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school statistics. However, they do not provide information on the actual relation 
these bear to what is set down in the guidelines for weekly hours to be allotted to 
music. Moreover, the statistics often blur the distinction between extracurricular 
activities (choir, orchestra, mixed ensembles etc.) and actual music instruction.

Around 47,000 teachers teach music as a school subject in Germany’s various types 
of schools (see Figure 1.1). This is roughly six percent of the total number of teachers. 
There is no information available on the formal qualifications of these teachers, e.g. 
their prior training and certification in music education. One basic problem in con-
nection with music as a subject in Germany’s school system is the ongoing shortage 
of qualified teachers, which is why the continuity of music instruction cannot be 
guaranteed in primary, special and lower secondary schools. Surveys carried out by 
regional chapters of the Association of German School Musicians (Verband Deutscher 
Schulmusiker, or VDS) show that a mere 20 to 30 percent of music lessons in primary 
schools are taught by trained music teachers, whereas approximately 70 to 80 per-
cent of the lessons are taught either by teachers from other fields or not at all. From 

a pedagogical point of view, this striking shortage of qualified music teachers affects 
the special schools in particular, where it has been proved that teaching music can 
have a significantly positive effect on the pupils. The problems arising from the short
age of music teachers are compounded by the fact that qualified substitutes are sel-
dom available when a trained music teacher happens to fall ill or is otherwise absent. 

Scenes from the programmes ‘Kultur macht Schule’ and ‘Jedem Kind ein Instrument’ 
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One question worth pursuing is to what extent music loses its status as a self-
sufficient subject when it is combined or bundled with other subjects as described 
above, thus leading to a gradual reduction of hours set aside for music and ulti-
mately to the loss of the subject’s ‘integrity’. In this context, the KMK resolution 
of 16 October 2008 on the ‘Joint regional requirements concerning the content of 
teacher training courses in subject areas and teaching methodology’ should be 
seen in a critical light. In the section dealing with the training of primary school 
teachers, the resolution distances itself significantly from the requirement that 
teachers possess a basic expertise in the subject they teach, in that ‘professional 
perspectives’ and the ‘basics of teaching methodology’ are reduced to a rudimen-
tary reference to ‘aesthetics as a field of study: art, music, movement’. The aim is 
to give education students an alternative to the traditional study of music as a pri-
mary school subject. If this resolution is put into practice in the federal states, the 
inevitable consequence will be a further deterioration in the quality of how music 
is taught in primary schools.

At grammar school (Gymnasium) and at comprehensive school (Gesamtschule), 
music is offered as both a basic and an advanced-level course in the sixth form, 
where it is taught either for two to three hours (a basic course) or five to six hours 
(an advanced-level course) per week. The instruction is assigned to study field 1 
(language-literature-art). The detailed regulations vary widely among the federal 
states, especially regarding the number of years spent at grammar school (G8 or 
G9)5 and the fact that some states set down uniform requirements for the Abi-
tur examination while others do not or are currently in the process of introducing 
them (e.g. Lower Saxony and North Rhine-Westphalia). Most of the G9 states allow 
pupils in grade 11 to opt between a (generally) three-hour course of music or art.6 
During grades 12 and 13, pupils must choose a minimum of two consecutive basic 
arts courses in the same subject they took in grade 11. In some states this obliga-
tion may be fulfilled by choosing literature courses or courses in theatre or the 
performing arts. Occasionally instrument or voice lessons may be included as 
part of the qualifying phase, or taken into account when calculating the overall 
grade report, without directly fulfilling the compulsory requirements for arts sub-
jects. It is not impossible to choose music as an advanced-level course or as a third 
or fourth Abitur subject, although this likewise depends on the particular stipu-
lations of the state concerned. The possible combination of subjects, the courses 
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>> Basic Structure of the State Education System in Germany
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1   In some Länder special types of transition from pre-school to primary education exist. In Berlin and Brandenburg 
the primary school comprises six grades.

2   The disabled attend special forms of general-education and vocational school types (partially integrated with non-
handicapped pupils) depending on the type of disability in question.

3   Irrespective of school type, grades 5 and 6 constitute a phase of particular promotion, supervision and orientation 
with regard to the pupil‘s future educational path and its particular direction (Orientierungsstufe or Förderstufe).

4   The Hauptschule and Realschule courses of education are also offered at schools with several courses of education, 
for which the names differ from one Land to another.

5   The Gymnasium course of education is also offered at comprehensive schools (Gesamtschule). In the cooperative 
comprehensive schools, the three courses of education (Hauptschule, Realschule and Gymnasium) are brought 
under one educational and organisational umbrella; these form an educational and organisational whole at the 
integrated Gesamtschule. The provision of comprehensive schools (Gesamtschulen) varies in accordance with the 
respective educational laws of the Länder.

6   The general education qualifi cations that may be obtained after grades 9 and 10 carry particular designations in 
some Länder. These certifi cates can also be obtained in evening classes and at vocational schools.

7   Admission to the Gymnasiale Oberstufe requires a formal entrance qualifi cation which can be obtained after grade 
9 or 10. At present, the Allgemeine Hochschulreife can be obtained either after the successful completion of 13 con-
secutive school years (G9) or after a 12-year course of education (G8). Yet in almost all Länder the gradual conversion 
to eight years at the Gymnasium is currently under way.

8  Vocational schools at which music is generally not anchored in the curriculum.

Source: Compiled and edited by the German Music Information Centre from data of the Sekretariat der Ständigen 
Konferenz der Kultusminister der Länder [Secretariat of the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and 
Cultural Affairs of the Länder in the Federal Republic of Germany].
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>>  Pupils enrolled in basic and advanced-level music courses during the fi nal two years1 of grammar school

School year

Total number of 
pupils from the 
fi nal two years 

Pupils taking part in music lessons

Basic course Advanced-level course

Number Number % Number %
2003-04 688,072 128,508 18.7 9,822 1.4
2004-05 498,138 129,708 26.0 9,612 1.9
2005-06 509,138 139,932 27.5 10,765 2.1
2006-07 558,750 150,954 27.0 11,682 2.1
2007-08 460,952 150,995 32.7 12,659 2.7
2008-09 477,456 136,087 28.5 14,214 3.0

1  Grades 11-12 for G8 school systems, grades 12-13 for G9 school systems.
Source: Sekretariat der Ständigen Konferenz der Kultusminister der Länder [Secretariat of the Standing Confe-
rence of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Länder in the Federal Republic of Germany].

offered at the school in question and the nature of the pupil’s academic history 
all play a decisive role. Institutional requirements (such as minimum class sizes 
or the definition of advanced-level courses tracks) are increasingly posing severe 
obstacles to the acceptance of music as an advanced-level course. To achieve con-
sistency and compatability among the states’ Abitur requirements, the KMK has 
reached an agreement on ‘uniform requirements for Abitur examinations’ with 
regard to music as a school subject.7 

In 2008-09 roughly 477,000 pupils attended the final two years of grammar 
school in Germany (grades 12-13 or 11-12). Of these, some 150,000, or roughly one-
third, received instruction in music. Of the total number, 28.5 percent attended 
basic courses and three percent advanced-level courses (see Figure 1.2). 

GENERAL REGULATIONS FOR MUSIC INSTRUCTION

From a general and broad point of view, the contents and teaching methods 
used in music lessons are regulated by the curricula and/or general guidelines of 
the federal state concerned. These are based, on the one hand, on the breadth of 
contents offered and the variety of methods employed. On the other hand, how
ever, specific contents are mandated for individual courses or thematic areas of 

Figure 1.2
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study, including pre-assigned works, for example with respect to the main school 
leaving certificate (Zentralabitur). These mandates give concrete form, albeit with 
different emphases, to the way that theories of music education are applied to 
various types of school, and they lay down corresponding framework conditions. 
But the details of the contents and teaching methods employed are largely the 
responsibility of the school symposia and the qualified music teachers. School 
textbooks, song books, lesson materials and thematic booklets from various edu-
cational publishers, as well as articles in music education journals, provide ideas 
and assistance for the planning and execution of music lessons.

There have been hardly any designated studies of what music lessons look like 
in day-to-day practice. Given the large-scale movement in music and culture in 
recent decades and the strong bond between young people and music, conditions 
for music as a school subject have clearly changed. Because of its diversity and 
omnipresence in today’s audio-visual and other media, music is an integral part 
of our lives and the way we express ourselves. It forms an all-embracing spectrum 
in which young people seek and find their personal and social identity. Any form 
of music instruction that sees itself as a vehicle for handing down and commu-
nicating past culture and which remains fixated on ‘art music’ has been forced 
to struggle with this transformation. In light of these altered conditions, which 
will continue to change in the future, it is safe to say that there can be no such 
thing as a single sacrosanct form of music instruction. The way music is taught in 
Germany’s state education system will depend on the pupils involved, their per-
sonal and academic backgrounds, the location of the lessons, the socio-cultural 
context and the particular school concerned.

Taking precisely these background conditions into account, the German Mu-
sic Council (Deutscher Musikrat) has defined a future-oriented framework in its 
Expert Committee on Music Education (Bundesfachausschuss Musikalische Bil-
dung). The framework is designed to determine the quality of music instruction 
in Germany’s school system. The following criteria are considered paramount:
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Music instruction must
1)	 Kindle pleasure in music through

•	  solo or group music-making (singing, dancing, playing instruments),
•	  a wide range of listening experiences and
•	  the pupil’s own creativity and inventiveness;

2)	 Heighten the sensitivity and sophistication of the aural and other sensory fa-
culties;

3)	 Impart knowledge of music’s origins, structure and use in conjunction with 
actual musical experiences;

4)	 Encourage pupils to expand and deepen their musical activities both inside 
and outside the school;

5)	 Present music in all its variety, in particular contemporary art music, popular 
music and music from non-European cultures, including their historical back-
ground and contemporary forms;

6)	 Demonstrate the links between music and other forms of thought and activity;
  7)	 Teach pupils to understand their own musical culture, both past and present.8

MUSIC PERFORMANCE IN SCHOOLS

Music performance is especially important in those German schools which 
offer specially designed music courses for pupils with a particular interest in or 
talent for music. These mainly involve grammar schools with a special focus on 
music or the arts, some of which co-operate with music academies at the tertiary 
level. Besides an increase in music instruction, these institutes, some of which are 
boarding schools, also offer intensive lessons in music instruments, voice, music 
theory or ear training. Such schools place a premium on orchestral and choral 
work. The overriding objective of these specially oriented schools is to promote 
highly talented musicians in a targeted manner and potentially to prepare them 
for a musical career in adult life. (A nation-wide overview of schools with extended 
music instruction can be found on the web site of the German Music Information 
Centre (Deutsches Musikinformationszentrum, or MIZ) at www.miz.org.) 

In the case of Germany’s ‘normal’ state schools, intensive instrumental and vo-
cal training is mainly provided in optional subjects or extracurricular activities. 
In such schools, choirs, big bands, orchestras, smaller ensembles, work groups in 
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contemporary music, combos and similar formations are distinctive features of 
school life. However, their existence depends on the commitment of the pupils 
and on teachers with sufficient powers of motivation. Such teachers have found 
it increasingly difficult, in administrative terms, to have the time they spend on 
extracurricular activities counted as part of their teaching load.

Roughly over the last 15 years, different forms of classroom music-making have 
emerged in Germany’s state schools with the aim of building up broad-based mu-
sical competence as well as special musical skills. These programmes specifically 
attempt to reach pupils who do not have the opportunity to learn an instrument 
at home. Recently this trend has taken greater hold as schools seek to cultivate an 
image and develop greater autonomy, and as all-day schools become more preva-
lent. In a general sense, the term classroom music-making is understood to mean 
‘all music-related activities that involve actively making music, including reflec-
ting on the subject matter and activity’. Consequently, classroom music-making 
can be incorporated in any form of music instruction. More specifically, classroom 
music-making is carried out in so-called ‘music classes’ in which every pupil learns 
an instrument and/or receives singing lessons. Compared to regular weekly class 
lessons, music classes receive more hours of instruction per week (on a contin
ual basis for at least two hours and sometimes three or more). In addition to the 
closed form of music class, there are also what are called Einwahlmodelle (omni-

School performance during the 

‘Musik gewinnt!’ (Music wins!) competition
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bus models) where the pupils come from parallel classes or the entire grade level. 
These models vary depending on the instrument learned: music classes may be 
held for wind or string instruments, keyboards, recorders, guitars, percussion, 
fretted monochords or singing as well as various mixed forms. They are most 
widespread in grades 5 and 6, with a tendency towards continuation at the lower 
secondary level. They are also coming increasingly to the fore in primary schools. 
In all school types they constitute an important area where music teachers from 
state schools and teachers from music schools and the private sector can work to-
gether on a constructive basis.

At present, music classes with their various forms of classroom music-making 
appear to be a very successful type of (usually extended) music instruction. It is 
difficult to determine how many currently exist, but it is absolutely clear that their 
numbers are growing. The conflicting concepts and practices in schools also raise 
questions, of course. These questions are directed inter    alia at conceptual objec-
tives, course design and balance, methodological consistency, the integration of 
music teaching or educational theory, and the balance between those parts of the 

Jedem Kind ein Instrument 
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lesson devoted to general music instruction and those devoted to playing an in-
strument. At the same time, classroom music-making specifically requires compe-
tence on the part of music teachers, meaning that changes are needed in the way 
they are trained.

FUTURE PERSPECTIVES

The perspectives for music as a school subject are and will remain strongly in-
fluenced by ongoing developments in Germany’s cultural, educational and school 
policies. Within this framework, it is particularly important to strengthen the posi-
tion of music as a school subject in its specificity and uniqueness among the wide 
range of subjects taught at every level of the state school system. It is especially 
vital to ensure that music is taught continuously throughout the entire period of 
a child’s schooling. To do so, it is necessary to expand the capacities for training 
music teachers, especially for primary and special schools.

The following topics seem especially worthy of discussion in the near future 
regarding music’s position in the German school system and the conceptual evo-
lution of music instruction: 

•	 Replacing traditional curricula with standards; 
•	 Introducing centralised progress controls and centralised assignments for the 

classroom, coursework and Abitur;
•	 Anchoring music in G8 schools;
•	 Expanding the concept of all-day schools through co-operative projects with 

cultural institutions outside the school system (and assuring appropriate qual
ity controls); and 

•	 Restructuring teacher training for music teachers in bachelor and master’s de-
gree programmes. 

The course of study for music teachers must be designed in such a way that 
it prepares graduates for their future task, namely, to provide professional music 
education in the school system. The focus must fall on offering guidance in the 
organisation of musical learning processes and on reflecting on those very pro-
cesses. 
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6	 In Baden-Württemberg and Bavaria, one period of music is considered obligatory.
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