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Characteristics of the West German Secondary Education
System in Comparison with the Japanese system

Reiko W. Sekiguchi

This article contrasts the West German secondary education system as it existed until 1965 with
the Japanese, focusing on its function of selecting pupils for higher education. Then the article
considers how these characteristics change or are preserved in the educational reforms which
have been carried out in the FRG since 1965.

1) Two principles affect the decision to attend a course which leads or does not lead to colleges
and universities: wish for education « ability in education; wish of the children « wish of the
parents. A characteristic of the German system compared with the Japanese is the stronger
impact of the wish (than ability) of the parents (than of the children) on this decision. This leads
in Germany to greater differences in access to higher education between the various social strata.
2) A characteristic of the principle which works when pupils pass through the course leading to
higher education lies in Germany in the stress on the achieving educational goals which are
strongly tied with each school grade. Schools in the FRG emphasize the absolute method of
achievement evaluation with a qualitative standard, while those in Japan employ a relative
evaluation with a quantitative standard. Gymnasiums, which result in a higher rate of repeaters
and of early leavers, appear close-up therefore as a “central organisation of the downward
mobility of the family”, while secondary schools in Japan function as a central organisation of the

“status democracy”.

In the reforms undertaken since 1965 in the FRG a major effect, concerning with the first
characteristic, has been devoted to moving towards esteem for the “wish of the children” and for
their “ability in education”.

A reform concerning the second characteristic has been to strengthen the emphasis on achieving
educational goals, separating them from school grades,while in the present Japanese school

system grades are emphasized, placing less stress on the goals.
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