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German students’ skills keep 
falling. Its PISA decline deepens. 

 
 

Every three years, the OECD’s PISA study delivers grim news 

for Germany. It compares the abilities of 15-year-olds around the 

world in reading, maths and science. Germany’s dismal results 

in the recently released survey will no doubt have caught your 

attention. 

Three years ago, German policymakers could still argue that the 

assessment had taken place during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

when schools were partly closed or at least not teaching in per-

son. That excuse no longer holds. The OECD collected the re-

sults last year, when it was business as usual. 

What the latest PISA study shows 

Yet Germany’s performance is plunging – in every category 

measured (see fig. 1). Worse, the results are the weakest since 

2001, when the OECD first published its international PISA rank-

ings. Germany – whose school system had until then enjoyed a 

strong reputation both at home and abroad – suffered its first 

“PISA shock”: a public reckoning with poor education results. 

Germany’s federal states, which largely control education policy, 

responded, and results did improve over the following decade. 

But ever since – for more than ten years now – German students’ 

performance has been in free fall. The share of students lacking 

even basic proficiency continues to rise (see fig. 2). 

There may be scant comfort for Germany in the fact that the EU 

average is even worse. But being less bad than the dismal EU 

average is hardly a reason for complacency. What German stu-

dents do not know would be enough to fail three students in Sin-

gapore. Across Asia, results are consistently better than Ger-

many’s and Europe’s, lifting the OECD average. 

 
 

 

 

 

There are  
no excuses 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1: Germany’s Pisa 
Results 

 
Source: OECD, LBBW Research 
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Germany’s results are exceptionally unequal 

Only a closer look reveals the full extent of Germany’s malaise. 

Average scores have a flaw: they conceal the spread of results 

(see fig. 3). In few places is one’s socioeconomic background as 

decisive as it is in Germany. If parents are university graduates 

and their child can attend Germany’s university-preparatory sec-

ondary school track, results are quite respectable. But disadvan-

taged children – especially those from immigrant families – fall 

dramatically behind in international comparisons. 

And while results across countries are tending to converge, the 

gap between high and low achievers in Germany is widening fur-

ther. That is a sobering finding for anyone who believes Ger-

many is a meritocratic society, where hard work enables every-

one to climb the ladder. 

What must be done 

These results should, at last, prompt a national response. For a 

resource-poor economy such as Germany’s, its greatest asset is 

what happens between people’s ears. Above all, the large share 

of young people who lack even basic skills must fall. A country 

facing demographic pressures as severe as Germany’s simply 

cannot afford to send a substantial proportion of its already lim-

ited cohort of young people into working life without the skills 

they need. Leaving these children and teenagers behind is irre-

sponsible, particularly given the shortage of skilled workers. At a 

minimum, Germany now needs a coordinated push to improve 

education. That the AfD, Germany’s right-wing populist party, 

which recently won the state election in Saxony-Anhalt and 

Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, two eastern German states, wants 

to abolish compulsory schooling is, given PISA’s devastating 

findings, beyond belief. 

I often hear anecdotes about school classes in which a large 

share of pupils speak little or no German. But where else are 

they meant to learn it, if not at school? And what alternative do 

these young people have but to end up in segregated communi-

ties, increasingly cut off from mainstream society – which, in turn, 

frighten parts of the more bourgeois public? 

Early childhood education is the key 

In fact, the educational process begins much earlier. The foun-

dations are laid in early childhood. This is where Germany is fall-

ing especially short. Germany lacks more than 300,000 places 

in early-childhood education and care nationwide, especially in 

western Germany. That harms not only children but also the 

economy. In few other countries does women’s part-time em-

ployment rise as sharply after the birth of a child as it does in 

Germany. 

Germany urgently needs to do better. Internationally, there are 

plenty of models to emulate. Otherwise, it will erode both its eco-

nomic and social prospects.  

 

Fig. 2: Germany: Youths 
without basic proficiency 
(%)

 
Source: OECD, LBBW Research 
Lacking basic proficiency is defined 
as scoring at Level 2 or below (a 
maximum of 410 points). 

 
 
 

Fig. 3: Top 10% perform-
ers minus bottom 10%

 
Source: OECD, LBBW Research 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The problem 
starts in early 
childhood 
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This publication is addressed exclusively at recipients in the EU, Switzerland, Liechtenstein and the 
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This report is not being distributed by LBBW to any person in the United States and LBBW does not 

intend to solicit any person in the United States. 

LBBW is under the supervision of the European Central Bank (ECB), Sonnemannstraße 22, 60314 

Frankfurt/Main (Germany) and the German Federal Financial Supervisory Authority (BaFin), Graurhein-

dorfer Str. 108, 53117 Bonn (Germany) / Marie-Curie-Str. 24-28, 60439 Frankfurt/Main (Germany). 

This publication is based on generally available sources which we are not able to verify but which we 

believe to be reliable. Nevertheless, we assume no liability for the accuracy and completeness of this 

publication. It conveys our non-binding opinion of the market and the products at the time of the editorial 

deadline, irrespective of any own holdings in these products. This publication does not replace individual 

advice. It serves only for informational purposes and should not be seen as an offer or request for a 

purchase or sale. For additional, more timely in-formation on concrete investment options and for indi-

vidual investment advice, please contact your investment advisor. 

We retain the right to change the opinions expressed herein at any time and without prior notice. More-

over, we retain the right not to update this information or to stop such updates entirely without prior 

notice. 

Past performance, simulations and forecasts shown or described in this publication do not constitute a 

reliable indicator of future performance. 

The acceptance of provided research services by a securities services company can qualify as a benefit 

in supervisory law terms. In these cases LBBW assumes that the benefit is intended to improve the 

quality of the relevant service for the customer of the benefit recipient. 

Additional Disclaimer for recipients in the United Kingdom: 

Authorised and regulated by the European Central Bank (ECB), Sonnemannstraße 22, 60314 Frank-

furt/Main (Germany) and the German Federal Financial Supervisory Authority (BaFin), Graurheindorfer 

Str. 108, 53117 Bonn (Germany) / Marie-Curie-Str. 24-28, 60439 Frankfurt/Main (Germany). Authorised 

by the Prudential Regulation Authority. Subject to regulation by the Financial Conduct Authority and 

limited regulation by the Prudential Regulation Authority. Details about the extent of our regulation by 

the Prudential Regulation Authority are available from us on request. 

This publication is distributed by LBBW to professional clients and eligible counterparties only and not 

retail clients. For these purposes, a retail client means a person who is one (or more) of (i) a client as 

defined in point (7) of Article 2(1) of the UK version of Regulation (EU) 600/2014 which is part of UK law 

(UK MiFIR) by virtue of the European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018 (EUWA) who is not a professional 

client (as defined in point (8) of Article 2(1) of UK MiFIR); or (ii) a customer within the meaning of the 

provisions of the Financial Services and Markets Act 2000 (as amended, the FSMA) and any rules or 

regulations made under the FSMA (which were relied on immediately before the 31 December 2020 (IP 

completion day)) to implement Directive (EU) 2016/97 on insurance distribution, where that customer 

would not qualify as a professional client, as defined in point (8) of Article 2(1) of UK MiFIR; or (iii) not a 

qualified investor as defined in the UK version of Regulation (EU) 2017/1129 on the prospectus to be 

published when securities are offered to the public or admitted to trading on a regulated market, which 

is part of UK law by virtue of the EUWA (the UK Prospectus Regulation). 

This publication has been prepared by LBBW for information purposes only. It reflects LBBW’s views 

and it does not offer an objective or independent outlook on the matters discussed. The publication and 

the views expressed herein do not constitute a personal recommendation or investment advice and 

should not be relied on to make an investment decision. The appropriateness of a particular investment 

or strategy will depend on an investor’s individual. You should make your own independent evaluation 

of the relevance and adequacy of the information contained in this publication and make such other 

investigations as you deem necessary, including obtaining independent financial advice, before partici-

pating in any transaction in respect of the financial instruments referred to this publication herein. 

Under no circumstance is the information contained within such publication to be used or considered as 

an offer to sell or a solicitation of an offer to buy any particular investment or security. Neither LBBW nor 

any of its subsidiary undertakings or affiliates, directors, officers, employees, advisers or agents accepts 

any responsibility or liability whatsoever for/or makes any representation or warranty, express or implied, 

as to the truth, fullness, accuracy or completeness of the information in this publication (or whether any 

information has been omitted from the publication) or any other information relating to the, whether 

written, oral or in a visual or electronic form, and howsoever transmitted or made available or for any 

loss howsoever arising from any use of this publication or its contents or otherwise arising in connection 

therewith. 

The information, statements and opinions contained in this publication do not constitute or form part of 

a public offer. LBBW assumes no responsibility for any fact, recommendation, opinion or advice con-

tained in any such publication and expressly disclaims any responsibility for any decisions or for the 

suitability of any security or transaction based on it. Any decisions that a professional client or eligible 

counterparty may make to buy, sell or hold a security based on such publication will be entirely their 

own and not in any way deemed to be endorsed or influenced by or attributed to LBBW. 

LBBW does not provide investment, tax or legal advice. Prior to entering into any proposed transaction 

on the basis of the information contained in this publication, recipients should determine, in consultation 

with their own investment, legal, tax, regulatory and accounting advisors, the economic risks and merits, 

as well as the legal, tax, regulatory and accounting characteristics and consequences, of the transac-

tion. 

This document is a translation of Kraemers Klartext, “Lesn unt rächnen is ser schwehr!“, original publi-

cation date: 24.07.2026. The translation has been made for convenience only with the German original 

always prevailing in all aspects, especially in case of potential discrepancies resulting from the transla-

tion. 

 
To connect on LinkedIn,  

please scan QR-Code 


