Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on rethinking Education, adopted by the Commission on 29 January 2014
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The Commission welcomes this Resolution, which emphasises the importance of combating youth unemployment and continued investment in education and skills, in line with the objectives of the Europe 2020 Strategy. It pays particular attention to the need to improve links and pathways between education and training and the labour market (paragraphs 14, 22, 24, 25, 27, 30, 41, 48, 52, 54, 77). In this context, it addresses the need for better vocational education and training, improved partnerships and the need to respond to new and changing labour market requirements. The focus on partnerships continues in a specific section (paragraphs 44-53), which addresses the wide range of partnerships, including public-private partnerships, to ensure shared responsibility for education (§46, 53). It also addresses the dialogue between business and education (§48-49), with calls to reflect carefully on the possibilities of cost-sharing as a way of funding education (§51). There is a considerable focus on the involvement of social partners (§1, 19, 21, 45). The Resolution also highlights that the primary objective of education and training should be to prepare individuals for life, including active citizenship (paragraphs 2, 7); there is also strong concern with the social outcomes of education. The importance of equity and access to education and training is mentioned in relation to the new Opening Up Education initiative (§57), and is linked to concern about the impact of cost-sharing as a way to fund education. The resolution also mentions the need to recognise and value teachers, support investment in training, and improve working conditions (paragraphs 1, 40, 59-63). Recognition and validation also feature in a number of places (§7, 20, 33, 77, 78), including for non-formal and informal learning (§7). They are linked to both degree recognition and the proposed European Area of Skills and Qualifications. Teachers are highlighted as a key area for action in the Resolution. It recalls the importance of high quality teacher education (§59) and assessment of effectiveness and efficiency of their work (§63), urges Member States to invest in lifelong learning for teachers (§61), and calls for improved recognition of the importance of the teaching profession.
7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission has identified youth employment as a key priority, and in the 2014-2020 programming period the European Social Fund will remain the main EU financial instrument to support investment in this area. The Commission urges Member States to implement Youth Guarantee schemes by allocating sufficient national and ESF funding to relevant measures, as called for in this Resolution (§36). As envisaged in the draft ESF Regulation, the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) will also support the implementation of the Youth Guarantee scheme in regions with a youth unemployment rate of above 25%; or regions which had a youth unemployment rate of over 20% in 2012 and which are located in Member States where the youth unemployment rate increased by more than 30% in 2012. The YEI will have a budget of EUR 6bn, half of which will be earmarked from the European Social Fund. The ESF will also provide possibilities to support young people outside the YEI, for instance, through access to quality job offers, traineeships, apprenticeships and business start-ups. This will help integrate young people directly into the labour market, notably through additional education and training activities. All of the YEI funding, co-financed by the ESF, will be frontloaded for 2014 and 2015. Frontloading will also be implemented for Erasmus+, in particular for activities related to VET and Higher Education. As proposed in the draft European Social Fund Regulation 2014-2020, the European Parliament will be regularly informed about the progress in implementing youth actions that receive support from the ESF and YEI.

The Commission welcomes the strong emphasis in the Resolution on the importance and role of partnerships (§44-53), particularly in developing stronger cooperation between education and training and the working environment (§14). This cooperation forms a primary focus within the upcoming Erasmus+ programme, particularly in Key Action 2, which promotes Strategic Partnerships between education and business, and coordinates Knowledge Alliances and Sector Alliances. These are concrete implementation measures to develop partnerships and cooperation which respond to the Resolution's statement to the effect that such measures have not been put in place (§47).

With regard to the call for a strengthened role for social partners at EU level (§45), a High Level Meeting with Social Partners was held in October 2013. Reactions from all Social Partners to the Commission's initiative to strengthen mutual dialogue, as well as to a joint document that resulted from careful preparation at technical level, were very positive. A commitment was made to hold further regular meetings at technical level. Funding and cost sharing is highlighted in the Resolution (§11, 39, 51), and these have been the focus of a conference on cost-benefit analysis held in Stockholm in November 2013. The follow up to this conference is a report on cost-benefit analysis being finalised by the end of 2013 and a new sub group of the EU Standing Group on Indicators and Benchmarks (SGIB) to address financing. Funding will also be addressed in all new OMC Technical Working Groups, which will commence by early 2014.

In response to the resolution's call for action to improve the status of the teaching profession (§59, §61 and §63), the Commission supports these calls, and a study on policies to promote the attractiveness of the teaching profession is currently being finalised.

The Commission welcomes the strong support given to the creation of a European Area for Skills and Qualifications (§77). A public consultation will be launched by the end of 2013, followed by a High Level Conference in June 2014. To provide more in-depth data and evidence, a Eurobarometer special survey will be launched in early 2014 alongside an empirical study (results expected in November 2014).

The implementation of initiatives aimed at improving cross-border recognition of qualifications is mentioned in the Resolution (§78). In line with the 2008 Recommendation on the European Qualifications Framework, the Commission has evaluated the progress and impact of the implementation of the EQF and EUROPASS, and plans to publish its report by the end of 2013. In addition, an evaluation of ECVET and revision of the ECTS Users Guide are ongoing and will be presented in 2014 and 2015 respectively. These developments will feed into the debate on the European Area for Skills and Qualifications.

Given the importance of recognition of competences gained through non-formal and informal learning (§19), the Commission proposed a Recommendation on this topic—which the Council adopted in December 2012. Building on this Recommendation, the better use of transparency and recognition tools to this end is among the specific objectives of the future Erasmus+ programme and will be a central pillar of the proposed European Area for Skills and Qualifications.

The Resolution echoes the importance placed in the Communication on transversal skills to boost employability (§19, 22). Erasmus+ will prioritise transversal skills across the programme, in particular through Strategic Partnerships in Key Action 2 and Prospective Initiatives in Key Action 3. A new ET2020 Working Group on Transversal Skills will be launched at the beginning of 2014 to engage with Member States on this topic, with particular focus on digital skills, entrepreneurship and languages. A study to explore the "Entrepreneurial Potential of Higher Education" has just been commissioned, which will support the HEInnovate tool for universities to assess their entrepreneurial characteristics (launched in November 2013). In early 2014, a report will also be published on the work of the Thematic Working Group on Entrepreneurship Education, alongside the development of Entrepreneurship360 (a self-assessment tool similar to HEInnovate) with schools and VET stakeholders.  The Commission has established a Peer Learning Group on promoting the creativity and innovative capacity of young people by identifying competences and skills acquired through non formal and informal learning relevant for employability. This group will report by early 2014 on how non-formal and informal learning can contribute to developing young people's transversal skills. Entrepreneurial skills and attitudes (§23) are a vital element of transversal skills, and a range of work is ongoing at EU level to address this area.

The Commission shares the concern about divergence between availability and use of ICT knowledge and resources in Member States (§58), and the emphasis the resolution places on possibilities offered by MOOCs (§74).  The new "Opening Up Education" Communication, launched in September 2013, includes these issues and has been welcomed by the Resolution (§57). It calls for the development of open learning environments; support for actions such as new pedagogical approaches and training for teachers; increases in accessible and high quality open educational resources across Europe (including MOOCs); and improved connectivity to bring broadband to classrooms across the EU and stimulate the creation of new interactive education content or tools. The Communication also envisages the launch of a European OER portal called "Open Education Europa". This portal is meant to increase the visibility of quality OER produced in Europe in different languages, as well as to provide an online meeting place for learners, practitioners and institutions.

The Resolution places importance on increased language competences (§4), and supports the proposal for a new EU benchmark. Further to the Commission's proposal, technical work has been carried out with Member States through the Thematic Working Group on Languages and the European Indicator of Language Competence Advisory Group in order to clarify the methodological aspects of the Commission's proposal. An additional comparative analysis of education policies for language competences is also being carried out by the Thematic Working Group and will be finalised by the beginning of 2014.

The importance of strengthening vocational training is embedded within the creation of the European Alliance for Apprenticeships, which has been welcomed in the Resolution (§43). This Alliance is now well-established after the formal launch in July 2013. The work of the Alliance will be developed further through the OMC process, via the Technical Working Group on VET, which will enable the transfer of knowledge between countries and targeted policy guidance. This will support the Resolution's call for Member States to offer more quality apprenticeships (§30).

The document shares the Commission's concerns about low participation levels in adult learning and low-skilled adults—which were recently confirmed by the PIAAC OECD survey (a joint survey managed with the European Commission). Follow-up work, through the Thematic Working Groups on Quality in Adult Education and Financing Adult Education, has sought to address these problems. Country policy reports on adult education have provided insight into the state of play at country level, while reports from both working groups will be published in early December with suggestions for actions at Member State and EU levels.

The new Erasmus+ programme has a renewed focus on learning mobility (§6) with the new feature of linguistic support for longer-term mobilities. Key Action One focuses in its entirety on the importance of promoting such mobility both within and outside of Europe. In addition, mobilities that add value to transnational projects are also eligible under certain Key Action Two measures.

To help Member States to benchmark their educational performance and progress towards shared objectives, (§4), the Commission has focused on developing country insight and analysis and using this to develop the annual Education and Training Monitor. The second edition of the Monitor was published in November 2013, providing information on benchmarks and a comparative analysis of key areas of education and training across the EU.
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