Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on follow-up of the Strategic Framework for European cooperation in education and training (ET 2020), adopted by the Commission on 4 October 2016
1.
Rapporteur: Zdzisław Krasnodębski (ECR/PL)

2.
EP reference number: A8-0176/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0291

3.
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4.
Subject: Follow-up of the Strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training (ET 2020)

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Culture and Education (CULT)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution consists of three parts: the ET 2020 strategic framework; the issue of quality of education and training; and migration in relation to education.

The resolution welcomes the conclusions of the ET 2020 stocktaking exercise as endorsed in the 2015 Joint Report of the Council and the Commission on the implementation of ET 2020. It also suggests some improvements in the governance of ET 2020 such as the adoption of a work programme, an increased representation of stakeholders in the Working Groups, better dissemination of their outputs, or the setting-up of an informal coordination body. The resolution further asks that minority groups be treated as separate so as to better consider their needs.

In the part on quality of education and training, the resolution focuses on initial education and training, the role of teachers and trainers as well as higher education, looking at increasing the involvement of the university community, improving access to mobility while addressing the concept of unbalanced mobility, as well as further simplifying recognition of qualifications. Finally, the resolution calls for fostering cooperation in education on issues of migration.
7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken by the Commission:

The Commission welcomes the European Parliament's support for the reorientation of the ET 2020 Strategic Framework. Education and training remain crucial for employability. The New Skills Agenda underscores this point. Education is equally important to ensure social inclusion and make certain that our human and civic values are safeguarded and passed on to future generations. The ET 2020 Joint Report, the Commission’s Action Plan for the integration of Third Country Nationals and the Communication to support the prevention of radicalisation leading to violent extremism all highlight this dimension.

For the new ET 2020 work cycle (2016-2020), the Commission has already taken concrete measures to make ET 2020 more operational (paragraph 4). For example, the implementation of the ET 2020 indicative rolling work plan gives a clear overview of key activities and peer leaning events planned for the informal meetings of senior officials, the ET 2020 Working Groups, the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) Advisory Group and the Standing Group on Indicators and Benchmarks.

Concerning Working Groups (paragraph 6), the Commission has already acted upon the concerns expressed in the resolution, namely to improve the representation of different stakeholders in the Working Groups and to better disseminate their outputs. Stakeholder membership for the current generation of Working Groups was organised through an open call for applications, ensuring a transparent selection process on the basis of common criteria, resulting in a good representation of various NGOs and social partner organisations. Dissemination of the outputs of the last generation of Working Groups has been much enhanced: a brochure with the highlights of their work is available in all EU languages and all outputs are available online. The current Groups all reserve the last six months specifically for dissemination activities.

The Commission fully agrees with the great importance of civil society organisations in education (paragraphs 7 and 12) and recalls that local, regional and national civil society actors are already partners in many projects under Erasmus+ and the European Social Fund (ESF). Via Erasmus+, the EU also grants operational support to the functioning of stakeholder organisations active in education and training at European level. Operational support for NGOs functioning at national and local levels is addressed by the Member States. Regular calls for proposals support actions for promoting social dialogue at cross-industry and sectoral level; and for developing European social dialogue in its different dimensions of information exchange, consultation, negotiation and joint action.

The 2015 Joint Report makes different proposals for the governance of ET 2020, including informal governance of ET 2020. The Commission does not immediately see an added value in going beyond these proposals by creating an informal coordination body (paragraph 8). During the mid-term stocktaking of ET 2020 and the independent evaluation, no evidence emerged that would underpin the creation of such an additional body. Internal coordination within the Commission is already assured in Inter-service Groups. Cooperation with civil society and the European social partners (regular meetings in addition to the annual Forum) has been enhanced only recently. The Commission would be glad to intensify its regular dialogue on ET 2020 subjects with the European Parliament, and in particular the Committee on Culture and Education.

In the recently adopted Communication supporting the prevention of radicalisation leading to violent extremism, the Commission has committed itself to supporting research, evidence building, monitoring and networking on the risks linked with increasing radicalisation (paragraph 10). Furthermore, actions taken by Member States in education and training are monitored through the Eurydice network.

The Commission welcomes the European Parliament’s call to give particular attention to efficiency and effectiveness of education and training, notably by enhancing learning outcomes relative to resources available, also with regard to adult learning (paragraph 26). This is fully in line with the ET 2020 Joint Report. The new Skills Agenda for Europe calls for smart investments in human capital from both public and private sources and proposes a Skills Guarantee to enhance upskilling and education opportunities for adults without upper secondary education, i.e. the ones that are least likely to engage into adult learning.

The Commission is committed to evaluate all EU spending and non-spending activities intended to have an impact on society or the economy (paragraph 27). In line with its Better Regulation Agenda adopted in May 2015, the Commission has launched the mid-term evaluation of the Erasmus+ programme to ensure that the programme remains fit for purpose and delivers the intended results and impacts. The evaluation will assess the effectiveness of measures in achieving the programme's objectives, programme efficiency as well as European added value. It will also address the relevance of the programme's objectives as well as its internal and external coherence. The long-term results and impact of the predecessor programmes will also be assessed. As the Member States are the main actors in the implementation of the programme at national level, their contribution to the mid-term evaluation will be essential. The results of the mid-term evaluation of the Erasmus+ programme will be known by the end of 2017 and will feed into the impact assessment for a possible successor programme beyond 2020.

Concerning separate treatment for minority groups (paragraph 30), the Commission agrees with the intention of responding in an optimal manner to the respective educational problems faced by minority groups. Evidence shows, however, that the best manner to support the personal, social and professional development of minority learners is to stimulate their participation in inclusive mainstream education, from early childhood onwards; this does of course not exclude providing individualised support to special needs students in mainstream settings.

The Erasmus+ programme embraces the principles of raising qualitative outcomes as well as the proposals of the European Quality Charter for Mobility (paragraph 49). The Erasmus Charter for Higher Education (ECHE) provides the general quality framework for higher education institutions participating in the programme and ensures mobility experiences of high quality. The ECHE covers all aspects of mobility: support before, during and after mobility; better preparation, mentoring, re-integration of returning students; and internationalisation at home. This quality driven approach has been embedded now in VET mobility too, with encouraging first results of the VET mobility Charter. The Erasmus+ Online Linguistic Support (OLS) is an important tool to improve language skills, with language assessments before departure and the possibility to follow courses before and during the mobility. Participants also report on their experience via an online survey, providing feedback on the quality of their mobility experience. Learning Agreements for mobility have also been strengthened, and results already show better recognition rates for mobile learners.

The Commission agrees that trends indicating low basic skills of adults make it necessary to reinforce adult learning and education as a means for upskilling and reskilling. As part of the New Skills Agenda for Europe it has proposed a Skills Guarantee which would develop the literacy, numeracy and digital skills of adults who have not completed upper secondary education, and encourage them to progress on their individual learning pathways in a flexible and innovative way to reach a qualification equivalent to upper secondary level, thus expanding their access to lifelong learning.

The Commission supports the focus of the resolution on the validation of non-formal and informal learning, including voluntary services, and on the development of recognition instruments for digitally acquired knowledge and competences (paragraph 52). The Commission underlines that the Member States have committed to set up national arrangements for the validation of non-formal and informal learning (VNFIL) by 2018. It also recalls that the European guidelines for VNFIL and the inventory of VNFIL, prepared by the Commission and the European Centre for the Development of Professional Training (CEDEFOP), are important contributions to stimulate national developments. The Commission proposal for a Skills Guarantee calls for validation arrangements to be fully integrated into upskilling opportunities for low qualified adults.

In line with the recently published New Skills Agenda for Europe, the Commission agrees that particular attention should be given to simplifying and rationalising existing EU instruments on skills and qualifications directed to the wider public, in order to strengthen their outreach (paragraph 53).

The Commission fully recognises the key role education and training play in integration policies: education provides migrants with the right set of skills to allow their participation in the labour market and the hosting society (paragraphs 56, 57, 58, 59, 71). On 7 June 2016, the Commission approved an Action Plan on the Integration of Third Country Nationals which identifies education as one of the most powerful tools for integration. The Action Plan proposes a set of instruments to Member States to improve the exchange of good practices and to provide guidance to policy makers with a view to building up effective integration strategies at national, regional and local level. The Action Plan also provides platforms and tools for teachers and youth workers. It asks Member States to guarantee third country nationals access to education as early as possible and to create the necessary conditions which prevent migrants from underachievement. In line with the New Skill Agenda for Europe, the Action Plan also announces a Skills Profile for third country nationals arriving in the EU; it aims to identify and profile their skills and qualifications at an early stage. The Action Plan acknowledges also the relevance of youth, culture and sport activities in providing third country nationals with transversal skills and in fostering their civic engagement. The Commission has already organised a number of Peer Learning Activities in cooperation with Member States on challenging issues such as introductory classes, skills assessment, language teaching and unaccompanied minors. CEDEFOP supports Member States too in this endeavour, organising peer learning on the role of vocational education and training in migrants' integration. The Commission is also using Erasmus+, the European Social Fund, the European Voluntary Service and Creative Europe to fund projects targeting the integration of third country nationals.

The Commission supports exchanges of good practices to learn more about what works to prevent violent radicalisation. Synergies between the "ET 2020 Working Group on Promoting citizenship and the common values of freedom, tolerance and non-discrimination through education" and the Radicalisation Awareness Network (paragraph 64) are already enhanced. The Working Group on the role of youth work for the promotion of active citizenship and the prevention of marginalisation and violent radicalisation (paragraph 65) has already been set up.

The Science4Refugees initiative aims at matching refugees and asylum seekers with a scientific background with positions in universities and research institutions through the portal "EURAXESS – Researchers in Motion", a pan-European initiative providing researchers wishing to pursue their research careers in Europe with access to information and support services (paragraph 74). The EURAXESS portal and the Science4Refugees initiative are currently being revamped: The Science4Refugee section on the new portal will feature a wide range of services, such as "research-buddies", internships, online training courses, as well as links to a huge number of regional and national initiatives including the National Academic Recognition and Integration Centres for the recognition of diplomas. The impact of the EURAXESS portal and the Science4Refugees initiative will be assessed in 2017-18.

The Commission takes good note of the concerns expressed by the European Parliament regarding brain drain and unbalanced mobility (paragraph 75). These are signs of larger structural challenges, such as differences in job opportunities across Europe. They are tackled through the EU’s economic and social cohesion policy. While these broader structural challenges cannot be addressed by education and training alone, the Commission will intensify its support for brain circulation, internationalisation, recognition and mobility through Erasmus+, Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions, and policy cooperation in the field of Higher Education. As announced in the Skills Agenda, the Commission will also come up with further analysis and sharing of best practice to tackle brain drain by the end of 2016.
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