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French nursery schools and German kindergartens:
effects of individual and contextual variables
on early learning

Youssef Tazouti - Caroline Viriot-Goeldel -
Cornélie Matter - Anémone Geiger-Jaillet - Rita Carol -
Dominique Deviterne

Abstract The present article investigates the effects of individual and contextual variables
on children’s early learning in French nursery schools and German kindergartens. Our study
of 552 children at preschools in France (299 children from French nursery schools) and
Germany (253 children from German kindergartens) measured skills that facilitate the
learning of reading, writing and arithmetic at primary school. We also evaluated educational
family practices and parents’ expectations of their children’s pre-school education. In order
to take into account the hierarchical structure of our data, multilevel models were used in
the analysis, which was carried out using MLwiN software version 2.02 (Rasbash et al.
2005). Although French nursery schools emphasise academic learning, we did not find any
significant differences in overall performances between the French and German samples.
However, significant differences were obtained for some subscale results. In addition, our
results indicate that individual and contextual variables have an impact on the differences
observed between children from the two countries.

Resume Cette recherche étudie les effets des variables individuelles et contextuelles sur les
apprentissages premiers des enfants a I’issue de 1’école maternelle francaise et du
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Kindergarten allemand. L’étude porte sur 299 enfants scolarisés en grande section de
maternelle en France et 253 enfants scolarisés en derniére année de Kindergarten en
Allemagne. Les compétences facilitant les apprentissages fondamentaux des éléves a
I’école élémentaire en lecture, en écriture et en calcul ont été mesurées. De méme les
pratiques éducatives familiales ainsi que des attentes des parents vis-a-vis des institutions
qui accueillent leurs enfants ont été évaluées. Les données ont été traitées a 1’aide des
modéles multiniveaux afin que soit respectée leur structure hiérarchisée. Nous avons utilisé
le logiciel MLwiN version 2.02 (Rasbash, Charlton, Browne, Healy, & Cameron, 2005).
Bien que les écoles maternelles frangaises privilégient les apprentissages scolaires, nous
n’avons pas trouvé des différences significatives entre les performances globales des
enfants francais et allemands. Toutefois, des différences significatives ont été obtenues pour
quelques sous-épreuves. Enfin, les résultats indiquent un impact des variables individuelles
et contextuelles sur les différences constatées entre les enfants des deux pays.

Keywords Early learning - Kindergarten - Multilevel models - Preschool

Introduction

In its review of early childhood education and care across the world, the OECD (2006)
distinguished two dominant currents: the “pre-primary” approach, which is widely used in
many southern European and English-speaking countries, and the “social pedagogy”
tradition that predominates in northern and central Europe. As their names suggest, the
French nursery school (école maternelle) and German kindergarten systems epitomise these
two approaches. France’s decision to adopt a “pre-school” model and thus favour a
scholarly approach to early learning was made over a century ago. Several other European
countries, including Spain and Belgium, made similar choices (HCE: Haut Conseil de
I’Evaluation de I’Ecole 2003). Conversely, many other countries, including Germany, chose
to emphasise the all-round growth of their youngest citizens, adopting a system based on
the horticultural metaphor of the “children’s garden”. Substantial differences remain
between French nursery schools, with their school status and focus on learning, and
German kindergartens, which put the accent on socialisation through “social pedagogy”
(Sozialpddagogik), an idea that arose in Germany in the nineteenth century (OECD 2004b).

The two approaches differ in terms of both teaching methods and teaching content.
French nursery schools favour preparatory learning through structured and progressive
teaching situations, whereas German kindergartens exploit teaching situations that arise
naturally when children interact (Situationsansatz) and make wide use of learning through
play. In general, the methods used by kindergartens are child centred and focus on
socialisation and developing personality. Preparing children for entry into primary school is
only a marginal concern for kindergartens and purely academic learning is often
“peripheral”. Thus, in contrast to what happens in France, German children do not start
formally learning the alphabet, numbers and how to write until they go to primary school
(Brougere 2002; Faust-Siehl 2001). These two approaches to early childhood education
also differ in the ways the schools operate, the length of the school day and the
qualifications held by the teaching staff.

Consequently, it would seem reasonable to ask how these two approaches affect the
ways in which young children acquire skills. The growing impact of international surveys
has led countries to question the effectiveness and suitability of their chosen pre-school
system. In Germany, the poor mean performances of German schoolchildren on the
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OECD’s PISA survey' (OECD 2001, 2004a) produced an unprecedented media outcry that
was quickly followed by proposals for reforms at all levels. Fingers were pointed at several
aspects of the system, including the role of pre-school education, and Germany’s different
states are now investigating a variety of solutions (Buhlmann 2002; Hohlmeier and Stevens
2003). In today’s world, with its emphasis on performance and early learning, and given the
results of the PISA survey, is there still a place for a model that even Germany is starting to
doubt? Is the approach adopted by French nursery schools, which are traditionally
considered to be a strong point of the country’s education system, more suitable and more
effective? In France, the difficulties experienced by a non-negligible number of children
when they enter primary school have led the latest report from the HCE: Haut Conseil de
I’Evaluation de I’Ecole (2007) to pose a number of questions about the nursery school
system. Success at school is strongly linked to a child’s skills on entering primary school.
At a time when both countries are currently concerned about the limits of their respective
models, an answer has yet to be found to the question of whether the basic skills needed for
later stages in a child’s education are best acquired at an institution in which children play
and act freely or at a school in which they follow a structured syllabus and a regular
schedule of morning and afternoon lessons for 3 or 4 years.

Despite the differences in learning environments offered by the two systems, they refer
to both the Piagetian perspective and the Vygotskyian approach of development and
learning. According to Piaget, human intelligence is a particular case of biological
adaptation through a process involving the assimilation and accommodation of new
experiences that must be suited to the child’s level of development. In this orthogenetic
vision, educators can only further a child’s intellectual development if their awareness of
the child’s abilities is sufficient for them to be able to offer the right experiences at the right
time. According to the Vygotskyian view, development is essentially epigenetic, and
educators influence the proximal zone of development. This allows parents to anticipate
and accelerate the child’s development. In other words, educators can offer their children
development opportunities.

Thus, most preschool programmes have a positive impact on later learning (Goldring
and Presbrey 1986; Hattie 2009). However, the most effective are those most structured and
managed by well-trained staff (Innocenti and White 1993). Similarly, Fusaro (1997) found
that children attending full-day kindergarten showed significantly greater achievement than
those attending half-day.

Surprisingly, and despite the innumerable international surveys that have been carried
out at all levels of elementary and secondary education, this question has not been widely
addressed. Several studies describe how French nursery schools and German kindergartens
function (e.g. Brougére 1995, 1997, 2002; Vaniscotte 1996, 2001) and their effects on skills
acquisition by children (e.g. Bressoux et al. 1999; Cebe and Paour 2001; Leroy-Audouin
1993; Suchaut 1996); however, we have not found any research that systematically
compares the two approaches. Consequently, we decided to investigate how the French and
German approaches to early learning affect the development of abilities that facilitate the
acquisition of basic pre-school skills, notably in the fields of reading, writing and
arithmetic.

We hypothesised that there would be differences between the cognitive acquisitions of
French and German children at the end of nursery school or kindergarten. Three groups of
variables were examined to explain any differences between French and German children.

"It should also be noted that there are substantial differences between Germany’s different states (Lénder).
For example, Bavaria and Baden-Wurttemberg obtained good results.
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First, the nature of the educational establishment (nursery school vs. kindergarten) might
influence skills acquisition. Second, as shown in many studies (Hattie 2009; Hyde 2005),
individual variables (social class, gender, etc.) can affect a pupil’s performance. Finally,
family characteristics may also explain the differences between French and German
children; therefore, we measured parents’ expectations of pre-school education and
modelled possible repercussions of these expectations on their child’s performance. We
also looked at the effect of the family educational practices, which could difer between
French and German countries in regard of the historical and philosophical backgrounds that
forged French nursery schools and German kindergartens. In this respect, Préteur and
Louvet-Schmauss (1991, 1994) showed that family educational practices concerning
reading, writing and arithmetic contribute to variations between pupils. For example, the
correlation with improved performance is higher for a variety of less formal practices
parents commonly use to help their children learn to read (reading children’s books, going
to libraries and use of writing in everyday situations) than it is with other more traditional
and formal practices, such as teaching sound-spelling patterns.

Methodology
Participants

We had the opportunity to recruit participants in two French regions (Alsace and Lorraine)
and in two German regions (Baden-Wiirttemberg and Sar). We chose to retain only the two
most representative of the two systems of preschool (Kindergarten and Ecole Maternelle).
Thus, Alsace and Sar were excluded because of their historical and cultural proximity.

Our study was based on 552 children. The French sample contained 299 children (166 girls
and 133 boys) who were in their final year of preschool at 12 nursery schools in Lorraine. The
German sample contained 253 children (121 girls and 132 boys) who were in their final year of
preschool at 10 kindergartens in the state of Baden-Wurttemberg.2 Approximately 10% of
parents in the French sample and about 20% of parents in the German sample were of foreign
nationality. The mean ages of the children tested were 5 years 9 months for the French sample
and 6 years 2 months for the German sample. This age difference is mostly due to differences
in the school calendar between the two countries.

Measures
Evaluation scale for first learning abilities

For the purposes of the present study, first learning abilities are considered to be the abilities
children need in order to assimilate the fundamental skills they will be taught when they
enter primary school. Our evaluation scale is based on tools used to measure the skills
involved in learning how to read, write and do basic arithmetic: NBA1-T scales (Ravard
and Rabreau 2005) and “Grande Section de Maternelle” (final year of nursery school)
national evaluation scales (MEN 2003). We measured children’s performances in nine fields
relating to arithmetic (spatial organisation, counting, rhythms), reading-writing (visual
discrimination, auditory discrimination, sound-spelling patterns), and transversal learning

2 Germany is a federal country composed of 16 states (Linder). Education is the responsibility of the
individual states.
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(handwriting, visual memory, auditory memory). These tests do not claim to measure all the
skills acquired by children at the end of nursery school; their aim was to examine some of
the most important skills for the child’s future school career.

The French and German versions of the scale were drawn up at the same time by
members of our Franco—German research team. Our objective was to take into account the
curricula used in the two countries and to ensure the French and German items were strictly
identical, while respecting the cultural specificities of the two countries. Nevertheless,
before undertaking a comparison of children from the two countries, we checked that the
scale was not subject to Differential Item Functioning (DIF) effects. In other words, we
checked that the items did not favour one group of participants over the other. In order to do
this, we used the Mantel-Haenszel statistic (Mantel and Haenszel 1959), which was used to
study DIF by Holland and Thayer (1986). The procedure reveals the presence of DIF by
testing whether or not two samples with the same skill level have different probabilities of
success for an item. DIF occurs when the probabilities of success for an item are different
for the two samples. From an inferential point of view, Mantel-Haenszel’s chi squared
statistic is used to test the null hypothesis that the success rates of two populations with
similar levels of skill are homogenous. From a descriptive point of view, we calculated a
Mantel-Haenszel delta statistic, which indicates the direction and size of the DIF.

Large DIFs were found for four items, which were consequently removed from the scale.
As a result, our scale of first learning abilities contained 41 items (see Table 1) that
presented a satisfactory internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha=.84). A
principal components analysis of the scores for the nine tests allowed us to retain a single
component that strongly saturated the nine scales and that explained 38% of the variance.

Measure of the families’ social class

The social class of the children’s families was measured by calculating a socioeconomic
index combining three indicators: (1) the mother’s level of education; (2) the father’s level
of education; (3) the size of the home, that is to say, the number of rooms in the home
divided by the number of people living there. The relatively high correlations between the
three indicators (they vary between .25 and .55 and are all significant at p<.01) justify their
combination. Our socioeconomic index showed a high degree of variability (mean=2.25,
standard deviation=.68).

Table 1 Analysis of the items of the nine tests included in the first learning evaluation scale

Number of items Cronbach’s alpha
Handwriting 4 .50
Spatial organisation 4 52
Rhythm 3 .59
Visual discrimination 3 .55
Auditory discrimination 4 51
Visual memory 6 .61
Auditory memory 9 .56
Sound-spelling patterns 4 48
Counting 4 43
Whole scale 41 .84
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Questionnaire measuring educational practices within families and parents’ expectations
for their child’s pre-school education

This questionnaire for parents was based on existing questionnaires (Préteur and
Louvet-Schmauss 1991, 1994; Tazouti 2003; Tazouti et al. 2005). It first asked parents
about their educational practices with respect to reading, writing and arithmetic. Then, it asked
them about their expectations for their child’s pre-school education. A principal components
analysis of the items relating to the families’ educational practices with respect to reading,
writing and arithmetic allowed us to retain two components (Table 2). The first saturates items
1 to 4 and refers to “activities related to formal teaching of reading and arithmetic”. The
second saturates items 5 to 9 and corresponds to “book-related activities”. These two
components explain 25% and 18% of the total variance, respectively. The internal consistency
coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) of the items composing each of these two sub-scales were .72
and .52, respectively.

A principal components analysis for the items relating to parental expectations of pre-school
education also allowed us to retain two components (Table 3): one that saturates the items
related to socialisation expectations (items 1 to 9) and one that saturates the items relating to
cognitive learning expectations (items 10 to 15). These two components explain 34% and 15%
of the total variance, respectively. The internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) of
the items composing each of these two sub-scales were satisfactory (.87 and .73, respectively).

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table 4 gives descriptive statistics of different variables of the study. Results show that
French parents have higher scores than German parents regarding educational practices

‘activities related to formal teaching of reading and arithmetic’ and ‘book-related activities’.

Table 2 Principal components analysis of the items relating to family educational practices with respect to
reading, writing and arithmetic

Component

1 2
Do you (or a member of your family) try to teach your child to read? .83 —-.02
Do you (or a member of your family) try to teach your child to write? .83 -.20
Do you use materials other than books to teach your child to read? .68 25
Do you (or a member of your family) try to teach your child to count? .55 -.02
Does your child have books at home? —-.15 .64
Do you (or a member of your family) read books to your child? .01 .61
Does your child subscribe to a magazine? .14 .54
Do you take your child to the library? —.15 .54
Do you buy your child books? .06 .36
Eigenvalue 2.23 1.58
Percentage of variance explained (%) 25 18

Cronbach’s alpha 72 .52
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Table 3 Principal components analysis for the items relating to parents’ expectations with respect to pre-
school education

Component
1 2

Teach children to put things away .85 .04
Teach children to be polite .79 .09
Teach children to respect adults .76 15
Teach children to be self-sufficient (dress themselves, choose their activities, etc.) 75 -.01
Teach children to accept differences .69 12
Allow children to express their needs and wishes .67 11
Introduce children to the world about them .60 17
Teach children to respect other children 51 28
Enable children to meet other children .38 17
Prepare children for primary school .04 79
Teach children the basics of reading and writing -.12 74
Teach children to count 13 73
Help children become pupils (discipline, follow instructions, etc.) 23 .66
Stimulate the desire to learn .35 .52
Teach children to obey rules (of the school, of the group, etc.) .35 48
Eigenvalue 5.17 2.19
Percentage of variance explained (%) 34 15

Cronbach’s alpha .87 73

Regarding expectations for the preschool, the French parents have high scores for ‘learning
expectations’ while German parents get high scores on “socialisation expectations”.
Concerning the tests of the first learning scale, Table 4 shows little difference between
scores of children in France and Germany in two tests: ‘handwriting’ and ‘auditory
discrimination’. Children in France have higher scores in three tests: ‘spatial organisation’,
‘thythms’ and ‘visual discrimination’. In contrast German children have the best
performance in four tests: ‘visual memory’; ‘auditory memory’, ‘sound-spelling patterns’
and ‘counting’. Do these differences between the two countries persist when individual and
contextual variables are controlled for using multi-level regression models?

Multi-level analyses

Our research aimed to investigate the relationship between individual and family characteristics
and the characteristics of the pre-school context. Our analyses incorporate statistical units that
belong to different, stacked levels (pupils and establishments). Given the hierarchical structure
of the data, it was necessary to apply multi-level regression models. Detailed descriptions of
these models are provided by Bressoux (2008) and by Snijders and Bosker (1999). An
advantage of multi-level regression models is that they allow explanatory variables to be
treated in a way that takes into account the hierarchical level they refer to. Thus, in our study,
we were able to differentiate between level 1 variables that were measured for each pupil
(e.g., socioeconomic index, sex) and level 2 variables that were measured for the class
(e.g., country of residence, average socioeconomic index of the establishment). In the present
study, the analyses were carried out using MLwiN version 2.02 software (Rasbash et al. 2005).
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Table 4 Descriptive statistics from the study variables

Variables French (N=299) Germany (N=253)

Mean SD SE Mean SD SE

Family educational practices

With respect to formal teaching of reading 0.67 0.33 0.02 0.56 0.34 0.02
With respect to books 0.65 0.25 0.02 0.62 0.22 0.02
Expectations for pre-school education
Cognitive learning expectations 2.90 0.21 0.01 2.69 0.35 0.02
Socialisation expectations 2.70 0.38 0.02 2.84 0.25 0.02
Tests of the first learning scale
Handwriting 2.14 1.24 0.07 2.18 1.19 0.07
Spatial organisation 2.97 1.07 0.06 2.62 1.21 0.08
Rhythm 2.03 1.02 0.06 1.64 1.05 0.07
Visual discrimination 2.50 .83 0.05 2.31 .88 0.06
Auditory discrimination 1.98 1.30 0.08 2.07 1.20 0.08
Visual memory 5.17 1.16 0.07 5.64 .83 0.05
Auditory memory 7.31 1.50 0.09 8.36 1.12 0.07
Sound-spelling patterns 2.67 1.12 0.06 3.00 .96 0.06
Counting 3.22 .94 0.05 3.58 .70 0.04
Whole scale 29.99 6.45 0.37 31.40 5.53 0.35

Impact of individual and contextual variables on the pupils’ total scores

Several multi-level regression models were drawn up (see Table 5) in order to investigate the
effects of the different individual and contextual characteristics on the variability of the
children’s performances. Multi-level modelling often begins with the construction of an “empty
model” that does not contain any explanatory variables. This initial model is used to break down
the total variance of the dependent variable into two parts®: the variance between the level 2
units (intergroup variance), and the variance between the level 1 units (intragroup variance).
The values given by the empty model serve as a reference point for the rest of the analysis
and allow us to evaluate the impact of the explanatory variables introduced into subsequent
models. Later models include the individual and contextual variables. Our goal was to explore
the variability in the pupils’ performance scores in the form of a mathematical relation
between these scores and all the variables we chose to introduce into the analysis. We took
into account nine level 1 explanatory variables: sex, nationality, marital status of the parents,
age of the child, socioeconomic index of the family, family educational practices and parental
expectations with respect to education. The use of multi-level modelling allowed us to
measure the specific effect of “target variables” independently of other factors, that is to say,
“all other things being equal”. In this type of equation, the dichotomous variables are
introduced into the analysis by fixing a reference modality and an active modality. For
example, for the sex variable, the reference modality is “boy” and the active modality is
“girl”. Our study also included two level 2 variables: the country in which the pupil was

3 This is true in the case of a two-level model, but not for a model with three or more levels (Snijders and
Bosker 1999).
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Table 5 Multi-level models measuring the impact of the individual and contextual variables on the total
scores obtained by French and German children

Parameters Model 1 (empty) Model 2
Constant —.01 (.10) =27 (.11)
Level 1 variables
Sex of the child (boy=0; girl=1) .34 (.08) **
Nationality (native=0; foreign=1) =20 (.11)
Matrimonial situation (single parent=0; couple=1) .20 (.09) *
Age .20 (.05) **
Socioeconomic index 23 (.05) **
FEP with respect to formal teaching of reading .01 (.04)
FEP with respect to books 12 (.05) **
Cognitive learning expectations for pre-school education —.08 (.05)
Socialisation expectations for pre-school education .01 (.05)
Level 2 variables
Country (Germany) 20 (.12)
Mean socioeconomic index of the establishment 17 (.05) **
Variance
Intergroup .19 (.07) .01 (.01)
Intragroup .82 (.05) .64 (.05)
—2logL 1,500 959
N=552

FEP family educational practices
*p<.05; **p<.01

educated (France or Germany) and the average socioeconomic index of the establishment. All
the continuous variables were standardised (m=0, sd=1). Such standardisation facilitates the
interpretation of the regression coefficients and the decomposition of the total variance.

The contribution of the raw intergroup variance was 19% (Table 5, Model 1: the empty
model). The largest contribution to the differences in children’s performances was between
children within establishments. Model 2, which included the individual and contextual
variables, provides a significantly better adjustment of the data than the empty model (-2
log L decrement=541 for 11 df; p<.01). Introducing these variables allowed us to explain
95% of the intergroup variance (i.e., (.19—.01)/.19), and 22% of the intragroup variance
(i.e., (.82—.64)/.82).

Focusing on the effects of individual and family variables* (level 1) on the children’s
performances showed that:

—  Girls performed better than boys.
—  Children of parents living together performed better than children from single-parent families
—  Older children performed better than younger children

* The significance of the regression coefficients was tested using Z tests for the level 1 variables, where N
was equal to 552. For the level 2 variables, we used a ¢ test with 19° of freedom. The number of degrees of
freedom was calculated using the formula described by Snijders and Bosker (1999): df=N—g—1 where
N=the number of units at level 2 and g=the number of explanatory variables at level 2.
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—  Children from families with a high socioeconomic index performed better than children
from families with a lower socioeconomic index

— The only family educational variable to have a significant effect on a child’s
performance was family educational practices related to books

The impact of the contextual variables (level 2) on the children’s performances can be
summarised as follows:

—  The “country” variable did not have a significant effect on the children’s overall performances.
— Conversely, the “mean socioeconomic index of the class” had a significant positive
effect on the children’s overall performances.

Impact of the individual and contextual variables on the scores for the nine tests

Multi-level analyses were carried out for each test (see Table 6). The largest differences in the
children’s performances were found within the establishments, although there were also
significant differences between establishments. Models incorporating individual and contextual
variables adjusted the data significantly better than the empty models (the —2 log L decrement
was always significant). The introduction of these variables explained part of the intergroup
variance (between 42% and 96%) and part of the intragroup variance (between 4% and 18%).

Focusing on the effects of certain individual and family variables (level 1) on the
children’s performances showed that:

—  Girls performed significantly better than boys on four tests: rhythm, sound-spelling
patterns, handwriting and visual memory.

—  Older children performed significantly better than younger children on six of the nine tests.

—  Children from families with a high socioeconomic index performed significantly better
on all the tests, except the handwriting and visual memory test.

The impact of the contextual variables (level 2) on the children’s performances can be
summarised as follows:

—  French children obtained better results on the spatial organisation and rhythm tests,
whereas German children performed better on the visual memory, auditory memory,
sound-spelling pattern and counting tests.

—  The “mean social level of the establishment” variable had a significant positive effect on
the children’s performances on the auditory discrimination and auditory memory tests.

Discussion and conclusion
Performances on the different tests

All other things being equal, the mean performances of the 552 children for all the tests did
not reveal any significant difference between the French children and the German children.
Thus, the kindergarten approach, with its emphasis on socialisation and play, enabled the
children in the German sample to attain similar overall performances to the nursery school
approach, with its focus on formal teaching and work.

This apparent equality in overall performances between France and Germany is
confirmed in some fields tested, but masks significant differences in other fields. Thus, in
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some fields such as handwriting and auditory discrimination, we did not find any
significant differences between the performances of French and German children. This
result is not surprising for the following reasons: (1) Handwriting is taught in both types of
establishment, even if the teaching is less formal in kindergartens than in nursery schools,
and the items proposed did not target a standardised style of handwriting. At this ability
level, it is easy to imagine that kindergarten and nursery school activities can produce
similar levels of performance. (2) The auditory discrimination tests asked the children to
identify syllables, rhymes, onsets and phonemes. Although some French teachers use
formal exercises, the most commonly used ways of encouraging children to recognise
different sounds are nursery rhymes, songs and other language games: methods that are also
widely used in Germany. However, the French children obtained better results than the
German children on the rhythm, visual discrimination and spatial organisation tests. These
are activities that are frequently and systematically practised in French nursery schools.

Counting, which is an important element in the syllabuses of French nursery schools, is
another key skill. Although French nursery school children are frequently asked to carry out
counting exercises, this training does not seem to be particularly effective, as the German children
performed significantly better in this domain. This result supports the findings of Flieller (cited by
Bocéréan et al. 2003), who showed that German children obtain significantly better results than
French children on the arithmetic tests of the K-ABC test. A similar observation can be made
for the sound-spelling pattern tests. Reading picture books is part of the programme in both
kindergartens and nursery schools, and German parents appear to read to their children at least
as much, if not more, than French parents. Nevertheless, the emphasis placed on written
language at French nursery schools, where children are taught to recognise the letters of their
name and their sounds, to copy words and sentences, to build up a vocabulary of words they
recognise (first names, days of the week, etc.) and even to do dictation, should allow French
children to build up a better conception of the written language than their German counterparts.
Manifestly, this is not the case: a surprising result that calls into question the teaching methods
used in French nursery schools. German children also performed better on the visual memory
and auditory memory tests, which raises the question of whether these skills may develop more
quickly in the play situations that characterise kindergartens. Such a hypothesis is supported by
other studies that show that some fundamental skills are learned better in spontaneous
situations containing a large element of play (Deviterne et al. 2002, 2005).

However, other explanations are also possible. For example, results can be affected by the
importance given to evaluation in each of the two early learning systems and by the way the
children perceive the evaluation situation and the tests they are asked to complete. In Germany,
evaluations tend to be presented in a spontaneous, informal and formative way; in France,
evaluations are generally formative, but official guidelines tend to mean that they are
programmed and summative. This may explain the differences in the ways the children
perceived the evaluation situation and the tests they were asked to complete. We observed that
most of the French children found the taking of the tests stressful, whereas most of the German
children seemed more relaxed. In addition, the fact that some of the tests were new was seen to be
unsettling for the French children but motivating for the German children. These interpretations,
based on informal observations by the researchers, need to be confirmed by empirical studies.

Influence of individual characteristics on performances
Within our study sample we observed a significant difference between the performances of the

boys and the girls. Hence, this already widely documented phenomenon appears to occur before
primary school and in both countries. The girls obtained better performances than the boys.
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The effect of socioeconomic index on the children’s performances could also be observed at
this stage in their school careers. This effect was almost two times greater in our French sample
than in our German sample. These results may at first appear surprising, as the PISA survey
showed that Germany is one of the countries in which social class has the greatest effect on the
performances of 15-year-old children. However, the PISA survey also revealed substantial
differences between Germany’s different states, and, although there are large social inequalities
in Germany, these inequalities are smaller in Bavaria and Baden-Wurttemberg than in the other
states of the west of the country (Deutsches Pisa-Konsortium 2002). Nor must it be forgotten
that the inequalities in Germany tend to be amplified at the end of primary school, when
pupils have to choose the orientation of their studies (Artelt et al. 2003).

Do the results of the present study allow us to conclude that French nursery schools
amplify social inequalities and that German kindergartens do not? We believe that it would
be premature to draw such a conclusion, as our study did not measure spoken language
skills, despite the importance of this factor and its dependence on socio-cultural variables
for German children (Artelt et al. 2003). It should also be noted that 100% of French
children attend nursery school at the age of 3 years (MEN. 2004), whereas fewer than 89%
of German children attend kindergarten at the same age (EURYDICE 2004). In addition,
kindergarten attendance depends on social class, as attendance rates are much lower than
average among children from disadvantaged or immigrant families (OECD 2006).

Influence of family characteristics on performances

The French families were characterised by higher expectations with respect to cognitive
learning, whereas the German families were characterised by higher expectations with
respect to socialisation. This difference between the expectations of parents in the two
countries is perfectly coherent with the priorities each country gives to its pre-school
education system. Neither of these types of expectation had a significant effect on the mean
performances of the children on the first learning evaluation tests.

The only family educational practices that had a significant positive effect on the mean
performances of the children on the first learning evaluation tests were “book-based practices”.
This effect was noted for both countries, although it was slightly stronger in Germany.

To the best of our knowledge, most of the results of the present study are new. Our
research also shows the value of multi-level models, as they enable us to analyse complex
relations between variables while respecting the hierarchical structure of the data.
Nevertheless, our work can only be considered an exploratory and heuristic study that
has suggested new research directions that may be followed by other researchers.
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