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Abstract
Research on gifted education demonstrates how these programs contribute globally to the reproduction of social inequal‐
ities. Despite these findings, gifted education has been remarkably successful in the 21st century. However, the need to
equate the inclusion of women, first‐generation students, and students with a migration background in gifted education
has simultaneously intensified. Both developments are embedded in profound transformations of the education system
globally, especially in the social diversification of student populations and the concurrent demand for excellence in aca‐
demic research. The German Academic Scholarship Foundation (Studienstiftung) is the largest gifted education program in
Germany and one of the oldest worldwide. In recent years, the Studienstiftung has tried to diversify their students. Based
on a discourse analysis, which uses the concepts of justification, critique, and regimes of justification, I examine official doc‐
uments of the Studienstiftung between 1925 and 2018. In doing so, I show that the spirit of the Studienstiftung and their
handling of social statistics raise doubts concerning the successful diversification of their students—as the Studienstiftung
has claimed. Finally, I discuss several measures that might be useful to support social diversification in gifted education in
the future.
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1. Introduction

Since their establishment in Europe and the United
States at the beginning of the 20th century, gifted edu‐
cation programs have been remarkably successful over
time. However, the ensuing expansion of gifted educa‐
tion has been consistently criticised by social scientists,
who have demonstrated that gifted education is often
linked to the reproduction of social inequalities, espe‐
cially regarding class, race, and gender (see Böker &
Horvath, 2018; Margolin, 1994; Staiger, 2004). In this
article, I present a case study on the German Academic
Scholarship Foundation (Studienstiftung), which was
founded in 1925, liquidated by the Nazis in 1934,

and re‐established in 1948 in the Federal Republic of
Germany (see Kunze, 2001). The Studienstiftung is one
of the oldest gifted education programs worldwide and
by far the largest in Germany’s higher education system.

The recent history of the Studienstiftung is charac‐
terised by amassive expansion (2005–2009), followed by
harsh public criticism of its exclusion of first‐generation
students (FGS) and students of low social status, and
intensive efforts to justify its selection procedure since
2009. The year 2009 can be considered a major turn‐
ing point in the history of the Studienstiftung, where a
general shift from excellence to diversity is observable
(Böker, 2021). In general, the Studienstiftung had to react
to the critique that it supported a “self‐reproduction of
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the German Bildungsbürgertum [educated elite]” and
that their selection interviews “do not focus on spe‐
cialised knowledge, but on knowledge about art and lit‐
erature” (Kerbusk, 2009). Due to these critiques, the
Studienstiftung introduced differentmeasures like a new
selection procedure, cooperationwith organisations that
focus on social equity, an additional recommendation
of FGS by school principals, the sensibilisation of the
selection committee to the issue of social inequality,
school visits by Studienstiftung scholars to inform stu‐
dents about the opportunity to apply for a scholarship,
and two social surveys. After the Studienstiftung pub‐
lished a social survey in 2016, it concluded that their
selection procedure was fair and did not discriminate
against students from lower social classes and FGS.

In this article, I shed light on the interplay of critique,
justification, and organisational change concerning the
plea for social diversity in higher education. I will show
in depth how the Studienstiftung reacts to critique and
how it adopts their selection and support procedures.
I am interested in how these critiques and justifications
are structured and how they have developed over time.
I use a genealogical approach to relate recent efforts to
include FGS in the history of the Studienstiftung since
1925. Two aspects challenge the recent conclusion that
the Studienstiftung does not discriminate students from
lower social class and FGS. First, the specific culture of
Studienstiftung, which is rooted in their foundation in
1925 and tends to culturally exclude students from lower
social class and FGS. Second, the strategies to construct
and interpret social statistics, which originated in the
1970s, tend to make social inequalities in gifted educa‐
tion invisible and make it difficult to problematise and
tackle them.

In the next section of this article, I discuss several
studies that aim to describe why and how gifted educa‐
tion fails to support the social diversification of gifted stu‐
dents. Then, after a brief overview of the theoretical and
methodological foundation of this research, I present
two findings regarding the spirit of the Studienstiftung
and its handling of social statistics, which deepen our
understanding of the interplay of critique, justification,
and organisational change. Finally, I discuss measures
that could support the diversification of gifted students.

2. Why and How Gifted Education Fails to Diversify Its
Student Population

The most common approach to describing the mech‐
anisms that prevent diversification in gifted education
can be found in the work of Bourdieu. He believes that
the disproportional participation of working‐class stu‐
dents in gifted education programs can be explained
by the transmission of cultural capital within the family,
the self‐exclusion of potential candidates and the spe‐
cific culture of gifted education programs (see Bourdieu,
2001). Above all, Bourdieu points out that these mech‐
anisms are generally obscured by references to natural

differences in the amount of giftedness. This ideology,
which he calls the ideology of giftedness, is shared not
only by the oppressed but also by the dominators (see
Bourdieu, 1993, pp. 252–253). After studying almost one
hundred years of justification of gifted education by the
Studienstiftung, I can state that a reference to natural dif‐
ferences in the amount of giftedness, to explain unequal
opportunities for participation, is seldom used in the offi‐
cial representation. Subsequently, when such a strategy
is used, it is criticised in the mass media discourse (see
Böker, 2021). This does not mean, however, that the ide‐
ology of giftedness does not exist; rather, it shows that
the official representation of gifted education is organ‐
ised differently.

Since the 1990s, social scientists have been inten‐
sively studying the social construction of giftedness
and the interdependence of gifted education programs
with the (re‐)production of social inequalities. Following
Bourdieu, Margolin (1994) describes how the writings
of gifted education scholars at the beginning of the
20th century are linked to a specific culture. He shows
that the understanding of gifted children as an exclu‐
sive, social, and needy group can be interpreted as a
process of people‐making, in which mainly researchers
have been involved. However, the descriptions of gifted
children are linked mainly to the vocabulary, values, and
institutions of thewhite upper‐middle class. Beyond that,
the obvious underrepresentation of working‐class and
black students was for these researchers a proof of the
supremacy of thewhite upper‐middle class, which is why
the lack of diversification among gifted students was
not challenged. In this sense, the emergence of gifted
children can be interpreted as a strategy of the domi‐
nant class to preserve a specific “social order, a class,
a race, a community, a culture” (Margolin, 1994, p. 3).
The emergence of gifted children as a social group is a
good example of how the ideology of giftedness mate‐
rialises and how it prevents the social diversification of
gifted students.

Staiger (2004) sheds light on the processes of how
official representation is arranged in gifted education
programs. The starting point of her study is the obser‐
vation of a highly disproportional lack of participation
among black students in an exclusive gifted educa‐
tion program within the investigated urban high school.
In contrast, black students are overrepresented among
the school’s student population in general. Staiger
realises that giftedness is used as a code word for white‐
ness and argues that the program for gifted students
can be read as a racial project. The handling of social
statistics is a core element in obscuring this mechanism
and establishing successful narratives about the school.
The first narrative includes social statistics published on
the official website of the school that show that stu‐
dents inside the regular school and the gifted program
both perform at an excellent academic level. However,
Staiger demonstrates that these statistics are arranged
in such a way as to exaggerate the performance of
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students in the regular school. While the performance
of the regular school is comparable to other schools
in the district, the students within the gifted program
perform at an outstanding level. The second narrative
is based on a success story that claims the inclusive‐
ness of the school in general. Indeed, social statistics
of the school are used to hide the racial breakdown
within the gifted program. Furthermore, the school man‐
agement refused to show social statistics to Staiger and
even denied their existence. She needed several years to
obtain the data, which was only possible by circumvent‐
ing official institutions.

3. Justification of Gifted Education on the Level
of Discourse

This article is grounded in the sociology of knowl‐
edge approach to discourse (SKAD). This approach can
be described as a “research agenda and a theory‐
methodology‐methods package aiming to examine the
discursive construction of realities in social relations of
knowledge and knowing and in the social politics of
knowledge and knowing” (Keller, 2018, p. 27). Offering a
broad toolkit, SKADhelps to scrutinise power/knowledge
regimes, especially concerning the interdependence
between actors and discourse. I analyse written texts of
the Studienstiftung, primarily annual reports and jour‐
nal articles published between 1925 and 2018. Based
on these official documents, I reconstruct the specific
discourse of the Studienstiftung. As I am interested in
how this discourse evolves, my research perspective
can be described as genealogical. Concerning Friedrich
Nietzsche, Foucault (1974, pp. 88–96) argues that his‐
tory should not be told linearly, nor from the point of
the present or by subduing it under just one principle.
Instead, from a genealogical perspective, the history of
humankind should be understood as a series of interpre‐
tations. SKAD enables us to understand these interpre‐
tations at the level of discourse. Established concepts
to reconstruct patterns of interpretations in SKAD are
interpretative schemes, argumentation clusters, classifi‐
cations, phenomenal structures, and narrative structures
(see Keller, 2018, pp. 32–35). However, as SKAD moti‐
vates researchers to adopt and develop their toolkit in
concrete research projects, I integrate the concept of
regimes of justification into SKAD.

Boltanski and Thévenot (2006) argue that actors
frequently refer to regimes of justification to justify
something or someone in situations of crisis, uncer‐
tainty, or critique. According to SKAD, regimes of justi‐
fication can be understood as different statements that
share the same principle of justification. For example,
Boltanski and Thévenot (2006) reconstruct a domes‐
tic regime based on a traditional principle, an inspired
regime grounded on creative and individualistic princi‐
ples, a market regime built on a competitive principle,
and three other regimes of justification based on dif‐
ferent principles. In everyday life, social actors are con‐

fronted with different situations. That is why they must
constantly refer to different regimes of justification and
need to adapt them. In The New Spirit of Capitalism,
Boltanski and Chiapello (2007) examine the interplay of
critique, justification, and societal change. They analyse
the spirit of capitalism, understood in a normative sense
as the “ideology that justifies engagement in capitalism”
(Boltanski & Chiapello, 2007, p. 8), and its transforma‐
tion by reconstructing the plural arrangements of differ‐
ent regimes of justification. The authors argue that cri‐
tique plays a major role in the transformation of the
spirit of capitalism. Following Boltanski and Chiapello
(2007), I have reconstructed the (changing) spirit of
the Studienstiftung between 1925 and 2018 (see Böker,
2021). Thus, in the first part of my analysis, I focus on
two regimes of justification, which are structured by the
same principles. In doing so, I show how these regimes
of justification might affect the diversification of gifted
students (see Leemann & Imdorf, 2018, p. 14).

Furthermore, Boltanski and Chiapello (2007) differ‐
entiate between two different forms of critique of cap‐
italism: artistic and social critique. While artistic critique
sees capitalism as a source of disenchantment, missing
authenticity and oppression, social critique refers to cap‐
italism as a source of poverty, inequality, opportunism,
and egoism (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2007, p. 79). In the
history of the Studienstiftung, the most common cri‐
tique focuses on the social selectivity of gifted educa‐
tion, which is demonstrated by social statistics (Böker,
2021). As Desrosières (2014, p. 348) argues, “social cri‐
tique often relies on statistical arguments. These attempt
to express andmake visible exigencies of equality and jus‐
tice.” However, the opportunity to construct social statis‐
tics is unequally distributed and related to power. Thus,
following the works of Desrosières (2014) and Espeland
(2015), I concentrate in the second part ofmy analysis on
how the critique and justification of the Studienstiftung
rely on social statistics, how these statistics are con‐
structed and interpreted, how they are intertwined with
organisational change and the question of diversification
of gifted education.

4. Analysis

In 2009, the Studienstiftung was confronted with a harsh
critique in respect to the low percentage of gifted stu‐
dents with lower social status and FGS in their gifted
program. Seven years later, and after the introduction
of several measures, the Studienstiftung points out that
their selection procedure is fair and does not discrim‐
inate against any student group. To better understand
the approach of diversification and the ostensible occur‐
rence of equity in gifted education I use a genealogi‐
cal approach. First, I look back to the founding of the
Studienstiftung in 1925 and reconstruct an important
regime of justification, which I call the “defence of the
tradition of academic freedom.” This regime is structured
by inspired and domestic principles and linked to the
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ideas of German Bildungsbürgertum. I show that these
principles are still present today and are an ineluctable
part of the spirit of the Studienstiftung, which makes the
diversification of gifted students unlikely. Second, I go
back to the early 1970s to show how the Studienstiftung
have handled the public critique on failing equity for
the first time in its history. Thus, I research the inter‐
play of critique, justification, and organisational change.
I can show that in the early 1970s, and since 2009, social
statistics have played a major role in the justification
process. However, the handling and interpretation of
social statistics of the Studienstiftung raise doubts as to
whether the diversification of gifted students has taken
place. Both chapters start with a brief contextualisation
of the researched period and the problems which the
Studienstiftung has identified and tries to solve.

4.1. The Spirit of the Studienstiftung

The establishment of the Studienstiftung is linked to the
fundamental crisis of the Bildungsbürgertum after the
end of World War I. Members of this social class were
confronted with shrinking incomes, declining assets, a
disproportionally high number of deaths during World
War I concerning the share of the population, and a loss
of political influence (see Wehler, 2008, pp. 294–295).
In addition, they were not able to compete finan‐
cially with the rising mercantile upper‐middle class (see
Wehler, 2008, p. 285) and struggled against the edu‐
cational aspirations of the middle class (see Wehler,
2008, p. 462). Furthermore, the reproduction of the
Bildungsbürgertum through the acquisition of educa‐
tional degrees was challenged by educational expansion.
Eventually, members of the Bildungsbürgertumwere not
able to study in their preferred way as educated gener‐
alists. Due to this financial, political, and cultural crisis,
the establishment of the Studienstiftung can be under‐
stood as an invention of the Bildungsbürgertum, since
the Studienstiftung was mainly dominated by professors
and their way of thinking.

This argument can be demonstrated by looking at
how members of the Studienstiftung problematised
the situation of the higher education system at that
time. This can be summarised as a melancholic descrip‐
tion of the decline of the German university. First, the
Studienstiftung identified the expansion of higher edu‐
cation as a major problem and described it as a “mas‐
sification [Überfüllung] of higher education” (Sikorski,
1930, p. 185) with several consequences, such as a
“superior number of average students” (Paeckelmann,
1927, p. 75) and the “transformation of the univer‐
sity into an educational institution for average and
below‐average performing students” (Litt, 1930, p. 183).
Second, the Studienstiftung described the decline of a
specific German academic tradition (the tradition of aca‐
demic freedom). The increase of instrumental rational‐
ity in the students thinking was seen as one reason for
this development (see Paeckelmann, 1927, pp. 79–80).

This thinking is manifest in the orientation of students
towards examinations, the attempt to quickly attain a
university degree, and the aspiration to learn specific
methods to reach a predefined goal. It was supported
by the implementation of an obligatory curriculum and
partial tests, the financial crisis, and the danger of unem‐
ployment. For the Studienstiftung, another reason for
the decline of the tradition of academic freedomwas the
exclusion of members of the Bildungsbürgertum from
universities. The Studienstiftung argued that this exclu‐
sion was based on its financial crisis and the increas‐
ing selection of students based on plutocratic criteria.
Thus, while students from the Bildungsbürgertummight
have incorporated the desired tradition of academic free‐
dom, their inability to study accelerated the threat to
this tradition.

Against this background, Studienstiftung justified its
existence by presenting itself as a solution to tackle the
alleged decline of the German university by defending
the tradition of academic freedom. Following Boltanski
and Thévenot (2006), the way Studienstiftung justi‐
fies this duty refers to two regimes of justification:
The inspired and domestic regimes. This notable mix‐
ture becomes obvious in the descriptions of the tradi‐
tion of academic freedom. It was characterised on the
one hand by personality, freedom, openness, and sub‐
jectivity, and on the other hand by tradition, hierarchy,
and ancestry. Furthermore, the tradition of academic
freedom is based on the Humboldtian model of higher
education, the Platonic academy, and German idealism.
To do research in this tradition requires freedom, open‐
ness, and independence on the part of the researcher.
The academic tradition needed to be defended in the
selection and support of gifted students. Both proce‐
dures focused on experienced experts, whowere respon‐
sible for recommending and selecting gifted students
based on the entire personality of the candidates, which
required face‐to‐face interviews and individual reports,
and could not be captured by psychological testingmeth‐
ods (see Wirtschaftshilfe, 1926, pp. 30–31). Following
the idea of the tradition of academic freedom, the
Studienstiftung refused to define the group of gifted stu‐
dents. Spranger (1930, p. 165) emphasises this charac‐
teristic of the Studienstiftung and praises the indeter‐
minacy and openness regarding the types of gifted stu‐
dents in the selection procedure. Concerning the sup‐
port of gifted students, the Studienstiftung expected that
the experts would assume responsibility for the educa‐
tion of the chosen scholars, following the tradition of aca‐
demic freedom and preventing instrumental rationality.
From the perspective of the Studienstiftung, this type
of education was directly linked to students from the
Bildungsbürgertum. Working‐class students were espe‐
cially unfamiliar with this tradition and needed to be edu‐
cated in it.

The manner of problematisation and the mixture
of the inspired and domestic principles in the jus‐
tification process have remained intact until today.
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However, many continuities and discontinuities can be
observed. Many problems the Studienstiftung identi‐
fied between 1925 and 1933 continue to be articu‐
lated. Even today, the Studienstiftung problematises
the expansion of higher education, the “massification”
of universities, the focus on average‐performing stu‐
dents, and the regulations within higher education.
Above all, instrumental rationality in students’ think‐
ing, for instance the understanding of academic edu‐
cation (Bildung) as vocational training (Ausbildung), is
recognised as problem. When the Studienstiftung was
re‐established in 1948, the decline of the German tra‐
dition of academic freedom and the exclusion of mem‐
bers of the Bildungsbürgertum were not rearticulated.
However, since 1948, the Studienstiftung has presented
itself as a solution to preserve and support the value of
academic freedom. It is the goal of the Studienstiftung to
enable a few students to experience this, even in times of
“massification,” regulation, and the dominance of aver‐
age performances. In contrast to the first episode of
the Studienstiftung between 1925 and 1933, all students
are able and have the same opportunity to internalise
the value of academic freedom. One place where this
experience is possible is the summer academies, organ‐
ised by the Studienstiftung since the 1970s. During sum‐
mer academies, small groups of Studienstiftung scholars
work together with chosen professors on specific topics
in a remote place. These events are celebrated by the
Studienstiftung as opportunities to study in the “orig‐
inal sense of academia” (Studienstiftung, 1973, p. 15)
and to do research without the constraints of everyday
life, as Hans Castorp did in The Magic Mountain (see
Zimmermann, 1996, p. 11).

To sum up, the spirit of the Studienstiftung has
always been characterised by a mixture of inspired
and domestic principles. The principles can be found
in two regimes of justification: the “defence of the
tradition of academic freedom” (1925–1933) and the
“preservation and support of academic freedom” (since
1948), which are closely connected to the ideas of
German Bildungsbürgertum. The establishment of the
Studienstiftung in 1925 is linked to the fundamental cri‐
sis of the Bildungsbürgertum, the problematisation of
the decline of the German university, and the regime
of justification “defence of the tradition of academic
freedom.” Some aspects of the tradition of academic
freedom—such as the preference for education over
vocational training, the rejection of instrumental ratio‐
nality in the students’ thinking, the emphasis of person‐
alities, and the support of academic freedom—continue
to be articulated by the Studienstiftung. As social sci‐
entists have shown, these aspects are linked to the
culture of the upper‐middle class (see, e.g., Bourdieu,
2001, pp. 29–31; Brake & Büchner, 2012, pp. 13–15;
Vester, 2015, pp. 154–155), while others (such as the
concept of personality) are based on the illusio of the
scientific field and do not consider external effects like
social origin and gender (see Engler, 2001, pp. 449–462).

Following Bourdieu (2001) and Margolin (1994), I argue
that gifted education is based on a specific culture,
which can strengthen the effect of self‐exclusion of
potential candidates, especially students with lower
social status and FGS. Spiegler (2015) has shown that
this is even true for some (not all) gifted FGS, who
have been proposed by their school or university to
apply for a Studienstiftung scholarship and who have
been supported by the Studienstiftung. Thus, these stu‐
dents struggle primarily with the specific culture of the
Studienstiftung and are not able to identify with the
self‐image of this organisation.

4.2. The Handling of Social Statistics

The handling of social statistics by the Studienstiftung
is elementary to understand how the interplay of cri‐
tique, justification, and organisational changemay affect
the diversification of gifted students. For the first time
in its history, the Studienstiftung had to justify its work
concerning the disproportionally low percentage of FGS
and students from the lower class between 1971 and
1974. Two events are important for this imperative to
justify. First, the publication by von Ferber et al. (1970)
needs to be recognised. Already in the 1960s, equal‐
ity of opportunity in the educational system became a
public issue. This development continued in the 1970s
and began to include gifted education. Von Ferber et
al. (1970) researched the background of gifted students
regarding gender, religion, and social background. They
found that the underrepresentation ofwomen, Catholics,
FGS, and students from the lower class in the student
population was even more pronounced in the popula‐
tion of gifted students (see von Ferber et al., 1970, p. 42).
Second, the function of the Studienstiftung changed fun‐
damentally under its new director Hartmut Rahn in 1970.
The Studienstiftung realigned itself toward the research
of exceptional giftedness in the United States. This
research line was dominated by quantitative research
and standardised testing, as impressively demonstrated
by the founding of the Institute for Test Development
and Talent Research of the Studienstiftung (ITB) in 1970,
which was substantially involved in the establishment of
a new selection procedure: the so‐called Oberprimaner‐
Auswahl, which existed until 1983. In this selection pro‐
cedure, schools are asked to choose 10% of their best
students (based on their grades). These students were
invited to participate in a standardised testing proce‐
dure developed and updated by the ITB. One‐third of
the best‐performing students of this test was finally
invited to a selection seminar. This development is quite
impressive in light of the general criticism of standard‐
ised testing by the Studienstiftung between 1925–1933
and 1948–1969.

The realignment of the Studienstiftung was based on
a description of a fundamental change in higher educa‐
tion in Germany, e.g., the increase in student population,
the establishment of new higher education institutions,
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and the understanding of studying and doing research
(see Studienstiftung, 1973). The Studienstiftung prob‐
lematised its lack of adaptation to this development,
especially in its adherence to the traditional selec‐
tion procedure, which was rooted in the recommen‐
dation of gifted students by schools and universities,
and which few schools participated in. The justifica‐
tion for changes inside the Studienstiftung was accom‐
panied by annual reports and detailed evaluation stud‐
ies. Between 1971 and 1974, three evaluation studies
were published to answer the question of whether the
Studienstiftung reproduced social inequalities, especially
regarding social class background, but without any refer‐
ence to the study of von Ferber et al. (1970). In these
four years, different strategies were used to show that
the Studienstiftung offered equal chances for working‐
class students and FGS.

First, the Studienstiftung found that women,
Catholics, FGS and students from rural areas were under‐
represented in its program in comparison to its per‐
centage in the student population (see Studienstiftung,
1971, pp. 61–73). However, the Studienstiftung exter‐
nalised the reasons for this situation to other parts
of the educational system. These social statistics were
considered to be the result of an accumulation of
social inequalities that had already affected the educa‐
tional trajectories of young people. Thus, the problem
could not be blamed on the selection process of the
Studienstiftung, but on the “starting position, which is
determined by the structure of the higher education
system in Germany” (Studienstiftung, 1971, pp. 61–62).
Ultimately, the Studienstiftung depended on recommen‐
dations from schools and universities in selecting its
scholars. Nonetheless, the Studienstiftung recognised
the need to establish new selection procedures because
many schools did not use its right to make recommen‐
dations. As a result, it proposed the introduction of the
Oberprimaner‐Auswahl.

Second, the Studienstiftung arranged the social
statistics in a way that showed an overrepresentation

of working‐class students in its program. In Table 1, the
occupational group of the fathers of gifted students is
differentiated along different age groups and an over‐
all group. The basis for the calculation of the relative
share is unclear because the absolute share is missing.
Nonetheless, in their interpretation, the Studienstiftung
focused on the relative share of working‐class students
of the overall group and ignored the falling relative
share between the group of 55‐ to 59‐year‐old stu‐
dents (28.6%) and the group of 25‐ to 29‐year‐old stu‐
dents (5.3%) selected. One year later, the Studienstiftung
compared the relative share of working‐class students
in the total student population in 1967–1968 (6.7%),
the former selected students between 1948 and 1968
(11.5%), all selected students in 1971 (17.4%), and all
selected students in 1971 entering the Studienstiftung
via the Oberprimaner‐Auswahl (27.9%; see Rahn &
Müller‐Hansen, 1972, pp. 40–41). Rahn and Müller‐
Hansen (1972) emphasise the substantial underrepre‐
sentation of working‐class students in the total student
population, which supports the strategy of externalising
the problem of social inequalities to other parts of the
educational system. Furthermore, the relative share of
working‐class students of the total population is com‐
pared to the relative share of selected students between
1948 and 1968. However, instead of using the group of
25‐ to 29‐year‐old students (5.3%), the Studienstiftung
refers to the overall group (11.5%), which enables them
to tell a success story: the overrepresentation ofworking‐
class students in its program.

Third, in 1974, the Studienstiftung told another
success story, which focused on the percentage of
FGS in the Studienstiftung. In the annual report of
the Studienstiftung, Rahn (1974) argued that 50% of
all selected students in 1972 entering Studienstiftung
via Oberprimaner‐Auswahl did not have an academic
family background. He considered this result as proof
of the social fairness of the selection process of the
Studienstiftung in general. At the same time, he stated
that in total 206 students entered Studienstiftung via

Table 1. Occupation groups of the fathers of former Studienstiftung scholars between 1948 and 1968.

Age when the survey took place in 1968

55–59 50–54 45–49 40–44 35–39 30–34 25–29 Overall
years years years years years years years group

No information — 1.5% 3.1% 2.5% 2.6% 3.8% 2.9% 3.0%
Scientist, researcher — 2.9% 2.2% 2.5% 3.8% 3.8% 6.4% 3.9%
Schoolteacher 7.1% 10.3% 12.4% 9.9% 11.7% 12.4% 14.1% 12.0%
Public service, civil servant, employee 21.4% 22.1% 15.5% 19.3% 19.6% 20.4% 22.3% 20.1%
Economist 21.4% 22.1% 33.1% 26.7% 27.8% 30.1% 28.5% 28.7%
Worker, salaried craftsman 28.6% 8.8% 10.8% 13.8% 14.8% 10.6% 5.3% 11.5%
Professional — 7.4% 7.4% 10.1% 8.5% 10.3% 12.4% 9.9%
Artist — — 1.6% 2.2% 1.9% 2.1% 1.7% 1.9%
Other 21.4% 25.0% 13.9% 13.0% 9.4% 6.5% 6.3% 9.0%

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Source: Studienstiftung (1971, p. 68).
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Oberprimaner‐Auswahl. However, he did not mention
that the Studienstiftung had selected 838 students in
total in 1972 and that the traditional selection process,
based on the recommendations of schools and univer‐
sities, was still the dominant way to enter the program
(in total 431 students; see Studienstiftung, 1973, p. 26).
This was the last social statistic regarding the social back‐
ground of gifted students that the Studienstiftung would
publish for 36 years.

In 2009, Middendorff et al. (2009) published a study
with a focus on the social background of gifted students
showing that students with low status were underrep‐
resented in gifted programs in general. In the weekly
newspaper Die Zeit, Kerbusk (2009) published a detailed
evaluation of Middendorff et al. (2009). In particular,
the social status of gifted students supported by the
Studienstiftung was critically discussed. Kerbusk showed
that gifted students with low status (5%), average sta‐
tus (14%), and above‐average status (18%) were under‐
represented in the Studienstiftung in comparison to the
average of all gifted education programs (low status:
9%; average status: 19%; above‐average status: 21%)
and the total student population (low status: 14%; aver‐
age status: 25%; above‐average status: 24%). In con‐
trast, students with a high status were overrepresented
in the Studienstiftung (64%) in contrast to the aver‐
age of all gifted programs (51%) and the total student
population (37%). These results were the starting point
of a debate about the reproduction of social inequal‐
ity in gifted education programs, especially within the
Studienstiftung. Just like in the 1970s, an external study
by social scientists was the trigger for that discussion.

The attempt by the Studienstiftung to justify itself in
the face of these criticisms is reminiscent of its handling
of the social critique in the 1970s. The Studienstiftung
published two evaluation studies in 2010 and 2016,
focusing on the social origin of its students. However,
these studies did not have the aim of problema‐
tising the actions of the Studienstiftung but were
intended rather to ensure the quality of the selec‐
tion and support of gifted students. The ostensible rea‐
son for these studies was the massive growth of the
Studienstiftung since 2005, and the public perception
that the Studienstiftung prefers students who are socioe‐
conomically privileged (see Roth, 2009, p. 4). As in the
1970s, the Studienstiftung did not refer to previously
published studies, in this case Middendorff et al. (2009)
and Kerbusk (2009). Similarly, the Studienstiftung intro‐
duced an additional selection procedure based on the
direct application of students without a referral from
schools or universities and using a standardised test
developed by ITB Consulting (the successor organisa‐
tion to the ITB). In comparison to the traditional selec‐
tion procedure, which is still based on recommendations
(7719 candidates, 2202 confirmations), the new selec‐
tion procedure (1074 candidates, 87 confirmations) does
not have a significant impact on the selection of gifted
students (see Studienstiftung, 2018). However, unlike

in the 1970s, this new selection procedure has been
followed by other measures, such as cooperation with
organisations that focus on social equity, an additional
recommendation of FGS by principals of schools, the sen‐
sibilisation of the selection committee to the issue of
social inequality, and visits by Studienstiftung scholars
to schools to inform students about the opportunity to
apply for a scholarship.

As in the 1970s, the Studienstiftung uses several
strategies to show that it offers equal chances for FGS
and students from the lower classes. In the first eval‐
uation study in 2010, the Studienstiftung found similar
results to those ofMiddendorff et al. (2009) and Kerbusk
(2009). First, it externalised the reason for the underrep‐
resentation of FGS and students with a low social status
to other parts of the educational system (see Roth, 2009).
Second, the Studienstiftung referred to other studies
that show that the socioeconomic backgrounds of stu‐
dents who apply for a scholarship are reflected propor‐
tionally among those who are selected (see Roth, 2009).
Third, in 2016, the Studienstiftung published another
evaluation study and established a new statistical cate‐
gory: Those students in the top 5% of the Abitur results.
While social statistics show that FGS are still under‐
represented (30%) in comparison to the total student
population (50%), the Studienstiftung refers to the top
5% of best‐performing students in the total student
population (30%; see Studienstiftung, 2016a, pp. 9–10).
The establishment of this new statistical category can
be interpreted as a compromise of the demand to diver‐
sify the student population and the concurrent demand
for excellence in academic research. However, this cat‐
egory has not been used in any social statistic before
and its establishment is not explained, justified, or dis‐
cussed. Thus, it remains unclear why the Studienstiftung
focus on those students in the top 5% of the Abitur
results and not on the top 10% (like it was done in the
Oberprimaner‐Auswahl) or 15% or 20%. Furthermore,
the Studienstiftung points out that the percentage of
FGS increased between 2010 and 2016 from 21% to 30%.
But social statistics that focus on the social status of
the students are not published. From the perspective of
the Studienstiftung, these results show that “the current
selection procedure is linked to fairness and equitable”
(Studienstiftung, 2016b, p. 33). Fourth, after the estab‐
lishment of a successful narrative, the Studienstiftung
avoided the regular publication of social statistics about
the social origin of its scholars, which could have been
useful for a comparison with the student population.

To sum up, between 1971 and 1974 and since
2010, the Studienstiftung has used social statistics to
react to critique and to justify its work. On both occa‐
sions, the specific handling of social statistics went
along with the establishment of a successful narra‐
tive: The Studienstiftung does not discriminate against
FGS, working‐class students, or students from the lower
class. Strategies like the externalisation of the problem
to other parts of the educational system, the peculiar
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construction of statistical categories to measure and
compare the social background of gifted students to
other students, and the avoiding of publishing social
statistics after a success story is established are char‐
acteristic for the interplay of justification and critique.
Thus, it seems like the specific handling of social statis‐
tics makes exigencies of equality and justice invisible.
It raises doubts as towhether the diversification of gifted
students has occurred and the goal to diversify the mem‐
bers of Studienstiftung has been accomplished.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Higher education institutions are globally confronted
with the plea for social diversification of their members
and the concurrent demand for excellence in academic
research (see Bröckling & Peter, 2014). Lamont (2009,
p. 15) points out that “grants and fellowships are becom‐
ing increasingly important as academic signals of excel‐
lence.” The same is true for scholarships in gifted edu‐
cation programs, which offer a tremendous opportunity
to expand economic, cultural, and social capital and a
competitive advantage in the educational and occupa‐
tional system. However, long‐standing gifted education
programs in Germany like the Studienstiftung have man‐
aged to avoid diversifying their members regarding class
background. Based on a discourse analysis, I have shown
that the spirit of the Studienstiftung and its handling
of social statistics are two relevant elements regarding
the interplay of justification, critique, and organisational
change, which raise doubts that the recent efforts to
diversify the student population of the Studienstiftung
is a success story. Several social statistics points in the
same direction: First, a social statistic, which was pub‐
lished by the German Bundestag, shows that the abso‐
lute share of selected FGS has increased from 710 to
807 students between 2010 and 2014 and decreased
afterwards again to 714 students in 2017, while the
amount of all supported students in the Studienstiftung
increased from 11336 in 2010 to 12749 in 2017 (see
Deutscher Bundestag, 2018, pp. 10–19). Second, some
social statistics published by the Studienstiftung (2020,
pp. 251, 257) point out that the percentage of students
that receive full financial aid have fallen from 13.4%
(2014) to 10.3% (2019), while the percentage of students
that receive only the financial aid, which is independent
of their parents’ income, has risen from 60.9% (2014) to
71.5% (2019).

Finally, I would like to discuss someaspects that could
be useful to support the diversification of gifted edu‐
cation. Historically, the Studienstiftung has always had
windows of opportunity and persons who have thought
intensively about the question of social equality in gifted
education. The introduction of neediness as a funda‐
mental criterion in the Studienstiftung, as already imple‐
mented between 1925 and 1933, could be the first
measure. In 2009, the director of the Studienstiftung,
Gerhard Teufel, proposed the introduction of social quo‐

tas in the Studienstiftung (see Kerbusk, 2009). Other
gifted education programs, such as the Hans Böckler
Foundation, have established special programs for finan‐
cially needy students in addition to their regular pro‐
gram. However, this measure might conflict with merito‐
cratic criteria like performance and the inclusion of low‐
income students leads to an exclusion of other student
groups. A second measure could be the expansion of
direct applications by students—thus moving away from
the traditional recommendation by schools and univer‐
sities. Many schools remain unmotivated to recommend
students, thereby already excluding potential candidates,
and the small number of scholars chosen via direct appli‐
cation renders this option less attractive. However, social
statistics imply that direct applications can be a way to
diversify students in gifted education programs. Another
measure could be the continuous and comprehensive
analysis of the social background of gifted students.
In the past, the Studienstiftung has avoided publishing
social statistics, doing so mainly in response to public
pressure. A serious examinationwould provide an oppor‐
tunity for self‐criticism, remove the necessity for success‐
ful narratives, and promote a critical discussion of the
handling of social statistics, e.g., the use of categories,
indicators, and groups of comparison. Subsequently, the
Federal Ministry of Education and Research, which is the
main donor to the Studienstiftung and other gifted edu‐
cation programs in higher education, could use its influ‐
ence to establish obligatory guidance on when and how
to construct social statistics in gifted education.
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