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With the Individual Student's Needs in Mind: 
Promoting Personalized Learning  

in All Types of School 
Third Strand of the OECD Innovative Learning Environments (ILE) Project: "Im-

plementation and Change" – Monitoring Note II 
 

Part I: Developments since submission of Monitoring Note I (November 2013)  
As was outlined in Monitoring Note I, one of the central goals of the current government 

in Baden-Württemberg – a coalition of Green Party and Social Democratic Party – is to 

improve the education system in a way that will guarantee each student – according to 

his or her individual abilities – the best possible educational success and to overcome 

as much as possible the tremendous influence of family background on educational 

outcome. To accomplish this goal and to react to the demographic development result-

ing in a decline in the overall number of students, the government has started to restruc-

ture the traditionally tripartite school system in a way which intends to guarantee each 

student the possibility to gain any school leaving certificate within a reasonable dis-

tance. The aim is, in the long run, to develop the school system – which traditionally 

branches off into the three different types of secondary school Haupt-/Werkrealschule, 

Realschule and Gymnasium  after four years of elementary school – into a "system of 

two pillars". The Gymnasium is intended to form one of these two pillars. The second 

pillar is supposed to offer an integrative educational path developing from the different 

types of school within the traditional tripartite system, i.e. from the Haupt-

/Werkrealschule for the students gifted in practical aspects, who can obtain either a 

lower secondary school certificate after year 9 or 10 or an intermediate secondary 

school certificate after year 10, from the Realschule for students gifted in theoretical and 

practical aspects, who can obtain an intermediate school leaving certificate there after 

year 10, and also from the Gymnasium. In spite of the fact that the Gymnasium is meant 

to form a pillar in its own right, co-operations with this type of school – catering to stu-
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dents gifted in theoretical and practical aspects who intend to study at university after 

school – are encouraged since the second pillar is also supposed to offer students an 

attractive option to obtain a university entrance certificate in nine years1 next to the pos-

sibility to obtain an intermediate secondary school leaving certificate after year 10 and a 

lower school leaving certificate after year 9 or 10.  

As was also pointed out in Monitoring Note I, the model for the integrative educational 

path is the Gemeinschaftsschule, a new type of school introduced in Baden-

Württemberg in the academic year 2012/2013 which is open for students of all abilities. 

In this type of school, students are taught in an integrative setting until the end of year 

10. A permanent separation of students into different – supposedly homogeneous – 

groups does not take place. If there are at least 60 students after year 10 who are ca-

pable of obtaining a university entrance certificate and wish to do so, a Gemein-

schaftsschule can offer the corresponding three-year course itself, if not, the respective 

students can continue their education at a Gymnasium either of the general education 

or the vocational education type. While Haupt-/Werkrealschulen and Realschulen are 

encouraged to turn into Gemeinschaftsschulen, the government is mindful of the fact 

that for the process of transforming into a Gemeinschaftsschule to be successful, it has 

to be initiated by the school itself, which has to be convinced of the underlying concept 

with its focus on personalized learning and cooperative learning.  

The number of students enrolling in a Haupt-/Werkrealschule has been on the decline 

for many years – in 2001/2002, 40.300 students enrolled in a Haupt-/Werkrealschule 

after completing their elementary education, by 2013/2014, the number had dropped to 

11.100. Therefore, it is not surprising that Haupt-/Werkrealschulen have shown more 

motivation to turn into Gemeinschaftsschulen seeing as this transformation allows them 

to cater for a wider range of students. The majority of the 209 schools operating as Ge-

meinschaftsschulen in the upcoming academic year 2014/2015 have developed from 

former Haupt-/Werkrealschulen. The Realschulen – having been a very successful type 

of school within the tripartite structure with continually high enrolment numbers (year 

2013/14: 33,916 (36.2%) students enrolling in year 5) – have been more reluctant to 

make the change. However, classes at Realschulen are becoming more and more het-

                                            
1
 The prototypical Gymnasium forming the first pillar leads to a university entrance certificate after only 

eight years. Reactions from both students and parents have shown a high demand for a longer educa-
tional path leading up to the university entrance exam – allowing students more time for extra-curricular 
activities.  
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erogeneous. This development was accelerated by one of the first steps the coalition 

took after taking over the charge of governance in May 2011: As of academic year 

2011/2012, it is up to the parents to decide – after profound consultation with their 

child's elementary school teachers – at which type of school their son or daughter 

should receive their secondary education. Until then, this decision was made by a 

child's elementary school teachers. It was mandatory for parents to follow the teachers' 

written recommendation, which was based on the grades the respective students had 

achieved throughout year four. While putting the final decision at which school a child 

should receive his or her secondary education into the hands of the parents has taken a 

lot of pressure from elementary schools, it has also had the effect of making classes at 

Realschulen and – to a lesser exent – at Gymnasien more heterogeneous: In academic 

year 2013/14, 57 per cent of the students attending year five at a Realschule had been 

provided with a corresponding recommendation, 24 per cent had been recommended to 

move on to the Haupt-/Werkrealschule, 18 per cent had even been seen fit by their el-

ementary school teachers to succeed at the Gymnasium. (Judging by the numbers, the 

Gymnasium is not affected by heterogeneity to the same extent: 88 per cent of students 

in year five at a Gymnasium had been recommended to go there, only 11 per cent 

should have moved on to a Realschule according to their elementary school teachers. 

Only one per cent of students enrolling at a Gymnasium had a recommendation for the 

Haupt-/Werkrealschule.) Seeing as classes especially at Realschulen are becoming 

more and more heterogeneous, the government is aware of the necessity of providing 

the Realschulen with some support to successfully deal with this heterogeneity and to 

help students of all abilities to accomplish the best possible educational success. There-

fore, the coalition parties assigned the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports with the 

task of putting together a concept outlining future perspectives for the Realschulen. This 

concept has to consider the following aspects: 

- It has to point out to the Realschulen how they can provide personalized learning 

arrangements to especially support students who might not have the ability to ob-

tain an intermediate school leaving certificate and to give them the option of suc-

cessfully completing their education with a lower school leaving certificate.  

- It has to specify what extra resources the Realschulen can count on in order to 

accomplish the above-mentioned tasks. 

- The idea of establishing a “system of two pillars” in Baden-Württemberg and the 
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question where the Realschulen can find their place in this system have to be 

kept in mind. This should not rule out incentives for Realschulen to further devel-

op into Gemeinschaftsschulen. In this context, the question of what further op-

tions a school has to attend to the need of high-achieving students should also 

be considered. 

The Ministry is currently working on the concept, which will be presented to the coalition 

parties in autumn 2014.  

As was outlined in Monitoring Note I, the fact that the Ministry of Education, Youth and 

Sports has to make a contribution towards balancing the budget of Baden-Württemberg 

until 2020 forms a serious impediment to innovative processes in the field of education. 

Until very recently, the Ministry was under the obligation to reduce the number of teach-

ers by 11,602 until 2020. It was argued that the declining number of students provides 

the necessary scope for a reduction on this scale. In July 2014, however, the Baden-

Württemberg Office of Statistics presented new data showing that the decline in the 

number of students is progressing at a slower pace than the previous prognosis from 

2010 had suggested: The new data predict that until 2020, there will be 84,000 more 

students at schools in Baden-Württemberg than had been assumed until then. This sig-

nificant difference is explained by the fact that a higher immigration rate and certain de-

cisions in education policy that had the effect of keeping students in the education sys-

tem for a longer period of time (such as the facts that more and more students aspire to 

higher school leaving certificates and that the sector of vocational education was 

strengthened) could not be anticipated at the time of the previous prognosis. As a con-

sequence, the Baden-Württemberg Office of Statistics has agreed to update its statistics 

every year from now on. On the basis of this update, the government will decide what 

reductions are feasible and can be reconciled with the aim of maintaining a high quality 

of education in Baden-Württemberg.  

 

Part II: Evidence of Effectiveness and Efficiency / Success Factors / Impediments 

1. Introduction: Evaluation tools employed by the government 

As was detailed in Monitoring Note I, the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports and 

the Ministry of Science, Research and Culture commissioned a team consisting of the 

Universities of Tübingen and Heidelberg and the Universities of Education in Freiburg, 

Heidelberg, Weingarten and Schwäbisch Gmünd to research and evaluate teaching and 
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learning at Gemeinschaftsschulen. The sub-project “Diagnostic Competence of Teach-

ers” will shed some light on how successful schools are at implementing personalized 

learning arrangements. Among other aspects, this sub-project is concerned with the 

question of how Gemeinschaftsschulen go about changing or elaborating on their meth-

ods of diagnosis for them to be able to meet the requirements of an increasing hetero-

geneity as regards students’ performances. Some intermediate results will be presented 

to the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports in September 2014.  

In the years to come, information about the quality of teaching and learning at the Ge-

meinschaftsschule is also expected from external evaluation of which the State Institute 

for School Development is in charge and which is carried out at all schools in Baden-

Württemberg on a regular basis (in general every five years).2 Due to their involvement 

in the aforementioned academic research program, the 42 Gemeinschaftsschulen which 

started in 2012/2013 are exempt from external evaluation for three years. The Gemein-

schaftsschulen which started later are only exempt for one year. Therefore, Gemein-

schaftsschulen will be included in the process of external evaluation as of academic 

year 2014/2015.  

The results of external evaluation provide some feedback for the schools as to where 

their strengths lie and in which areas there is still room for improvement. The criteria 

that form the basis of this evaluation are documented in the “Framework for External 

Evaluation in Baden-Württemberg”. The State Institute for School Development is in the 

process of compiling a new version of this framework. A trial version will be tested at 

schools in academic year 2014/2015. In this new version, the aspect of personalized 

learning has been added as a new criterion within the category “Learning and Teach-

ing”. Thus, the aspect of how a school succeeds at providing both group-specific and 

personalized learning opportunities is defined as an important part of the quality of its 

teaching. According to the framework (Landesinstitut für Schulentwicklung 2014: 22) the 

focus lies on the provision of suitable learning opportunities for individual students or 

learning groups so that individual competencies can be specifically strengthened and 

results improved. The following indicators of high quality are named: 

- In planning and providing learning opportunities, teachers take students’ hetero-

geneous pre-conditions into account. 

                                            
2
 For more information about the different institutions involved in education in Baden-Württemberg, see 

Monitoring Note I, pp. 18f.  
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o […] Learning arrangements are used to systematically offer individual 

learning opportunities to students. 

o Individual feedback concerning the level of knowledge and competence a 

student has reached is linked with specific support and/or suggestions as 

to how he/she can improve his/her learning results. 

- The differentiated learning opportunities a school offers are adapted to the heter-

ogeneous learning pre-conditions of students and form a coherent entity. 

o Learning opportunities for low-achieving students are provided. 

o Learning opportunities for high-achieving students are provided. 

o Additional activities for students to specialize according to their individual 

interests are provided. […] 

- Students experience the group-specific and individual learning opportunities as 

answering to their needs. 

o […] Students feel specifically supported in their individual learning pro-

cesses. [...] 

Unfortunately, there are no results from the official evaluation tools available yet. This is 

also due to the fact that the focus on personalized learning arrangements is a compara-

tively new phenomenon – the first Gemeinschaftsschulen were not introduced in Baden-

Württemberg until 2012/2013, after all. However, schools in Baden-Württemberg are not 

only subject to external evaluation on a regular basis, they are also obligated to reflect 

on their development of teaching and learning at regular intervals in a process of self-

evaluation. For the Gemeinschaftsschulen, this obligation is also documented in the 

coalition agreement between the Green Party and the Social Democratic Party (see 

Bündnis 90/Die Grünen/SPD Baden-Württemberg 2011: 6). To draw on the results of 

these processes of self-evaluation for the purpose of presenting some information in 

this paper as to how successful the concept of personalized learning has been imple-

mented and spread by means of the Gemeinschaftsschule, a questionnaire was sent 

out to 20 schools of this type, equally distributed over all four administrative regions in 

Baden-Württemberg (Stuttgart, Karlsruhe, Tübingen, Freiburg). The questionnaire con-

tained the following questions relevant to the purposes of this paper: 

- By means of which methods has personalized learning been introduced at your 

school? 

- How is this being evaluated? What adjustments have been made? 
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- What effects does the new learning culture have on the individual learning results 

of students and on the learning atmosphere? By means of which aspects can this 

be determined? 

The turnout from the eleven schools who sent back their answers showed that the lead-

ership teams at Gemeinschaftsschulen regularly review and reflect on their develop-

ment of teaching and learning on the basis of their teachers’ experiences and of oral or 

written feedback from students as well as parents. Some of them also use feedback 

from “critical friends” (e.g. teachers from other schools) and “external experts” (e.g. from 

one of the State Centers for the Training of Teachers).  

 

2. Change of learning environments 

The data provided by the schools show some basic elements used by most of them 

(with slight variations): 

- In the schedule, schools set aside time for students to work on “learning packag-

es” individually and at their own pace. The packages contain tasks at different 

levels of complexity and difficulty – usually there are three levels, sometimes 

four. At every level of difficulty, there are mandatory and optional tasks which al-

low for an even more fine-grained approach, seeing as three (or even four) levels 

of difficulty do not always do justice to the great heterogeneity in the classroom.  

- The teacher provides the necessary input (sometimes in heterogeneous, some-

times in more homogeneous groups). During the time students spend working on 

their tasks, he acts as facilitator and provides individual help when needed. In 

some setups, high-achieving students can obtain the status of experts and also 

help lower-achieving students individually.  

- At some schools, students can choose from different options as to where they 

would like to work on their tasks (i.e. in the classroom, a learning studio, the li-

brary or the hallway).  

- In their journals, students plan their individual work, reflect on it once a package 

is finished and document its results. (One school reported back that its students 

also document their learning processes in an online-based learning management 

program.) They control their own progress by means of appropriate materials, 

e.g. grids of competency. Usually, the completion of a package is marked by 

some sort of document confirming that they have mastered the material, e.g. a 
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test or a “competency check”. In keeping with the idea of allowing students to 

work at their own pace, schools will typically let students choose the date by 

which they will provide this confirmation but make sure that they do so eventual-

ly.  

- A certain level of difficulty is assigned to the students only on a temporary base. 

According to how they perform, they can switch between the different levels.  

- Some schools operate with a modular system which allows students to choose 

their own courses of study. This can involve the temporary formation of more 

homogeneous groups.  

- Each student gets a “coach” from the group of teachers, with whom he discusses 

the results of his learning as documented in the journal and who supports him in 

finding strategies of how to further improve his learning processes. How a stu-

dent’s interdisciplinary and social competencies develop – such as his ability to 

work independently and in a team or to stick to certain rules – is also analysed. 

These coaching sessions take place on a regular basis (usually once per week), 

at certain intervals (e.g. twice a year) the parents also attend.  

- Schools provide reports detailing and evaluating the results of a student’s work. If 

the parents request it, they also assign grades.  

- The adjustments schools have made based on the results of their self-evaluation 

include: 

o Recalibrating the learning packages and other materials so that they adapt 

better to students’ individual needs. 

o Strengthening the coaching system, e.g. by putting more resources into it 

or by specifically training teachers for this function. 

o Providing further possibilities of in-service training for teachers, e.g. to use 

co-operative learning approaches. 

o Initiating changes to the school building conducive to personalized and 

cooperative learning, i.e. constructing a learning studio or upgrading the 

equipment in classrooms. 

o Forming teams of teachers to work on certain aspects of quality improve-

ment together to reduce the workload on the individual teacher. 
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3. Change in learning outcomes 

According to the schools who sent back the questionnaire, the change of learning envi-

ronments as outlined above has the following effects: 

- The learning atmosphere improves: Children enjoy going to school, they are mo-

tivated and concentrate on their tasks when working on their learning packages. 

Setting individual goals to each student (“Do your personal best”) leads to an at-

mosphere of considerably reduced pressure and no fear. Students articulate a 

sense of achievement due to the fact that they are allowed to work at their own 

pace and in what they experience as a “safe space”. 

- A reduction of “puberty effects” in general is observed, lower-achieving students 

also integrate well and do not display any conspicuous behavior.  

- Students show more self-reliance and assume more responsibility for their own 

learning, which leads to significantly better results.  

- Not only do students significantly improve their results in certain subject, they al-

so improve their interdisciplinary competencies.  

- High-achieving students seem to be able to make better use of their freedom to 

make their own decisions as far as their learning processes are concerned while 

lower-achieving students need more support. However, they tend to improve 

their performance by paying close attention to the learning habits of the high-

achievers and improve their own learning results by means of imitation. 

- High-achieving students gain self-confidence by acting as experts in certain sub-

jects and providing help to lower-achievers.  

- One school notes a higher degree of work satisfaction on the part of the teachers 

resulting from the fact that the set-up outlined above gives them better options to 

cater to students’ individual needs.  

- A serious impediment seems to be the fact that at some schools, low-achieving 

students outnumber the high-achievers. This has the effect that a considerable 

part of the resources a school has at its disposal flows into supporting the low-

achieving students. The results are that high-achievers are not sufficiently chal-

lenged and that the concept of students learning with and from each other is se-

riously affected.3 

                                            
3
 For a theoretical discussion of this phenomenon, see Monitoring Note I, p.10. 
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4. Reach of the Initiative / Challenges to be tackled in the near future 

As of academic year 2014/2015 – the third year since the introduction of the Gemein-

schaftsschule – 209 public schools and five private schools will be operating as Ge-

meinschaftsschulen, around 6.5 per cent of them are former Realschulen. For 76 more 

schools (including eight Realschulen), applications have been submitted to start as 

Gemeinschaftsschulen in 2015/2016. Due to the fact that – for organizational reasons – 

the Ministry moved up the deadline by which applications have to be submitted from 

October 1st to June 1st, which left the municipalities with less time to put together the 

necessary paperwork, some municipalities announced that they would submit an appli-

cation for academic year 2016/2017. The Ministry regards the steadily increasing num-

ber of Gemeinschaftsschulen with their focus on personalized learning arrangements as 

an important step towards the aim of the government to improve educational justice in 

Baden-Württemberg.  

As was mentioned in Part I of this paper, the challenge currently lies in providing incen-

tives to Realschulen to establish personalized learning on a broader scale. The afore-

mentioned numbers show that the majority of Realschulen are still reluctant as regards 

the possibility to become Gemeinschaftsschulen. However, the department in charge of 

Realschulen at the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports recently collected some ex-

amples of Realschulen who are open to the chances personalized learning approaches 

offer when it comes to catering to the individual needs of a heterogeneous group of stu-

dents. These examples show that some Realschulen have already changed their learn-

ing environments along the lines outlined in II.2: They set aside time in their schedules 

for students to work individually and at their own pace on tasks suitable to their own 

level of knowledge and competence, they have established learning studios or imple-

mented a coaching system. So the awareness that the increasing heterogeneity of stu-

dents requires for the culture of teaching and learning at schools to be adjusted accord-

ingly seems to be growing. It is conceivable that more and more Realschulen will realize 

that the Gemeinschaftsschule offers them a good option to tackle this challenge and 

give every student the chance to live up to his potential. 

Even though the Gymnasium is not affected by increasing heterogeneity to the same 

extent, the changes to the education system in Baden-Württemberg also call for this 

type of school to reposition itself. In order to discuss options and compile a concept of 
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what the role of the Gymnasium could be as part of the “system of two pillars” and what 

adjustments are necessary, a team consisting of headteachers from Gymnasien and 

Gemeinschaftsschulen all over Baden-Württemberg as well as representatives from var-

ious departments at the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, the Regional Adminis-

trative Authorities, the State Centers for the Training of Teachers, the State Institute of 

School Development and the three advisory boards School Committee, Parents’ Com-

mittee and Students’ Committee worked on ideas and possibilities from January 2013 

through February 2014. The concept – which is also supposed to make suggestions as 

to how teaching and learning at the Gymnasium can focus more on the student with his 

individual needs – will be presented to the Minister of Education, Youth and Sports in 

September 2014.  

 

Sources: 

Bündnis 90/Die Grünen/SPD Baden-Württemberg (2011): Der Wechsel beginnt.  
Koalitionsvertrag. Stuttgart. 
 

Landesinstitut für Schulentwicklung (2014): Qualitätsrahmen zweite Fremdevaluation an  
allgemein bildenden Schulen. Erprobungsversion Schuljahr 2014/15. Stuttgart.  
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