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1. Rapporteur: Victor NEGRESCU (S&D / RO)
2. Reference numbers: 2020/2135 (INI) / A9-0042/2021 / P9_TA-PROV(2021)0095
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 25 March 2021
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Education and Culture (CULT) and Committee on Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution presents the position of the European Parliament on digital education policy, in particular after the COVID-19 pandemic. The resolution welcomes the Digital Education Action Plan (COM(2020)624 final), its ambition, expanded scope beyond formal education and extended length and shows support for some of its flagship actions, such as the Digital Education Hub, the feasibility of a European Exchange Platform, the common guidelines for digital literacy and disinformation and the expanded Digital Opportunity Traineeships. The resolution also welcomes the Commission proposals for Council Recommendations establishing the European Child Guarantee (COM(2021)137 final) and the reinforced Youth Guarantee (COM(2020)277 final).
Recognising the key role of the different EU funding instruments in supporting digital education and calling for more effective synergies between the programmes, the Parliament asks for at least 10% of the funds requested by national recovery and resilience plans to be spent on education, and for digital education to become more visible in the European Semester.
Looking at the digital education ecosystem, the resolution underlines the importance of access to digital education and distance and online learning, especially in view of the challenges posed by the COVID-19 crisis. The Parliament calls on the Commission to pay special attention to connectivity and access, especially in remote areas, work on initiatives making full use of new technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI) and robotics and their use in education, as well as the EU’s role in helping develop high quality and accessible digital education content. In relation to digital skills and competences, the Parliament calls for greater focus on teacher training and encourages investment in digital teaching skills. It also recalls the importance of having the necessary skills to navigate safely online and critically engage with disinformation.
Lastly, the resolution states that digital skills should be developed in a lifelong learning manner and asks for measures to incentivise digital education for adults. It calls for reinforced efforts for the harder-to-reach areas and groups and underscores the need for gender mainstreaming and inclusion of girls in digital education from an early age.
6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission fully recognises the importance of ensuring synergies and coordination across European digital education policies and funds to ensure greater impact in the digital education field (paragraph 4). This approach is reflected in the comprehensive nature of the Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027, which takes a holistic approach, brings together the work of more than five Commission services and leverages a number of European funding instruments (Erasmus+, Horizon Europe, Connecting Europe Facility, European Social Fund, Recovery and Resilience Facility and others). To promote greater coherence in digital education initiatives, the Commission has launched an internal inter-service group, which brings together services working on the implementation of the Digital Education Action Plan, but also such working on digital education initiatives more broadly.
In relation to the inclusion of a media literacy action in the new Creative Europe programme building on successful pilot projects and preparatory actions (paragraph 7), the Commission acknowledges the value and importance of pilot projects and preparatory actions initiated by the Parliament in the area of the digital transformation and enrichment of education. In particular, the Commission acknowledges the role played by pilot projects and preparatory actions to increase accessibility to educational tools in areas and communities with low connectivity or access to technologies, as well as their contributions to advancing the quality and accessibility of education tools, content and methods throughout Europe. Funding for media literacy is set to increase significantly in the new Multiannual Financial Framework, through programmes like Creative Europe and Erasmus+. In addition, the Media Action Plan (COM/2020/784 final) explicitly addresses the new media literacy obligations of the Audiovisual Media Services Directive.
The Commission agrees with the Parliament on the importance of sharing good practices and following more closely digital education policies across the Union (paragraph 8). To help address data and knowledge gaps in relation to digital policies, the Commission is financially supporting the Member States’ participation in cross-national data collection. To support exchanges on the implementation of digital education in the Member States, the Commission is working on the set up of a network of National Advisory Services. In addition, the Commission is working on bringing more closely together national agencies implementing the Erasmus+ programme through a dedicated SALTO (“Support for Advanced Learning and Training Opportunities”) on digital education.
Regarding the integration of digital education in the European Semester process (paragraph 9), the Commission underlines that education and skills are already deeply rooted in the process. For instance, in 2019, all the Member States received a Country-Specific Recommendation in this area and specific reference to digital learning was made for seven Member States. With the pandemic, digital education has gained more prominence in the Semester, becoming a clear focal point of the 2020 Country-Specific Recommendations. In particular, digital education or skills were mentioned in the Recommendations of fourteen Member States and are covered in several others as part of broader recommendations on education and skills.
The Digital Education Hub will also have a key role in the process, being a single space for exchange and co-operation, information sharing and mapping, and enabling innovation in digital education. Work on the implementation of the Digital Education Hub is ongoing with the aim of being operational by the end of 2021. The Hub will stimulate dialogue between Member States, private and public sectors, on broker information, data, and choices across policies, research, and practices, thus linking top down and bottom up approaches to digital education issues. The Commission encourages the European Parliament to follow the implementation of the Hub and to suggest possible stakeholders, organisations, experts that could contribute to its community (paragraph 11).
In alignment with the multi-stakeholder approach of the Digital Education Hub, the Commission will organise the first Digital Education Stakeholder Forum in the first quarter of 2022, bringing together key players and organisations in digital education from the public and private sector at European, national and local level (paragraph 8).
The Commission welcomes the recognition of the ambition of launching a Strategic Dialogue with the Member States (paragraph 10) on key enabling factors of digital education and informs that work on the action is underway and will include the rollout out of a dedicated Digital Education Strategic Dialogue Group. Given the complexity of the exercise and keeping in mind that its areas of focus cut across different policy intervention areas (e.g. tackling connectivity gaps, promoting guidelines for digital pedagogy) and the need to allow for ample consultation at the Member State level, the adoption of a possible Recommendation is expected by the end of 2022. The action will take into consideration the differing levels of technological advancement and readiness across the Union and will pay special attention to addressing accessibility and availability of assistive technologies as a key enabling factor for digital education (paragraph 39). The Digital Education Hub can provide a means to share expertise and best practices across the Member States, leading up to the adoption and implementation of the Recommendation.
Regarding the importance of ensuring that the EU is a global reference for high-quality digital education (paragraph 12), the Commission underlines that the Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027 has a strong international dimension. It promotes cooperation on the global scale through the Team Europe approach, and addresses strategic goals in priority regions, such as the Western Balkans, South and Eastern Neighbourhood, and Africa. In particular, the Action Plan contributes to the Digital Agenda for the Western Balkans, the EU4Digital Initiative and will contribute to the Western Balkans Agenda on Innovation, Research, Education, Culture, Youth and Sport. A number of European initiatives, such as the Digital Education Hackathon, the SELFIE (Self-reflection on Effective Learning by Fostering the use of Innovative Educational Technologies) tool for schools and EU Code Week are open internationally, attracting participants across all continents.
Interdisciplinary research plays a key role in evaluating the effectiveness and assessing the impact of policies and practices on digital education (paragraph 13). The Commission is significantly investing in this area, by funding and supporting different studies on relevant topics, such as the role of digital technologies for inclusive education and training, or the role of computing education to boost digital competences and other transversal skills. In this area, the Joint Research Centre, the Commission's science and knowledge service, plays a key supporting role along with the Eurydice, a network of 39 national units based in all Programme Countries of the Erasmus+ programme. In the framework of the Digital Education Action Plan, information gathering and data analysis will be strengthened under the work of the Digital Education Hub, which will have, among others, a specific focus on reporting on progress and offering strategic foresight and research on digital education. Additionally, the Commission is planning a study on the impact of prolonged distance and online learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic for learners, teachers and parents, reflecting the importance of digital parenting (paragraph 25).
The Commission confirms that connectivity and digital equipment are among the key enabling factors that the Strategic Dialogue will address, in alignment with the recognition of their importance by the European Parliament (paragraph 14).
The Commission shares the view of the Parliament on the importance of exploring the potential of 5G for education and training (paragraph 15). The digital strand of the Connecting Europe Facility is set to be instrumental in funding connectivity infrastructures. Furthermore, it is also set to contribute to striking a balance between rural and urban developments and to also complement the support provided for the deployment of very high capacity networks by other programmes, in particular the European Regional Development Fund, the European Agriculture Fund for Rural Development, the Cohesion Fund and the InvestEU Fund. The importance of 5G and its smart sectorial applications can help addressing many challenges such as the digital divide – notably when it is combined with innovative digital technologies and services. Additionally, the Commission has been encouraging the Member States to include high-speed connectivity for education and training, including in formal and non-formal setting and for disadvantaged groups (paragraph 16) in their National Recovery and Resilience Plans under the flagship area ‘Connected’. Supporting connectivity for socio-economic drivers is an explicit objective of the digital strand of the Connecting Europe Facility, which even puts higher priority on education and research centres. Further to these specific funding opportunities for socio-economic drivers, the Commission is also trying to dovetail its support with other national schemes. More specifically, and in the context of the national Recovery and Resilience Plans, the Commission is encouraging the Member States to invest in the flagship “Reskill and upskill”, aiming at the adaptation of education systems to support digital skills and educational and vocational training for all ages.
Regarding the use of new technologies, such as artificial intelligence (AI), and the need to raise awareness about its opportunities and challenges in educational settings (paragraph 17) the Commission will develop ethical guidelines on AI and data usage in teaching and learning for educators. The guidelines will be developed by an informal Commission expert group whose members will be recruited via an open call. This action will be complemented through related research and innovation activities through the Horizon Europe programme and through developing a training programme for researchers and students on the ethical aspects of AI and data, with a target of 45% of female participation. The Commission has also funded an AI in education massive open online course (MOOC) for teachers that took place in spring 2021 in the context of “EU Code Week”. The Commission has supported the development of specific AI in education resources such as lesson plans, available in 28 languages, on the “EU Code Week” website. To help tackle the lack of higher education programmes the Digital Europe programme[footnoteRef:1] is to invest approximately EUR 580 million in master programmes, short-term training courses and job placements in advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence or cybersecurity. [1:  	Under Specific Objective 4 - advanced digital skills] 

Moreover, the Commission has launched a pilot involving four consortia of universities and excellence centres that will deliver four master programmes focusing on the use of artificial intelligence in 2022. The Coordinated Plan on AI review 2021 (COM(2021)205) includes actions on facilitating the acquisition of broad computing skills and further the understanding of AI for all citizens, and encourages the Member States to refine and implement the skills dimension in their national AI strategies in collaboration with social partners, and take measures and exchange best practices to increase inclusion and diversity in AI education.
Regarding the support for flexible models of education and supporting distance learners (paragraph 18) and the need for new pedagogical and assessment methods (paragraph 24), the Commission plans to propose Council Recommendation on blended learning for high quality and inclusive primary and secondary education in 2021. The Recommendation will outline ways in which the Member States could adapt their school systems to be more flexible and inclusive of a broad range of learner needs, changing circumstances, and pedagogical approaches. In the context of “EU Code Week”, the Commission supports massive open online courses that provide primary and secondary schools teachers with ideas, free training material and resources to help them bring coding and computational thinking as well as AI into the classroom.
Welcoming the comments of the Parliament on the role of the EU in helping develop and make available high quality educational content (paragraph 22), the Commission informs that there is a number of initiatives in the field underway. For instance, the eTwinning and School Education Gateway platforms will be enhanced by a new initiative funded under the Erasmus+ programme. The platforms will be integrated in 2022 to provide one single platform for all school education stakeholders with access to enhanced online features and with specific tools to support professional and school development. Concerning the creation of a European exchange platform to share certified online resources and link existing education platforms, the Commission conducts the study as part of a closed call for tender. The final report informing on the feasibility of the platform is expected in October 2021. Additionally, the Commission is working on a European Digital Education Content Framework, which will propose guidelines how to ensure that online learning content is of high quality, accessible and recognised.
The Commission recognises that teacher education and continuous professional development of teachers and educators is of key importance in ensuring effectively functioning digital education ecosystem (paragraph 24). A key role in achieving these objectives will be played by the ‘Erasmus+ Teacher Academies’, which aims to create networks of existing teacher education institutions providing initial teacher education and continuous professional development. The Erasmus+ Teacher Academies will develop partnerships and joint programmes between institutions, with cross-border training and learning as a regular feature. They will become communities of practice involving both initial and continuous education providers together with ministries and other stakeholders to work on common issues such as attractiveness of the profession, promoting inclusion and equity or digital competences. The Commission aims to have 25 Teacher Academies projects by 2025, with results to shape effective teacher education policies at national and European levels. With a call budget of EUR 15 million in 2021 and the maximum budget of EUR 1.5 million per project, the first three-year projects will be operational in the first half of 2022. 
The Commission fully understands the importance of digital and media literacy and their role in addressing disinformation and welcomes the support of the Parliament on the common guidelines for teachers and educators on promoting digital literacy and addressing disinformation, part of the Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027 (paragraph 27). To raise awareness on the topic, the Commission has also chosen ‘Media literacy and Disinformation’ as the annual eTwinning theme of for 2021, including for the Annual Conference in the autumn. The work on the topic has been complemented by a spring campaign on Media literacy and Disinformation with the motto ‘How to be smart online’ and will continue with another one in autumn. Additionally, the publishing of the common guidelines on digital literacy and addressing disinformation will be supported by a promotional campaign.
The Commission will also continue to support awareness raising activities and digital literacy for children in the Member States through the EU-funded network of Safer Internet Centres and the “betterinternetforkids.eu” platform, which coordinates Safer Internet Day. The members of the “Alliance to better protect minors online” also carry out digital literacy activities. Due attention to digital literacy for children will be paid in the upcoming review of the Better Internet for Children Strategy announced by the Rights of the Child Strategy (COM(2021) 142 final). Additionally, the Commission notes that one of the tasks of the European Digital Media Observatory and its forthcoming national hubs is to support media literacy in the context of the disinformation challenge, and to launch national media literacy campaigns through the national hubs. The Media Action Plan provides indicative timelines for each action, and the Commission provides regular updates on progress, among others via a dedicated webpage.
On the need for advanced digital skills (paragraph 30), the Commission will support the setting up of master courses and traineeships in advanced digital technologies such as AI and cybersecurity through the Digital Europe Programme (DIGITAL). It also aims to support the upskilling of the existing workforce through training in key capacity areas. These courses will be designed and delivered by consortia of universities or training providers with research centres and innovative businesses in key digital technologies. The first calls will open in mid-2021.
In relation to the development of green and environment education (paragraph 31), the Commission intends to adopt a proposal for a Council Recommendation on education for environmental sustainability, as part of the EU’s Biodiversity Strategy and the Communication on the European Education Area. The Recommendation will set out how Member States, schools, higher education institutions and educators can strengthen cooperation and peer exchange on environmental sustainability education to increase awareness, understanding and action. A Competence framework on climate change and sustainable development is under preparation with the Joint Research Centre to help develop and assess knowledge, skills and attitudes on climate change and sustainable development. This framework aims at providing guidance for schools, higher education institutions and teachers and to establish a shared understanding of competences related to climate change and sustainable development to be developed by learners at all phases and stages of education.
The Commission will promote the take up of existing self-assessment tools (paragraph 33), such as the SELFIE tool for schools. The tool reached more than 1 million users from 74 countries across the globe. SELFIE is used at system level in different Member States, such as Portugal and is promoted by autonomous communities in Spain, where policy findings have been drawn based on a representative sample of 492 educational centres. The Commission is actively developing the tool, and will launch a dedicated Work-Based Learning module later this year. The SELFIE Forum, planned for the autumn of 2021 will give additional visibility of the tool at European level. The launch of the SELFIE for Teachers tool, expected in the autumn of 2021 will be accompanied by material for teachers on how to develop personal and team learning plans on digital competence. Users will receive advice on how to use the results from the tool, including relevant professional development opportunities at EU level. 
In relation to the need for better, more innovative recognition, validation and certification of digital skills, qualifications and credentials (paragraph 34), the Commission welcomes the call of the Parliament to ensure that different initiatives pertaining to education, skills development and recognition are mutually reinforcing. In spring 2020, the Commission established an ad-hoc consultation group with experts on higher education from various European countries to propose a common definition and recommendations for a European approach to the development and uptake of micro-credentials in Europe. Micro-credentials were included in the Communication on achieving the European Education Area by 2025 to emphasise higher education’s key role in supporting lifelong learning and reaching out to a more diverse group of learners. They were also included in Digital Education Action Plan.
The ad-hoc consultation group proposed a common European definition, common characteristics and a roadmap of actions. Its outputs will feed into wider consultations covering all sectors of education and training to prepare a Council Recommendation on micro-credentials for lifelong learning and employability, by the end of 2021.
The Commission has started work on setting up a European Digital Skills Certificate, including a feasibility study, expected to be ready in the second half of 2022. The European Digital Skills Certificate will aim at creating more transparency and a better understanding of digital skills certification schemes across countries, and avoid duplication of and overlap with these. It will make use of the Digital Competence Framework (“DigComp”) as a reference framework. The European Digital Skills Certificate will be developed in close cooperation with a broad range of stakeholders. When the European Digital Skills Certificate will be more developed, the Commission will analyse how best to integrate it in existing EU tools, including Europass and the European Student Card. The European Student Card Initiative aims at bringing together different services offered to students and facilitating access to them in multiple ways, for instance by making authentication of students across the Erasmus countries automatic and by bringing student services and offers directly onto the smartphones of students. This may include learning opportunities as well as recognition tools such as the Digital Skills Certificate and we will explore the interoperability between the two.
Fully supporting the importance of digital resources, tools and mechanisms for lifelong learning and flexible higher education (paragraph 36), as part of the Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027, the Commission has indicated the development of a European Digital Education Content Framework. The Framework will build on European cultural and creative diversity and include guiding principles for specific sectors of education and their needs (such as high-quality instructional design, accessibility, recognition and multilingualism) while reflecting the need for the interoperability, certification, verification and transferability of content. A feasibility study has been launched on the creation of a European exchange platform to share certified online resources (and link existing education platforms)
The Commission fully agrees with the importance to adopt a holistic approach to Vocational Education and Training (VET) and adult learning (paragraph 37).
With regards to VET, in line with the Council Recommendation of 24 November 2020 on vocational education and training for sustainable competitiveness, social fairness and resilience (2020/C 417/01), the Commission will support the Member States in implementing this Recommendation which aims at strengthening the capacity of vocational education and training institutions, including their digitalisation and environmental sustainability. This Recommendation also underlines the importance that VET programmes are learner centred, offer access to face-to-face and digital or blended learning, flexible as well as modular pathways based on the recognition of the outcomes of non-formal and informal learning. Furthermore, it is emphasised that VET programmes offer a balanced mix of vocational including technical skills well aligned to all economic cycles, evolving jobs and working methods and key competences, including solid basic skills, digital, transversal, green and other life skills, which provide strong foundations for resilience, lifelong learning, lifelong employability, social inclusion, active citizenship and personal development.
With regards to adult learning, the European Skills Agenda for sustainable competitiveness, social fairness and resilience, adopted by the Commission in July 2020 (COM (2020) 274 final), furthers this holistic approach by putting forward a number of initiatives, which promote different types of learning for work and life. In particular, the upcoming initiatives on Individual Learning Account and Micro-credentials will both build on the evaluation of the 2012 Council Recommendation on validation of non-formal and informal learning.
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In relation to the need to close the digital divide and to pay special attention to improving digital proficiency for lower-skilled adults, the Commission recalls that, since 2016, it has been supporting implementation of the Recommendation on Upskilling Pathways: New Opportunities for Adults (OJ 2016/C 484/01). The Recommendation targets low-skilled and low-qualified adults and recognises digital skills, along with literacy and numeracy, as one of the basic skills they need access to, in order to progress with learning and possible acquisition of a qualification. This support takes the form of mutual learning, and financing of projects through the Erasmus+ and Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) programmes. In 2019, the Commission took stock of Member States’ implementation measures and highlighted the need to scale up these measures to reach more adults. The Commission is currently starting an evaluation to assess the results achieved during the first five years of the Recommendation. The European Skills Agenda sets a specific objective with regard to increasing the participation of low skilled adults in learning, i.e. 30% by 2025. It also foresees that 70% of 16 to 74 year olds should have at least basic digital skills by 2025, a target than has been extended to 80% by 2030 in the European pillar of Social Rights Action Plan.
As digital skills acquisition is a lifelong endeavour (paragraph 39), the Commission launched the Digital Skills and Jobs Platform in May 2021, as one tool to support life-long learning and digital upskilling in Europe. It will guide individuals to the most relevant digital up/re-skilling opportunities and help companies and organisations to find appropriate training for their employees. It will also curate replicable good practices from all over Europe, offer data and insights on digital skills and it will be a home for the broad digital skills and jobs community. The Platform will offer user-centric navigation that will help visitors of all backgrounds and interests to find relevant content and opportunities. As a tool of the Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition, the Platform will connect National coalitions and other actors of the community. It will foster their cooperation by facilitating the exchange of data, experience and know-how.
In its Communication on ‘2030 Digital Compass: the European way for the Digital Decade’ (COM(2021) 118 final), the Commission also identified a digitally skilled population and highly skilled digital professionals as one of the four ‘cardinal points’ for mapping the EU’s trajectory, as part of a ‘Digital Compass’ to translate the EUʼs digital ambitions for 2030 into concrete targets and to ensure that these objectives are met. The Communication recalls that the European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan includes the objective to increase the share of adults with basic digital skills to 80% by 2030, and includes the target to increase the number of employed ICT specialists to 20 million by the same year, with convergence between women and men.
Regarding the call for the Commission to incentivise digital education for adults (paragraph 42) the Commission underlines that digital transformation is among the four priorities of the Partnerships for cooperation under the new Erasmus+ programme. The calls for partnerships are open to education and training institutions at all levels, including adult learning with the objective to support them in developing partnerships  for cooperation that contribute to increasing the relevance of their activities, exchanging and developing new practices and methods, including in digital education. Additionally, the Digital Opportunity Traineeships scheme is extended to teachers and educators, boosting their digital skills, including at advanced level. Lastly, the Commission recalls that the European Skills Agenda seeks to increase the participation of low-skilled adults in learning a challenge, which is most often apparent among older cohorts. Its Action on “Skills For Life” will promote life skills, including for older people and those most in need of access to learning, including through distance and online learning, and reinforcing the offer of upskilling pathways. It will prioritise non-formal and life-wide learning and work with local stakeholders to achieve this. The Skills Agenda also puts forward an initiative on Individual Learning Accounts, seeking to empower working age adults to upskill and reskill. As well as encouraging uptake of training, this initiative will also promote access to guidance and validation of skills, especially important for lower-skilled adults.
In relation to the call to address the digital gender gap in a multi-level holistic approach (paragraphs 44-46), the Commission will continue its work on attracting more girls and young women from an early age to the digital and Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) studies and careers. The work of the European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT) to organise training activities for girls in primary, secondary and tertiary education in digital and entrepreneurial skills will continue under the Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027 with the objective to reach 40,000 girls. New higher education programmes for engineering and information and communications technology based on the science, technology, engineering, the arts, and mathematics (STEAM) approach will be developed as a way to attract more girls and women to the field. This would include building on the EU STEM Coalitions to support the establishment of national STEM platforms, and by disseminating the results from the Erasmus+ funded forward-looking cooperation projects and good practices available within the European Universities alliances.
In general, in its Communication on ‘2030 Digital Compass: the European way for the Digital Decade’ (COM(2021) 118 final), the Commission referred to universal digital education and skills for people to take an active part in society and in democratic processes as a principle that could be included in a possible set of digital principles and rights. The Commission will propose to include such a set of principles and rights in an interinstitutional solemn declaration between the European Commission, the European Parliament and the Council. The Commission hopes to achieve decisive progress with the other institutions on such declaration by the end of 2021.


