the world’s second top destina-
tion for migrants.11 Germany has unintentionally become a country of immigra-
tion. As such, German society is renegotiating and adjusting to issues of multiple 
belongings and identities, participation, and equal opportunity within increas-
ingly diverse contexts. Political scientist Naika Foroutan has described Germany 
as a “post-migrant society.” Based on this analysis, she argues that Germany needs 
to establish a new national narrative recognizing migration as a common feature 
of German society in the past, present, and future.12

The emerging new self-image of Germany as an immigrant society went hand 
in hand with migration and integration policy reforms. A new modern citizenship 
law was introduced in 1999, followed by an immigration law in 2005, which includ-
ed integration strategies, concepts, and measurements, such as German language, 
history, and culture classes for newly arrived immigrants. The aging population in 
Germany has resulted in a shrinking workforce and an increasing demand for social 
services, health care, and pension benefits. Immigration can help offset the declin-
ing workforce as immigrants can fill critical job vacancies. That is why the federal 
government introduced new immigration acts in 2020 and a reform of the immigra-
tion law in 2023 intended to attract skilled immigrants from around the world. The 
Federal Employment Office presently speaks about the need of attracting four hun-
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dred thousand skilled immigrants per year to fill the workforce.13 Yet in this context, 
despite the liberalization for skilled workers, there is also a clear tendency to restrict 
the right of asylum and to reduce the number of asylum-seekers. Thus, there exists a 
tension between efforts to satisfy Germany’s economic needs and efforts to enforce 
migration control.

One consequence of this ambivalence in integration policy is the fact that im-
migrants and their descendants still do not have the same opportunities to partic-
ipate in relevant areas of society, such as labor, housing, politics, and education.14 
Given the evolving political architecture that is preparing Germany for future im-
migration needs–while migration for the purposes of labor and asylum are hap-
pening every day–it is not surprising that the education system must be readapted  
and reshaped to meet the needs of migrant children and their families.

Germany’s society has become superdiverse. Anthropologist Steven Ver-
tovec coined the term “superdiversity” attempting to capture the inter-
play of the broadly defined linguistic, religious, ethnic, and cultural re-

sources that characterize late modern societies in a globalized world. These re-
sources include “different immigration statuses and associated entitlements and 
limitations of rights, different labor market experiences, discrete gender and age 
profiles, spatial distribution patterns, and mixed local responses of service pro-
viders and residents.”15 

Germany has, of course, always been culturally influenced by contributions 
from various ethnic and linguistic groups. The sixteen German Länder are home 
to a wide range of cultures, traditions, and languages.16 As for linguistic diversity, 
German is the official language, but there exist several regional dialects and of-
ficially recognized minority languages other than German.17 Germany shares its 
borders with nine other countries, and many of those living near the borders tend 
to speak the language of their neighbors. Furthermore, immigrant communities 
contribute to the linguistic landscape as many of them speak their native languag-
es alongside German. Multilingualism is the order of the day in Germany.

Due to immigration past and present, Germany has a significant immigrant 
population. In 2022, 12.3 million people or 15 percent of the population had a for-
eign nationality. Most foreigners were of European (69 percent) or Asian (21 per-
cent) nationality. The largest proportions were Turkish (12 percent), Ukrainian 
(10 percent), Syrian (8 percent), Romanian (8 percent), and Polish (7 percent) na-
tionals.18 Due to the Russian war against Ukraine, there are currently also many 
refugees from Ukraine living in Germany.

Germany today includes not only the Christian cross, but also the Muslim 
headscarf, the Jewish kippa, and many other religious symbols and practices. 
Even though Christianity is the predominant religion, with the majority of the 
population identifying as Roman Catholic or Protestant, there is also a significant 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/daed/article-pdf/153/4/184/2480162/daed_a_02111.pdf by guest on 18 M
arch 2025



188 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Migration & the Quest for Educational Equity in Germany

number of Muslim people. Most recently, there were around 5.5 million people of 
the Muslim faith living in Germany, making Islam the third largest religious com-
munity in Germany.19 In the years after the Holocaust and the end of World War 
II, only about fifteen thousand Jewish people settled in Germany. Today, there are 
more than one hundred Jewish communities with about one hundred and seven 
thousand members. Many of these Jewish people immigrated to Germany in the 
1990s from Russia and the former Soviet Union when a special program for Jew-
ish refugees offered protection in recognition of historical responsibility for Jew-
ish life and to revive Jewish communities in Germany.20 Of course, there are also 
many followers of other religions, including Buddhism, Hinduism, and Sikhism.21 

While Germany benefits from its great diversity, there are also challenges in 
terms of integration and social cohesion. Ensuring equal opportunities, combat-
ing discrimination, and promoting inclusive practices and measures are therefore 
ongoing efforts, accompanied by a heated debate on how to deal with migration, 
including more restrictive immigration policies, such as tightening asylum rules 
and enforcing deportations.

Diversity in schools and classrooms appears in differences such as lan-
guage, ethnicity, religion, competencies, and academic performance. It 
is important to acknowledge, however, that these differences are not nat-

urally given or “innate,” but can develop or intensify in the course of schooling. 
These differences are also products of social processes and routines of inclusion 
and exclusion in schools. Diversity and heterogeneity can thus also be interpreted 
as products of social and educational inequality.22 It is in this context that we must 
look at forms of discrimination resulting in experiences of inequality in German 
schools. I will do this with a particular focus on phenomena connected to immi-
gration, as students of immigrant origin in Germany often face various challeng-
es, including language barriers, cultural differences, and socioeconomic dispari-
ties, which can lead to discrimination and unequal treatment in schools.23 There 
is empirical evidence that experiences of discrimination in German schools are 
made on the basis of ethnic origin, gender, disability, religion or belief, age, sexual 
identity, social origin, or appearance, from the first day of enrollment to the com-
pletion of secondary school.24 

From a more general perspective, inequalities and discrimination in the Ger-
man school system can be divided into the following dimensions:

	• Segregation and tracking: Institutional discrimination manifests itself in in-
appropriate school career recommendations that teachers and counselors 
make based on prejudices and assumptions about students’ abilities. It is 
empirically demonstrated that children of immigrant origin are placed in 
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lower courses or segregated classes, which can limit their educational op-
portunities and reinforce inequalities.

	• Unequal distribution of resources: The distribution of resources for schools is 
often based on the neighborhoods or communities where the school is lo-
cated, and not on the needs of students. If schools do not have sufficient 
resources, this can affect their ability to support students who need such 
resources.

	• Lack of sensitivity to diversity in schools: Teachers and school administrators 
do not adequately address the needs of a diverse student body. There is in-
sufficient understanding of how racism and other forms of (structural) dis-
crimination are reflected in everyday school life, curricula, teaching mate-
rials, and practices.

	• Stereotyping and bias: Stereotyping based on ethnicity, race, or nationality 
leads to students from immigrant families being unfairly judged and treat-
ed differently.

	• Bullying and harassment: Students of immigrant origin, including those newly 
arrived and those born in Germany to immigrant parents, become targets of 
bullying due to ascribed non-German or non-Christian backgrounds. This 
negatively impacts students’ mental and emotional well-being, as well as 
academic performance.

	• Lack of support services: There are insufficient support services, including 
German language support, offices for reporting discrimination, programs 
for parents, and professional development for teachers. This can exacerbate 
the challenges faced by children with a so-called migrant background. 

Beginning with segregation and tracking, various studies show that the label 
“migration background” is a negative predictor of school success in the German 
education system.25 Even if other factors could explain the disadvantage of chil-
dren and young people from immigrant families, the intersections of families’ 
educational backgrounds, associated socioeconomic situations, and German 
language skills stand out. The first factor is not specific to immigration, but also 
affects children from low-income families without a migration background. Irre-
spective of their country of birth and that of their parents, working-class children 
achieve a lower level of competency and receive a recommendation to attend a 
Gymnasium, or state-maintained secondary school that prepares pupils for high-
er academic education, less often than children from families with higher socio-
economic status. Secondary education in Germany is characterized by the divi-
sion of pupils into the various educational paths and school types responsible for 
their respective leaving certificates and qualifications.26

Such disadvantages, which are related to the socioeconomic and educational 
background of families, are pronounced in Germany. Children and young people 
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from immigrant families are more often affected by social disadvantage because 
a significant number of them grow up in families with a lower level of education 
and socioeconomic status, as poverty tends to be inherited in Germany.27 

The transition from primary to secondary school has far-reaching effects on 
the educational and occupational biographies of adolescents in Germany. 
The transition represents a critical point for the reproduction of inequal-

ity, as the highly stratified German school system separates students according 
to their educational achievements early on. The type of school a student will at-
tend in Germany is based on academic performance, teacher recommendations, 
and parent preferences. A peculiarity of the German school system is that the first 
transition takes place after the fourth grade, or after the sixth grade in Berlin and 
Brandenburg, which is substantially earlier than in most other countries.28 Stu-
dents must qualify for different types of public education after elementary school. 
Their competences in different subjects are assessed when they are between nine 
and eleven years old. Based on their grades, students receive a recommendation 
for a certain school type. Most students attend the secondary-school track that 
their elementary school teachers recommend. While the recommendation is not 
legally binding, they are skewed in favor of families with a high socioeconomic 
status. It is at this point of transition in the school system that children from low– 
socioeconomic status, low–academic achievement, and immigrant families are 
disadvantaged, not least because newly arrived families in particular lack institu-
tional knowledge of this highly stratified and opaque school system.29 Empirical 
data show that assuming the same performance, children with such family back-
grounds are less likely to be recommended by their teachers to attend a university- 
bound school track than are children from more privileged families.30 

It is important to note that social background not only influences the transi-
tion to secondary school, but also significantly impacts students’ school careers. 
Formal access to education should be based on equal opportunities and non- 
discrimination, and all children should have equal access to school. The early as-
signment of children to different types of schools in Germany should be examined 
critically, as de facto discrimination becomes visible in particular with regard to  
1) the transition to secondary schools, 2) the educational achievements of the 
mentioned social groups, 3) the intersection of different dimensions of discrimi-
nation, and 4) the permeability and flexibility of the school system.

To reduce the disadvantages of children and young people from immigrant 
and socially disadvantaged families in the transition from primary to secondary 
school in Germany, the following strategies are relevant. First, the development 
of student competencies must be better promoted based on individual advance-
ment and quality teaching, which is why good teachers are essential. Good teach-
ers need good training that enables them to navigate a “superdiverse” classroom. 
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Yet a recent study on teacher training in Germany reveals that teacher training 
needs to be redesigned to meet the demands of contemporary German society.31 
At the moment, Germany is experiencing a glaring teacher shortage, which exac-
erbates these educational inequalities. Students who need special support cannot 
be provided for accordingly. 

Second, progress should be systematically monitored over time and framed 
with school-based support structures. Third, because parents play an important 
role in school transition decisions, they need better information and advice from 
teachers and mentors, who can cater to their specific needs as newcomers are sys-
tematically disadvantaged and confronted with a complex school system full of 
peculiarities.32 Immigrant parents in Germany are generally interested in the edu-
cational success of their children across all social milieus.33 So it is not surprising 
that the use of mentors to advise parents on how to navigate the German school 
system and support their children’s educational development has proven to be 
particularly effective.34 

Finally, structural changes are required, including expanding comprehensive 
schools in which students are not separated at an early stage, but rather learn to-
gether over a longer period of time. A key demand remains to make educational 
pathways more flexible so that early educational choices or failures do not become 
permanent obstacles for students. 

It is in this context that de facto segregation needs to be addressed, as it is no 
longer a marginal phenomenon at German schools. The segregation of stu-
dents with and without a migration background is particularly visible in ur-

ban areas. A study by the Research Unit of the Expert Council on Integration and 
Migration reveals that in large cities, about 70 percent of migrant children attend 
an elementary school where migrants represent the majority of the student body. 
For children without a migration background, the figure is only 17 percent. It is 
also noteworthy that around 40 percent of all elementary school children with a 
migration background study in classes with so-called low achievers. Among chil-
dren without a migration background, the figure is only 5.7 percent. This segrega-
tion negatively influences the acquisition of competences and skills of young peo-
ple from immigrant families, as their academic performance is impaired by their 
often lower-performing classmates.35 

In summary, three factors are primarily responsible for the educational dis-
advantages of students of immigrant origin: residential segregation in German 
cities, parental school choice, and unequal access to the academically advanced 
tracks in Germany’s secondary schools. However, there is also empirical evidence 
that points to the importance of teachers’ attitudes toward students from immi-
grant families and students’ experiences of discrimination, which hold negative 
impacts on their socioemotional, behavioral, relational, and academic adjust-
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ments. The effects of direct, indirect, interactional, and structural discrimination 
on young people have only become a topic of public concern, discussion, and re-
search in Germany in recent years.36

Immigrant students might be evaluated lower because of teachers’ prejudic-
es or unconscious stereotypes. This can affect these students’ school careers and 
future opportunities. An experimental study tested whether teachers show bias 
when grading students’ German dictation depending on the name of the stu-
dent. The result showed that students named Murat (a Turkish name) were grad-
ed worse than students named Max (a German name).37 Other empirical studies 
support this finding and show that students with immigrant backgrounds tend to 
have lower expectations compared to those without a migration background, and 
that biased grading is common.38 There are findings, accordingly, that students of 
Turkish origin in Germany are seen as less achievement-oriented.39 For example, 
another study showed that teachers expected lower learning progress in German 
classes for students of Turkish origin, even when their language performance, 
general cognitive skills, and motivation were similar to those of students without 
a migration background.40 These stereotypes are highly problematic, as they play 
major roles in both implicit performance expectations and in assessment situa-
tions. Research on stereotype threats demonstrates that triggering negative stereo- 
types in assessment situations can lead to poor performance. This means that stu-
dents do not achieve the results they should given their knowledge and skills.41 

On the one hand, there is still a lack of diversity-sensitivity in schools in Germa-
ny.42 On the other hand, significant progress has been made in educational policies. 
In 2013, the Conference of Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs published 
recommendations on intercultural education in German schools, in which inter-
cultural competence is defined as a key skill for young people, a cross-sectional task 
for educators, and an important goal of school development and quality. In 2015, 
the Conference of Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs, migrant organiza-
tions, and educational media publishers adopted a joint declaration on the “pre-
sentation of cultural diversity, integration and migration in educational media,” 
underlining the importance of being critical and sensitive to the representation of 
cultural, religious, and other differences in textbooks and educational materials.43 
Another example of educational policy creating space and capacity for more equity 
is the recently passed Act to Strengthen Measures to Promote Democracy, Shape 
Diversity, Prevent Extremism, and Advance Civic Education, which supports proj-
ects across Germany that develop and test new ideas and innovative approaches to 
promoting democracy, shaping diversity, and preventing extremism.44 

Researchers are examining the development and implementation of various 
intercultural and diversity-sensitive practices in schools and classrooms.45 These 
efforts are additionally supported by calls for research proposals from the Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research.46 There are also a growing number of stud-
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ies that examine structural racism in educational institutions through the lens of 
critical race theory.47 More recently, decolonial and postcolonial ideas have found 
their way into German educational research, motivating discourse on more radical 
transformative approaches in education with regard to diversity and inequality.48 

From a practical perspective, school awards such as “fair@school” as well as 
school development projects, specific teacher training programs, powerful 
immigrant parents’ associations, and innovative platforms for educational 

materials such as the “Migration Lab Germany” make up a vibrant landscape of 
state-funded programs and civil society initiatives aiming to create an education-
al environment that responds to Germany’s superdiverse immigration society.49 
However, looking at some recent studies on curricula and textbooks in German 
classrooms illustrates the importance of continuously questioning and critically 
examining these issues within the context of schooling. Research indicates that 
the reality of the superdiverse German society is not yet adequately represent-
ed and reflected in textbooks. In a study I coauthored, we investigated the repre-
sentation of themes connected to migration in German textbooks. Among other 
things, we found that global migration is mostly attributed to poverty, integration 
is seen mainly as something immigrants must achieve, and racism in the host so-
ciety is entirely ignored. Furthermore, tasks and assignments in textbooks tend 
to emphasize migrants and their descendants’ differences from Germans without 
migrant backgrounds, encouraging discrimination against them.50 Racist stereo
types are also included in textbooks. A study that examined representations of the 
African continent, Black people, and people of color in German textbooks showed 
that curricula and teaching materials are frequently one-sided and associated with 
negative connotations.51

Mastering the language of the destination country, which is mostly the lan-
guage of instruction in school, is key to immigrant students’ educational suc-
cess.52 Many immigrant children arrive in Germany with no or limited German- 
language proficiency. This hinders students’ abilities to participate fully in class-
room activities, understand instructions, and communicate with teachers and 
peers. As a result, these students may experience academic difficulties and social 
isolation. Language barriers prevent immigrant children from reaching their full-
est educational potentials and can lead to ethnic inequalities at school.53 Mas-
tery of the German language becomes a crucial factor for a successful educational 
career. 

In general, the success of language acquisition depends on three overarching 
factors: the incentives associated with improved language competencies impact-
ing the motivation, exposure to the language, and learning efficiency.54 Besides 
the effects of individual conditions, access to language acquisition programs for 
newly arrived children and other opportunities to learn German as a second lan-
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guage impact the language acquisition process. Studies indicate that attending 
preschool supports the language acquisition of immigrant children, particular-
ly those who have limited linguistic exposure outside of institutional contexts.55 
This is particularly true for refugee children, who temporarily stay in collective 
housing with their families and have little exposure to German. Although pre-
school plays an important role, schools have an enormous responsibility for teach-
ing German as a second language and creating a school culture that welcomes and 
supports multilingualism. Therefore, learning to deal with linguistic diversity in 
professional contexts must be integrated into teacher training as a cross-sectional  
task, and should be obligatory across the country. In some, but not all, German 
states, the qualification to teach German as a second language has already become 
anchored in teacher training.56

In debates about migration and schooling, multilingualism is too often per-
ceived as a problem or even a threat to social cohesion, and an obstacle to the in-
tegration of immigrants. This can lead to an unequal distribution of educational 
opportunities and discrimination.57 

While multilingualism is a reality in Germany, only a few schools offer resourc-
es that do justice to the linguistic diversity in classrooms. In these schools, we find, 
for example, signs, labels, and student projects in different languages; course of-
ferings to study heritage languages; parents’ evenings with translations into oth-
er languages; school libraries featuring books in different languages; and fami-
ly languages skills of students being actively used for learning in the classroom. 
In short, multilingualism becomes visible and tangible as a valuable resource in 
these schools. This way forward can be backed by empirical evidence demonstrat-
ing that a positive attitude toward multilingual children’s fluid linguistic reper-
toires and the use of translanguaging strategies are highly important for the lin-
guistic, cognitive, and socioemotional development of multilingual students.58

Another issue related to dealing with linguistic diversity is that the German 
education system privileges the European languages traditionally and 
most frequently taught at school.59 English, Spanish, and French are giv-

en a higher status than languages spoken by many immigrants, including Turkish, 
Arabic, Russian, and Polish. Students who speak the latter languages at home sel-
dom have the chance to systematically study them at school. There are, however, 
a growing number of schools that offer optional heritage language classes for im-
migrant students. So far, grades obtained in these classes can be used for school 
careers in only some federal states (such as North Rhine-Westphalia). This recog-
nition of the family languages in the curriculum seems desirable to compensate 
for linguistic educational inequality.60

Some schools insist that only German be spoken in the classrooms, the hall-
ways of the building, and even the schoolyard. Often based on the argument that 
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such a language policy in schools would support the integration of immigrant stu-
dents and help improve their German, this position is highly disputed. Such pol-
icies discriminate against children communicating in their first languages or in 
their families’ language and hence deny the multilingual reality of students’ lives, 
as well as the findings in multilingualism research.

Education scholar Ingrid Gogolin has coined the term “monolingual habitus” 
to describe such structural exclusion of other languages in German schools. She 
criticizes the fact that multilingualism is traditionally cast in a problematic light 
for students who come from immigrant families and speak different languages  
at home. Historically, the German education system developed a monolingual self- 
image in the nineteenth century, anchored in the nation-state. Consequently, all 
structures, processes, and functional mechanisms of the German school system 
are automatically presumed to be designed for the German standard and educa-
tional language.61 The interest of the public educational system in linguistic uni-
formity produces educational disadvantages for children who grow up in multi
lingual environments, as their German language competences are judged on this 
basis.62

The schooling of newly arrived students–especially refugee children who 
have entered German schools in great numbers since 2015 due to the civil war in 
Syria and 2022 due to the war in Ukraine–represents a major task.63 This applies 
to the assignment procedure, the assessment of students’ academic performanc-
es, and the identification of learning, mental, or social disabilities, as refugee chil-
dren typically face the challenge of starting or continuing their school careers in 
completely new contexts and languages. The majority of newly arrived students at 
the secondary level are educated in separate preparatory classes.64 

Models of schooling for newcomers vary depending on the German states, 
municipalities, and respective schools. Many municipalities offer so-called pre-
paratory, welcome, or international classes for one or two years before students 
are transferred to regular classes. This means new students are taught in separate 
classes (the “parallel model”). They are generally transitional in the sense that 
they aim at integration into the mainstream class. The curricula in these classes 
are not standardized across Germany, and many schools solely rely on German 
language lessons and some subject-oriented teaching.65 Overall, findings indicate 
that attending such preparatory classes can have a negative impact on school suc-
cess, as the teachers are often not qualified to teach the target group, the students 
do not interact with others, and the transition to mainstream classes is not profes-
sionally supported.66 Some schools partially integrate the newly arrived students: 
they participate in preparatory classes but, for example, also attend physical edu-
cation, art, and music lessons with other students. 

In other municipalities, meanwhile, students of immigrant origin attend the 
standard classes (learning through immersion) with–or sometimes without–
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accompanying language support. The resources of the individual schools deter-
mine what can be offered. The partially or completely separate schooling of newly 
arrived students can lead to educational inequalities and social marginalization 
because “separate classes install a spatial division between newcomer and other 
students, segregating them into different classrooms, sometimes even in different 
buildings.”67 A European comparative study criticizes the schooling of refugee 
students in Germany for not providing them with an equal chance to succeed in 
school compared to students not of immigration background. This points to the 
fact that most refugee students who arrive after elementary school go to the vo-
cational school types, while only a small proportion of students not of migration 
backgrounds attend Haupt- or Realschule (general or “real” school).68 

As migration and relocation will permanently bring children and young peo-
ple to Germany who enter the education system without any knowledge of Ger-
man, it is urgent to develop, evaluate, and establish effective models of school-
ing that guarantee the best educational chances for the most students. Tailoring 
educational programs to the respective needs and competences of newly arrived 
students can only be implemented with more resources for schools. An example 
of good practice is the social index for schools aiming at distributive justice. This 
school-specific social index is intended to contribute to a more targeted allocation 
of certain resources to schools. In this model, schools that are under particular 
pressures–for example because they have a high number of students who are at 
risk of poverty, need German language support, or come from refugee families–
can receive more funding to support their challenging work. 

The state governments in Germany that have already implemented an index–
including Hamburg, Bremen, and North Rhine-Westphalia–follow the principle 
of treating unequal things unequally, because the school social index identifies ex-
isting social challenges and supports schools according to their respective needs. 
The school-specific social index is an important tool to establishing more educa-
tional equity and equal opportunities.

According to the results of the OECD study “The Resilience of Students with 
an Immigrant Background: Factors That Shape Well-Being,” students with a mi-
gration background report frequent unequal treatment in school. These experi-
ences have negative effects on their mental and emotional well-being, as well as 
their academic performance, and thus prevent school and social resilience.69 

Visible minorities, as well as Muslim people, experience discrimination more 
frequently in Germany.70 These results are also true for adolescents in these 
groups.71 It seems that students of color, as well as students with Muslim, Sinti, 
and Roma backgrounds, are at particular risk of being discriminated against.72 
Some typical situations include, for example, worksheets for history classes con-
taining discriminatory vocabulary, such as the N-word, or teachers who criticize 
Muslim girls for wearing headscarves. This is the reason why ADAS, a ground-
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breaking civil society initiative, was founded in 2015. ADAS documents and com-
bats discrimination in schools, empowering and supporting those affected by dis-
crimination in a variety of ways, including legally.73 

Antidiscrimination projects can contribute to addressing, eliminating, and 
preventing discrimination at school. An example of a nationwide initiative fight-
ing racism at schools is “School without Racism–School with Courage.” This 
network, founded in 1995, consists of about four thousand schools across Germa-
ny, and addresses racism with a whole-school approach, inviting everybody in the 
school community to engage. Students in these schools are encouraged to exam-
ine racism in its various forms and develop projects to prevent and combat these 
“isms,” including anti-Semitism and antiziganism (anti-Romani sentiment). 
Together they seek answers that strengthen belonging and solidarity, aiming to 
make students from diverse backgrounds feel welcomed, recognized, and respect-
ed in the school community.74 

I have presented some initiatives and interventions aimed at creating more 
inclusive and equitable educational environments–from education poli-
cy to civil society initiatives and school development–but despite these ef-

forts, many challenges remain related to structural discrimination and inequali-
ties in German schools. Regularly monitoring efforts to combat these inequalities 
is therefore necessary. Finally, it is important to emphasize that individual mea-
sures alone are not sufficient to reduce educational inequality in the long term. To 
achieve a sustainable reduction in educational inequality in Germany, all areas of 
education must be included and dovetailed with one another.75 

Reshaping the educational architecture toward greater educational equity in 
Germany to serve the country’s superdiverse population remains an urgent task. 
Eventually, most children from immigrant families will stay in Germany and be-
come part of the postmigrant social fabric. The question of their equal participation 
in education, and in all areas of society, is critical for Germany’s democratic future. 
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