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Educational Standards for Germany

Sigrid Zeitler*

Abstract

The following article presents two major instruments in educational policy
in Germany— curricula and educational standards. The introduction
focuses on aspects both instruments have in common as well as on
their main differences concerning not only matters of form, but also the
general idea of controlling the school system via input vs. output. The
implementation of national educational standards in Germany can be seen
as a further differentiation of the educational system, for the controlling
of the school is no longer solely based on the controlling of the input, but
additionally underpinned by standards being an element of output-control.
Still educational standards do not replace the curricula in the German
federal states. A special feature of the German school system is the fact,
that every federal state (16 states: Baden-Wiirttemberg, Bavaria, Berlin,
Brandenburg, Bremen, Hesse, Hamburg, Lower Saxony, Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern, North Rhine-Westfalia, Rhineland-Palatinate, Saarland,
Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, Schleswig-Holstein, Thuringia) has the sovereign
power concerning education. On a national level, the Standing Conference
of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Lander in the
Federal Republic of Germany assures some common structures and

goals in German education (e.g., graduation and academic degrees). The

' The German term is “Kultusministerkonferenz der Linder”, abbreviated “K MK”. The
Standing Conference was founded in 1948, even before the foundation of the state; the
states of former Eastern Germany joined in 1990.
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Standing Conference is the initiator of the introduction of educational
standards in Germany. The decision to implement these standards was
made consentaneously by the 16 Ministers of Education and Cultural
Affairs in 2003.

Keywords: Educational standards, curricula, Germany, controlling of

school

* Sigrid Zeitler, Chair of School Pedagogics and Didactics, Institute of Educational
Science, Friedrich Schiller University Jena, Germany
E-mail: sigrid.zeitler@uni-jena.de
Manuscript received: August 16, 2015; Modified: September 8, 2015; Accepted:
October 19, 2015



184

EEBE AR BT

Educational Standards for Germany

Tradition of curricula— innovated by educational
standards?

Curricula® and educational standards® both are normative types of
text— they are prescriptions, and therefore do not describe how reality
in schools looks like, but prescribe the desired reality. They both are
obligatory for all teachers: the educational laws of the federal states of
Germany refer to the educational standards as a basis for lessons.

Curricula as well as educational standards are requirements
introduced to the school system by the educational policy. Following
Luhmann (2002), one of the characteristics of the educational systems is
its need for exterior controlling, as it cannot produce “collectively binding
decisions” on its own. They need to be gathered from outside (Luhmann,
2002). The introduction of prescriptions as a type of communication can
be seen from different perspectives.

* First, there are the intentions of the sender— the State’s
educational policy. This intention can be explored analysing
programmatic texts, e.g., declarations on educational standards.
Still the intention will not be transparent to full extent. As a
system, the system of educational policy is not able to totally
communicate its interior operations; instead, they remain foggy
to some extent. From a policy perspective of view, curricula and
educational standards are a mean to increase the probability of
reaching educational goals. In 2005, the Standing Conference

claims that the goals of 1973 are still of relevance: This

2 In Germany, curricula are called “Lehrpline”. German “Lehrpline” are not curricula
in the literal sense.
3 The name of Germanys educational standards is “Bildungsstandards”.
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“classic” document lists aims of education and starts with the
declaration, that knowledge, skills and abilities are to be taught
(Kultusministerkonferenz der Lander [KMK], 2005).

* Second, one could ask how the addressees of the regulations
perceive educational standards and curricula, for their
interpretation is fundamental for the implementation of these
regulating documents.

* As a third perspective, there could be asked which functions are
fulfilled by educational standards and curricula within the German
educational system. Also to be taken into account are the functions

the educational system supplies for the society.

Form and Formation of German Curricula and
Educational Standards

In this section basic information on terms is given. Therefore, definitions
of the specific German term “Lehrplan” (a type of curriculum) and
educational standards that are commonly used in Germany are provided and
the two concepts are introduced a bit farther. Then a comparison is drawn of
both concepts regarding their form on the one hand and their formation and

history on the other.

Basic Concepts/Definitions

“Lehrpldne” are curricular texts containing information on the
content of classes. Usually, they are given per grade, in some federal
states two grades are combined in one curriculum. The variety of
curricula in Germany can be seen from the different words used for this

type of prescription.” In this article, the most common term is chosen—

4 Depending on the region, Germans speak of “Richtlinie”, “Bildungsplan”,
“Rahmenplan”, “Stoffplan”.
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Lehrpldne. By this term I refer to an official document prescribing which
of the cultural knowledge shall be passed to the younger generation at
school. This “what” to teach is scheduled in a mix of learning matters and
learning targets. Recurring to educational objectives claimed by Wolfgang
Klafki, this codification can be described as a combination of recording
the contents or learning matters (which example is suitable for the
learners) and recording the contents the matters represent (which aspects
should the students get to know by these matters). Still Lehrplédne have
to be differentiated from curricula used in some parts of Anglo-American
world— the German texts do not consider the process of learning
(therefore, the terminus “curriculum” is somehow misleading), methods,
media, tests to measure the achievement of the students (Neuhaus-Siemon,
2011). Some of the German federal states provide “Kerncurricula”— these
normative texts are not in literal sense curricula, but merely Lehrpline
designed according to specific educational goals. The characteristic of
Kerncurricula is the lack of concreteness—they explicitly demand the
teachers in school to elaborate the details at the specific school site in
smaller groups. Like the German curricula of the recent years, a main
feature of these Kerncurricula is that they are competence oriented.

Altogether, according to Luhmann and Schorr (1988), the aim of
Lehrplane is “the codification of content”, not of educational objectives,
because what is recorded are not “conditions of persons” but the subjects
appearing suitable to induce these conditions. This system theoretic
description allows drawing a clear line between curricula and educational
standards in Germany.

German educational standards are a compilation of domain specific
competences learners should have gained up to a prescribed date of
their school attendance. By the term Bildungsstandards, the Standing
Conference refers to a functional approach to education, which was
developed first by Robinsohn (1975). Thereby, education is not taken as

a demand of society or a requirement obliging the individual, but as a
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responsibility of society to help each young person develop the abilities
needed for life in society. While the German curricula focus on teaching,
educational standards focus on processes of learning and on their outcome.
Considering the idea, that the ways to reach the goal may differ, the
German educational standards are not targeting the position of the student
within the school system (e.g., grammar school or comprehensive school),
but certain points of time in a school biography.

On the other hand educational standards have to be measurable.
Competences are defined in a way that makes it possible to evaluate the
students’ achievements. The core educational standard defined by the
Standing Conference is divided into four parts— competences regarding
native language, one foreign language, mathematics and science (Klieme
et al., 2003).

The term “standard” signifies a value. Educational standards define a
value that measures if and when an educational goal is reached regarding
predefined criteria and indicators. Indicators are behaviour patterns that
show that a student has reached certain criteria. This means that the
definition of a standard also signifies the difference between success and
failure.

The way of defining standards which was introduced via
Bildungsstandards does not concern the content (content standard) nor
the process of teaching (opportunity-to-learn standard). It only evaluates
the abilities of the students that cannot be accessed directly but can only
be deduced via their performance (performance standard). Therefore,
German educational standards are standards that only refer to results.
The effectiveness of the educational system is evaluated by the results of
its students. If the information gathered via the output of the educational
system is used to alter the variables input and process, the results of the
students could be improved. This is the core logic of the so-called output

controlling.
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Similarities and Differences

Clear differences between both texts can be stated regarding their
authorship and aspects of policy responsibility. Curricula, being decided
by the federal states’ Ministries of Cultural Affairs, directly reflect the
federalism of the German educational system.’ Being decided by each
federal government on its own, it is quite normal, that the curricula differ
from each other. In some of them a strict competence orientation can be
found, while other curricula still hold a lot tighter to the contents and
matters of learning.

So, while the accountability for the curricula is to the federal States,
their Ministers of Cultural Affaires have cooperatively set the mandate to
develop educational standards and they engaged a group of educational
scientists, psychologists and experts from subject didactics. The experts
developed standards for four core subjects; these standards were passed by
the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs
(between December, 2003 & December, 2004). Though the educational
standards for primary and secondary education® are valid nationwide since
the terms 2004/05 respectively 2005/06, the realisation still belongs to
the duty of the federal states. So their implementation strategies differed;
but all German federal states kept their curricula as well, so now there are
different curricula in Hamburg and Berlin as well as common educational

standards. Neither of them has replaced the curricula. This indicates that

5 The case of the curricula cooperatively developed for primary schools in Berlin,
Brandenburg, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Bremen (in force since 2004/05) is to a
certain extent exceptional.

The educational standards are valid for intermediate level (Mittlerer Schulabschluss)
regarding German, mathematics, and first foreign language since 2004/05; in term
2005/06 the standards for sciences at intermediate level followed, as well as standards
for school leaving certificate after grade 9 (Hauptschulabschluss) and standards for the
end of primary school). The decision of standards for secondary school qualification
(Abitur) finally followed in the year 2012.
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both texts differ in their functions, as will be discussed in the third section

of this article.

The Structure of German curricula and educational
standards

Curricula: The structure of German curricula can be characterized
by a number of features. So, German curricula are issued with respect to
the type of school. The educational goal of the respective school type is
defined on the uppermost level of the curriculum. The next level gives a
differentiation of the educational mandate according to the subjects taught
at school— on this level, the text explains the contribution expected from
each subject to the education of young people. Finally, the marked goals
of the subjects are matched with an idea of curricular development and
arranged consecutively.

Educational standards: The educational standards for Germany
were all created rather simultaneously, following each other in a very
short sequence of time. The standards are issued separately in respect to
the different subjects and have a common structure divided in three parts.
First, the subject’s contribution to education is explicated, followed by
an explanation of the subject-specific competence model in the second
part of the texts. Successively, the existing competence models are being
supplemented with models of steps in competence; these have not been
developed for all subjects and sub competences yet. In the third part,
the facets of competences are explained in detail, and the standards
themselves are listed as goals. The competences are verbalized as can-do-
standards; they give a list of tasks learners should be able to deal with.
The standards are followed by examples illustrating the standards: some
exercises are presented to give the teachers and learners an idea what the
competences and the levels of demand mean. Regarding the first foreign

language, the educational standards are complemented with the steps
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of competence of the Common European Framework of Reference for

Languages (Council of Europe, 2001).

Similarities and Differences

The structure of educational standards and curricula in Germany are
basically similar. Like the curricula, the educational standards have been
formulated subject specifically. Similar to the levels of abstraction in the
curricula, a segmented structure underlies the educational standards as
well. The fundamental difference consists in the point of reference: While
the educational standards are focussed on the graduation, the curricula are
focussed on one specific year of education. German educational standards
define the competences pupils should have developed by the end of their
time at primary school, at lower secondary level (Hauptschulabschluss
and Mittlerer Schulabschluss) as well as by secondary school qualification
(Abitur). In contrast, curricula give information about the time (in which
grade) and the place within the school system (at which type of school)
knowledge shall be gained. The educational standards are based on the
idea, that competences are acquainted cumulatively in a longer lasting
process during the years of schooling: Knowledge, skills and abilities are
not thought to develop at once; pupils develop them by working through
topics and problems, and some facets of competences are prerequisites to

others.

History

German curricula: While educational standards mark a caesura in
the German school system at the beginning of the current century, the
history of curricula is a history of continuity over the centuries. One of
the German classic curricula-theoretician, Dolch (1982) explains the
formation of curricula by the upcoming of the societal necessity to define

educational goals: the idea of incidental learning reached its limits and
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was not functional any more to secure societal continuance. According
to Dolch (1982), the first curricula can be found in pre-classic Greece,
the history of the programmes and canons can be followed throughout
antique, medieval and modern age. Despite lots of changes and adaptions,
the amount of continuity over the times is significant: neither contents nor
structures ever changed revolutionary.

The German terminus Lehrplan is usual since about 1800 (Keck,
2004). From then on it took about 50 years, until the Government (not of
Germany, but of the former states, e.g., Prussia) began to control school
by implementing curricula, obliging schools to teach according to these
regulations. The federal states have kept the authority to issue curricula
until now. As curricula are developed and decided by the federal state,
the genesis of German curricula follows rather the “bureaucratic model”
than the “scientific model” of developing curricula— in the scientific
model, mainly scientists are responsible for the development of curricula.
Altogether, the German model can be described as a mixture of both
ideas: While some experts from science are involved in the curricula
committees, the decision of the curricula still remains in the responsibility
of the Ministries for cultural affairs of the federal states. Furthermore,
the appointments for curricula committees are made by the respective
state; most members of the committees are teachers engaged in school or
formerly engaged in school and members of the administrative system. In
the course of time one can observe periodical variations in the weighting
of the positions of administration and science.

Educational standards: Compared to the history of German
curricula, the history of educational standards is quite short. The
nationwide implementation of educational standards was an implication of
the 2002 Standing Conferences decision of national system monitoring for
the educational system. To ensure quality throughout the German school
system, further measures were taken were taken: a periodic, comparative

testing of pupils from all federal states called “Léndervergleich”
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(working on the basis of a representative sample) was established and
all federal states implemented periodic testing of all pupils in so-called
“Vergleichsarbeiten” in 3™ and 8" grade (VERA 3 & VERA 8). Taking
part in these tests makes educational standards and their output-orientation
visible for teachers: They get information on the results of their pupils.
Fundamental for the elaboration of the subject-specific educational
standards was an expertise “On the development of national educational
»7

standards
Education and Research (BMBF) in 2002. This expertise is usually called

which was assigned by the German Federal Ministry on

“Klieme-Expertise”, referring to Eckhard Klieme (Klieme et al., 2003), who
coordinated the group of eleven scientists authoring the expertise. These
experts were chosen from educational science, pedagogic psychology,
educational monitoring as well as from the didactics of the subjects. Based
on the recommendations of the “Klieme-Expertise”, competence models
were elaborated and standards were set by working groups consisting of

teachers and experts from the respective subject didactic.

Merging lines of tradition?

The introduction of educational standards is the first common target
for schools in all federal states in Germany— every state consented to
this document of obligatory standards for the general school systems.
Still the independence of the federal states concerning the educational
policy is kept; the way of introducing educational standards indicates the
maintenance of the sovereign powers of the federal states— the decision
to implement educational standards is one of the federal states’ ministers
in the KMK. It is remarkable that there is no direct national interference
into federal states’ educational policy, while the process of developing

standards and thinking about output control had been pushed on national

7 The original title of the expertise is “Zur Entwicklung nationaler Bildungsstandards”.
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level: The Federal Ministry of Education and Research initiated the
“Klieme-Expertise” before the decision of the Standing Conference, so
some pressure was executed on the ministers of the federal states.
Therefore, “nationwide” educational standards were simply added
to “state-wide” curricula. At the beginning both of them had merely in
common that they were obligatory. From 2005/06 up to now, there can
be observed an on-going process of harmonization: Curricula tend to be
formulated more and more competence-orientated. One federal state,
Lower Saxony, started issuing competence-oriented curricula short after
the implementation of educational standards. Our research showed, that
this strategy offered advantages for implementing educational standards,
for the teachers could not make a distinction between educational
standards and their curriculum (specifically called Kerncurriculum in this
case). A group of teachers from Lower Saxony tried to define educational
standards, and laughingly they said: “Educational standards, that’s the
egg from which Kerncurricula emerged.” (Zeitler, Heller, & Asbrand,
2012). From the implementation perspective, the strategy chosen by
Lower Saxony seems to be successful, because the teachers do not feel
they have to decide between educational standards and curricula, for both
appear quite similar to them. This example also shows that the successive
approach of standards and curricula is not only of theoretical relevance,

but reaches the practice in schools as well.

Curricula and Educational Standards As Means of
Controlling the School System

Controlling the school system means to increase the probability to
reach the aims of the school system. Therefore, we should follow the
question, to what extent curricula and educational standards contribute
to fulfilling the societal functions of the school system— enculturation,

qualification, allocation and integration (Fend, 2006). According to Fend
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(2006), education (“Bildung”, in German) is aligned to two sides— on the
one hand, the point of reference is the learning individual, on the other
hand education is functional for the reproduction of society. This makes
Weniger (1956) address Bildung as “a function of society”. Fend (2006)
describes a “double function” of the educational system.

Following the system theoretician Niklas Luhman, curricula can
be considered as limiting contingence; this idea can be adapted to the
concept of educational standards: Both texts set norms; they allow treating
something contingent “what shall be learned” as something necessary
“what shall be taught” (Luhmann & Schorr, 1988). The aims and contents
of learning are contingent, because of their plurality and the necessity to
select some (and not the others). Because of the limited time at school,
decisions have to be made; still there are more possibilities than can ever
be realized. Theory of curriculum shows, that these decisions cannot be
skipped and that they are highly relevant for the development of school.

Three points of relation are taken into account by theory of
curriculum: The individual, growing-up person (1) the society he or
she lives in (2) and the object or topic of learning, the cultural assets or
scientific knowledge. These three aspects have been related in several
ways in the course of time (Keck, 2004). For the German tradition
of educational science after the Second World War, Erich Weniger’s
theory of curriculum (Weniger, 1956) and Saul B. Robinsohn’s theory of
curriculum (Robinsohn, 1975) are of prominent importance. The different
wording in the German title indicates the different theoretical positions.
Weniger (1956) and Robinsohn (1975) suggest different concepts of this
relationship, especially in regard to society and science. According to
Weniger’s theory, contents of teaching have to be negotiated between
different groups and interests in society. The position of the government
is considered a neutral power of order, balancing the competition of
different societal interests (Weniger, 1956). This position of the state

conceptualized as neutral is one of the main critics of his colleagues
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from curriculum theory, for example Saul B. Robinsohn. His curriculum
theory focuses on a functional concept of education— education means
to prepare the conditions for the individual to gain the abilities needed
for life in society. So the contents for and goals of learning have to be
elaborated in a transparent way under the eyes of the public and have to
follow recent developments of science as well (Robinsohn, 1975).

The arguments for German educational standards are quite
similarly structured referring to the three points of reference cited above:
individual-society-object, cultural assets and scientific knowledge. The
main document arguing for the introduction of educational standards in
Germany, the Klieme-Expertise, discusses five dimensions of problems
education has to deal with (Klieme et al., 2003):

1. The lack of decidability of anthropologic and societal premises: On
the one hand, competences for participation in society and culture have to
be available for all individuals regardless of their social background-this
is the social premise. On the other hand, the possibilities of the individual
are invisible without the process of education: the concept of “giftedness*
refers to two sides: to dispositions and learning as well as to the promotion
of learning— what is known as the anthropological premise.

2. The openness of future regarding individuals and society:
Pedagogy is demanded to anticipate future problems and to provide a
suitable preparation to the next generation. In short: pedagogy has to react
(rather pre-act) today to tomorrows (probable) difficulties. The resulting
insecurity cannot be dissolved. Additionally, the learning of students
directed to future problems has to make sense in the present.

3. The lack of determination in tasks and demands: For the world
of work is changing permanently, the vocational demands to the next
generation cannot be anticipated as well. Therefore it is necessary, that
young people learn to deal with processes of learning and education not
only in school and vocational training but also in continuing education.

4. The plurality of sometimes even conflicting demands: The notions
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of educational goals diverge between different stakeholders (politics,
science, different groups in society, individuals). According to which
requirements shall education prepare the young generation?

5. The surplus of utopia and corresponding problems of realization:
A clash is gasping between utopic designs and real possibilities and
performances of pupils.

Considering these aspects, the setting of educational standards for
Germany as competence standards is argued for as follows:

First, regarding the content, educational standards offer a societal
consensus of necessary basic abilities for young people’s successful living
in society. Two elements seem crucial: On the one hand, the education in
respect to values of the society. There is a broad agreement that not only
fundamental values should be passed on, but also should adolescents learn
to make their own decisions in situations of conflicting values and goals.
On the other hand the acquaintance of certain cultural techniques such
as reading and writing or dealing with mathematics is such a consensus.
The concept of German educational standards is based on this second
consensus: Young people shall develop literacy concerning their mother
tongue and a foreign language as well as mathematics and science.

Second, the competences of Germany’s educational standards are
expressed as abilities for acting in different situations. So they focus on
the procedural character of acting and the reflexivity of the individual not
only to do something, but to make a decision to behave in the one or another
way. This concept allows establishing a connection between the German
name “Bildungsstandards” and the German conceptual tradition of
“Bildung”, which is strongly related to the development of the individual.
In the German discussion, especially the terminus Bildungsstandards
was highly controversial: Some people were afraid “Bildung” could be
reduced to four core subjects at school (mother tongue, foreign language,
maths and science) or to the competences described by the standards.

In contrast to this position and regarding the strong relatedness between
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individual and competences as described above, I suggest, the ability
to act ‘under conditions of lack of decidability and indeterminateness,
openness and plurality’ (Klieme et al., 2003) can be subsumed under the
terminus Bildung. The German tradition of classic educational theory
mentions four views of life®, four ways to encounter the world (religion/
philosophy, arts, science/cognition and politics). The competences of the
educational standards do not directly mirror this classic division, but still
offer different, specific ways to make the world accessible (Klieme et al.,
2003).

In the end, even the change of curricula and the discussion about the
introduction of educational standards contribute to the idea of continuity
within the German school system; continuity cannot be described without
watching changes. Following Hopman (2000), reforms and reform
discourse are attributed a function to stabilize the system. In detail, he
argues, that the efficacy of politic and programmatic discourse does not
lie in their immediate changing of reality in schools, but primarily in their
contribution to ensure the societal legitimation of schooling. Their impact
on practice in schools consists in giving a prescribed terminology how
practical issues within school can be legitimated from the didactic point
of view (Hopman, 2000). For this functioning not only the inclusions
of curricula are relevant, but also the exclusions of aspects that are not

compatible with the particular curriculum (Hopman, 2000).

Which Functions Are Ascribed to Curricula and

Educational Standards?

 controlling (influence of policy)
* innovation (modernisation of the educational system)

* monitoring (surveillance and responsibility of teachers)

8 In Germany, these are called ,,Weltanschauungen®.
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* legitimation (justification of planned/realized lessons)

* orientation (in planning lessons)

» exoneration (reduction of the efforts in planning lessons).

Some models try to reduce this variety of functions to two-
dimensional settings— Vollstiddt, Tillmann and Rauin (1999) differentiate
between a function directed to the outside of the school system, the
function of legitimation, and a function directed to the inside, the
function of controlling. The differentiation between controlling as a top-
down-process, which has to be followed by teachers in schools, and
orientation as an option of teachers to set and pursue goals is quite weak,
as Frithwacht (2011) has pointed out. Therefore, I will not follow this
differentiation in this text. Another differentiation is suggested by Wiater
(2006); he separates societal functions of political legitimation from
pedagogic-didactic functions of orientation within school. This is similar
to the classification of Miiller (2009); he suggests separating two main
functions: controlling and orientation. This simple differentiation will be
followed and elaborated in my article, focussing on the functioning of
curricula and the functioning of educational standards in Germany.

Societal functions/function of controlling: The societal functions
of curricula and educational standards can principally be deduced from
the functions of the school system: qualification, enculturation, selection/
allocation, socialization/integration of the young generation (Fend, 2006).
The part of normative guidelines is to give measures for the fulfilment of
these functions. So this group of functions is constituted by the function
of controlling and legitimation. The innovation function may be seen as
a part of controlling, for controlling itself consists of the dynamics of
continuity and change. The function of controlling by politics is also part
of this group: educational policy can be seen as a societal sub system
representing the interests of society in respect of education and school.

What is expected from curricula as well as from educational

standards is to align the school system towards specific goals set
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by society— in other words: they are means to control school. But,
belonging to different paradigms of controlling, both correspond to these
expectations in their own way. Curricula develop their norming impact
by declaring goals teachers have to pursue. Curricula thereby define
instructional goals. While curricula set goals for teaching, educational
standards give competence standards each student should reach. This
can be seen as an actualization of the German concept of education (as
explained above in the meaning of Bildung) with the individual as point of
reference: The point is not the transmission of certain contents— merely
is learning understood as an active process of the individual developing
competences. So no teachers can reach the goals of the educational
standards, for only the learners can.

While the function of controlling is directed to the school system
itself, the function of legitimation is addressed to the outside. Both
curricula and educational standards are means to legitimate processes
within school towards society— this legitimation includes accounting
for didactic decisions of a teacher in a particular lesson. So not only
teachers, not only pupils and their parents are addressees of curricula
and educational standards, but other groups in society and the economic
system are addressed by these norming documents as well. This is rather
comprehensible, considering companies are recipients of the output of the
school system when employing graduates. The legitimation towards the
outside has consequences within the school system. For example, teachers
must be able to justify each of their decisions concerning lessons when
asked e.g. by their headmaster. This practice of justification is deeply
rooted in the preparation system of prospective teachers. This function of
legitimation offers the chance for society to supervise the school system,
and it is provided by both texts: curricula and educational standards.
Therefore, curricula as well as educational standards can be regarded as
means of quality assurance— although mostly only the new standards are

considered in the context of the quality debate.
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The introduction of educational standards and the new focus on
learning and the acquirement of competences implicate some didactic
aspects of high relevance. Due to individually different ways of learning,
developing competences is a very individual process. In consequence
lessons have to allow and foster different ways of learning, too. This
means an increase in liberty for both teachers and learners. In the context
of the function of controlling, this must be seen as a lack of control and
therefore a lesser functioning of the system. But allowing a variety of
ways, the justification is guaranteed in a new form: educational standards
are more concrete in defining the mandatory output (competences of
pupils) as their definitions allow measuring of student competences, and
thereby contribute to monitoring the performance of the school system.
In the case of educational standards, the competences are operationalized
so that the acquisition of the competences can be checked in tests. This
inspection of the student competences does not only contribute to the
monitoring of the educational system, but also serves as feedback for
the teachers: Through the results of the standardized tests, they receive
an orientation about the competences of their class. So the function of
controlling is complemented by this new element of feedback. This
feedback function is becoming more and more important in the German
educational system, as not only educational standards are implemented,
but also comparative tests, called “Vergleichsarbeiten” (VERA), which are
based on the competences described in Germany’s educational standards.
Nevertheless, the feedback function belongs to the second group of
functions described below.

Pedagogic-didactic functions/function of orientation: Beside
the function of controlling, both educational standards and curricula are
expected to provide orientation for teachers, learners and their parents.
This is about transparency and clarity of goals. To know to which
destination the students are on their way is not only helpful for the single

teacher in his or her lessons, but also necessary as a base for cooperation
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in a team. Regarding the function of orientation, especially the interaction
of curricula and educational standards seems to be important for the
planning, realization and reflexion of lessons. The intention is to design
both targets complementary: curricula should offer ideas about well-
proven ways of teaching and learning, about contents suitable for the
development of subject specific competences. The core of a curriculum
is a progression in learning targets, designed with regard to successional
years of schooling.

In contrast to curricula, educational standards are kept much more
general, they do not specify the process of learning, but merely give a
concise description of desired learning results: Which competences shall
be acquired by children and adolescents until up to which fixed point in
time of their school career? German educational standards even require
further differentiation and information about details, as being provided by
the curricula of the federal states and school-based curricula. By offering
ideas about processes and contents, these kinds of curricula facilitate
the work of teachers. Not every content of learning has to be argued
for individually over and over again, because the respective curriculum
provides more general justification. So choosing aspects of current
curricula, contents do not need to be justified fundamentally; the teacher
can refer to the curriculum.

One of the pedagogic or didactic functions of educational standards
is the feedback function introduced before. By the acknowledgement
of data about the performance of their students and their placement on
a continuum of the performance of comparable students nationwide,
teachers receive important information on their group of learners.
Especially targets that seem far away (as competences to develop by the
end of the “gymnasium” at the age of about 18 years) require repeated
checks. The results of the students are fed back to their teachers and allow
them to evaluate them taking an external point of view. Teachers usually

do not have the options for comparison on a level beyond the class itself
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or sometimes the school as a whole. By introducing educational standards
as mandatory targets for a longer period of time, the principle of quality
management is suggested. Feedback about the present state shall be
used to make decisions about future actions. The process of planning,
realization, check and new decision has to be seen as a circular one. Still
these circular processes do not work automatically; the way they work is
intransparent and at least fragile (Altrichter, 2010).

Complementary to educational standards for the learning of students
the Standing Conference introduced standards for academic studies
and vocational training of teachers in 2004 (Sekretariat der Stindigen
Konferenz der Kultusminister der Ldnder in der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland, 2004). This text provides orientation for people teaching
at university and people responsible for the training of prospective
teachers as well as for teacher students themselves. The teacher standards
are formulated domain specific for educational studies and contain
four fields— teaching, educating, consulting & evaluating, innovating.
The federal states show different ways of implementing these further
standards; they oscillate between being mandatory for universities and
providing just additional information.

Vollstadt et al. (1999) call what is usually referred to as “curriculum”
the “intended curriculum”, meaning the written text of the valid
document. They concluded in their study about curricula in Germany, that
there exists a “realized curriculum” as well, and both are not identical.
The realized curriculum describes what children really learn at school,
in difference to what they are intended to be taught and learn. With this
notion in mind, the way to thinking output-oriented controlling is not that
far. Discussing the functions of curriculum and educational standards, it
can be concluded, that both fulfil the same functions, but the way they
do it is different. German curricula and educational standards emphasize
different aspects of learning and teaching; I have already mentioned the

affinity of educational standards to empirical testing whether the standards
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are reached by the students and thereby the mode of quality assurance.
When both demands, curricula and educational standards, serve the same
functions, it seems likely, that this means an increase of control by the
state. For teachers it means that an additional requirement is created—
they have to bring both together in understanding as well as in practice.

So far, I have described the intended functions of curricula and
educational standards. This description does not allow conclusions about
the realization of these norms. We have to direct the view to the reception
as well. Observing curricula and educational standards, one side is marked
by policy: curricula and standards are normative texts, issued in some
certain intention. For the realization of these documents, the other side is
important as well: how people addressed by the texts interpret them, how
they react to them, how the requirements are implemented in schools.
There is no direct relationship between the normative declarations
(curricula, educational standards), their meta-texts (curriculum theory)
and empirical evidence about the practice in schools. Three aspects have
to be considered: First, it cannot be presumed that a target formulated in
curricula or educational standards will in fact be reached by the students.
Second, the ascription of a function to curricula and educational standards
does not mean that they really provide this function. Third, there are also
effects of curricula and educational standards that have not been intended.
To give an example: When working with new curricula, teachers do not
only read these texts but also look for new class books; and the way these
books deal with the new curriculum will influence teachers’ thinking
about it a lot. The probability increases that students get in contact with
some subject matters, when it is prepared ‘ready-to-teach’ in a text book.
So the (realized) curriculum is modified to a high degree by the publishers
of text books and further pedagogic media for classes. In another respect,
publishers of school media have to orient their product lines to current
curricula and to educational standards as well, for text books have to get

permission by ministries of education of the respective federal state first.
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How curricula develop impact, how they are interpreted and
implemented, these are questions of empirical research. The findings
of empirical research on the implementation of curricula are a bit
disillusioning, when coming from the description of new requirements
such as educational standards. Often the effects on practice at school are
moderate (to put it mildly). As an example, I refer to a science project of
the University of Bielefeld on the implementation of a new curriculum
in Hessen. The scientists pointed out those reforms of curricula have
little impact on school (Rauin, Vollstddt, & Hohmann, 1996; Vollstadt et
al., 1999). In regard to the implementation of educational standards, the
findings are similar: there is a large gap between intention and effects of
the educational standards in Germany (Freudenthaler & Specht, 2005,
2006; Beer 2007; Bottcher & Dicke, 2008; Zeitler, Heller, & Asbrand,
2012).

Outlook— Future, Expectations, Questions

Regarding curricula as well as educational standards in Germany,
there is a discrepancy which seems important for the question of the
actual controlling of the school system: There is a tension between
the mandatory character of both texts on the one hand and the lack of
inspection on the other hand. This can be interpreted quite similar to the
‘backwash effect’ with regard to learning: What is learned is only the part
of subject matter that is assessed as well. Though teachers are strictly
bound to the curricula during their initial training, after the end of these
two years, there does not exist a systematic way of surveying whether
teachers teach according to the curriculum or not. There is no regular
checking whether lessons in one school correspond to the curriculum or
not. And there is no check on a national level — whether one federal state
provides lessons that are suitable for the students to meet the educational

standards. Specifically regarding educational standards, the project VERA
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has adopted such function. VERA provides comparative information and
is not limited to one federal state. Still the awareness of curricula exceeds
the awareness of the existence of educational standards by far. Teachers
connect comparative testing in VERA to an inspection of their teaching —
and a lot of them do not appreciate it. Nevertheless, no systematic method
of controlling the results of VERA is implemented, neither school-based
nor on regional or federal level.

Comparing the intentions and expectations about controlling with
empirical data of the impact, the conclusion must be: The educational
system cannot be controlled to the degree to which it is thought to be;
additionally, controlling does not always work the way one imagines
(Altrichter, 2010). Learning from results of empirical research on
classroom teaching, the question is: How can the findings (e.g., on
especially effective teaching for children with special needs) be
transformed to a better practice in inclusive classrooms? How can the
knowledge about efficacy influence the professional action of teachers and
the quality of teaching? This is crucial to the idea of controlling school
via output control. One part of the answer lies within teachers being
professional agents within the school system; so we have to wonder how
teachers can be enabled to implement the paradigm shift from contents
of learning to the developing of competences, from input control via
curricula to output control via educational standards.

An important aspect, before they can react to them, teachers at first
have to perceive the results of their learners in a test based on educational
standards. And teachers need a closer look to the feedback of results,
the have to interpret the data and to elucidate the conditions explaining
the performance of theirs students in a competent way. The information
gathered has to be used for fostering the competences of students—
meaning (maybe) lessons have to be changed to provide the best learning
conditions for the students. This requires a highly competent staff to

deal with the circular process of quality improvement. The circularity is
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implied in the model of output control and signifies its innovative power.
Considering the uncertainty always entangled in processes of teaching and
learning, the continuing questioning of one’s own teaching has always
been a constitutive characteristic of the teaching profession. And even
the question of the competence of learners is not revolutionary. It is a
fundamental issue of pedagogic thinking, what children and adolescents
should be able to do and what they actually can do. The new aspect is
the interconnection of these “old fashioned” pedagogic questions with
the implementation of educational standards. The answer to the question
of improving teaching quality goes hand in hand with the matter of the
professionalization of teachers, concerning both, curricula and educational
standards. The crucial condition for better deciding and acting in classes
seems to be the knowledge as well as the skills of the teachers. Not only
the theoretic knowledge is important, but so are the competences of the
teaching staff, and this is a parallel to Weinert’s idea of competence,
which is fundamental for German educational standards. Beyond
cognitive abilities and skills, motivational and volitional aspects have
to be taken into account when talking about a change of practice, in the
case of teachers: planning and realization of lessons that are increasingly

orientated to facilitate the development of competences by the students.
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