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NOTE

	from:
	Presidency

	to:
	delegations

	Subject:
	Schools for the 21st century : Seminar of Ministers for Compulsory Education 
(9 July 2010)

-
Draft Background paper


Delegations will find attached a draft background paper on the above subject prepared by the Presidency in view of the Seminar of Ministers on 9 July 2010.

_______________________

Schools for the 21st Century : 
Seminar of Ministers for Compulsory Education (9 July 2010)

Since the adoption of the Lisbon Strategy in March 2000 with its focus on a knowledge-based society, Heads of State and of Government have reiterated the necessity of developing educational policies in order to improve access, quality and equity. In this context, European cooperation in the field of education has been based on a number of fundamental texts adopted by Ministers of Education. Among them, some of the most important political agreements have been reached in following texts: 

· the Education and Training 2010 Work Programme (2001);

· the Recommendation on Key Competences (2006);

· the Conclusions on Schools of the 21st Century (2008);

· the new Education and Training 2020 Strategy (2009).

More recently still, Heads of State and of Government have, with the adoption of the Europe 2020 Strategy, emphasised the major importance they give to educational policies. Amongst the challenges which remain to be tackled, the level of mastery of basic skills and the issue of early school leaving are part of many Member States’ national priorities.  

A. 
Debate on policies for improving competences in reading literacy, mathematics and sciences

Background

Basic skills are an essential element of the European Framework on key competences for lifelong learning. A sound command of reading literacy is key to cope with the increasing demands of modern societies and new technologies, and for developing sound competences in foreign languages. Similarly, a sound mastery of numeracy is a pre-requisite for developing and applying mathematical thinking that is needed in managing one's everyday life at home and at work. As scientific and technological advances and applications grow in a rapid pace, it is ever more important that young people learn the basic principles of natural world, the fundamental scientific concepts and learn to draw evidence-based conclusions. 

The basic skills of reading, mathematics and science are the fundamental building blocks of the learning to learn competence: they help individuals to access, gain and process and assimilate new knowledge and skills and help them to become autonomous learners. 

In this context it is a matter of the gravest concern that throughout Europe, that an increasing a number of young people  are leaving school without having learned the basics of reading or mathematics and science

Elements for discussion

Reading literacy 

The number of 15-year olds with poor reading skills has grown from 21.3% in 2001 to 24.1% in 2006: this means one out of four of young Europeans have not acquired the level of reading that that would allow them to cope with the challenges of a knowledge society and lifelong learning. 

Data show that performance between students with different backgrounds (such as gender, social background, immigration) is substantial: according to data based on PISA girls outperform boys in all EU member states - the difference being both large and significant - and more than 30% of the boys in the EU do not develop reading skills that would help them "understand, use and reflect on written texts".

The findings of the 2006 PIRLS study on the reading performance of 4th-graders indicate that already at that age some 20% of Europeans read at the level that may hinder their further learning.  The gender difference is already clearly visible at this stage. 

One of the main factors that have been mentioned in studies on the causes of this deterioration is the lack of motivation for reading – especially among boys - in times where modern media such as social networking and computer games provide an attractive “instant gratification” alternative to reading in leisure time. Other factors that have been suggested are the lack of a reading culture at home, a relatively late start in learning to read, the language of instruction not being spoken at home, and the absence of continuous attention to reading and writing in schools. 

Mathematics, science and technology (MST)

The 2006 PISA study indicates that one fifth of the young Europeans do not learn the basic skills they would need to apply mathematics effectively, or understand the basics of science and technology. The share of low performers in mathematics and in scientific literacy in PISA 2006 was 24% and 20.2%, respectively. For mathematics the situation has deteriorated between 2003 and 2006, with the proportion of low achievers increasing, whereas achieving the European benchmark of 15% low achievers requires a reduction of nearly a third in this proportion. 

For science 2006 and 2003 PISA data are not comparable, but the 2020 benchmark implies a decrease of almost a quarter in the proportion of low achievers to 15%. This is a huge challenge for all Member States. 

Explaining low performance in mathematics, science and technology is even more complex than in reading. On the one hand, studies based on PISA and TIMMS data raise system level issues such as differences between schools and addressing issues deriving from student backgrounds (such as socio-economic, parents' education, ICT equipment at home etc) as factors that are associated with performance. However they are far from proving direct causal relationships.  Indeed these studies indicate that differences between countries represent only about 10% of the total variance of performance while between-schools differences represent about 35%.  

On the other hand, several studies relate poor performance in mathematics, science and technology to the lack of effective pedagogies and the negative attitudes among young people towards these subjects. In contrast to literacy, boys are reported to have more positive attitudes towards both mathematics and science than girls. However, there seems to be no significant gender difference in their performance. The development of different attitudes towards mathematics, science and technology seems to start during the very first years in education. There is surprising evidence from the ROSE (Relevance of Science Education) study, that the more technologically developed the country, the less positive are the attitudes of its young people towards science. 

Questions for debate

· What are the experiences of Member States in addressing pupils’ shortcomings in basic skills (reading literacy, mathematics and science)? What difficulties do they face and what approaches work well? 

· How can Member States implement an integrated approach to help students gain a good command of these competences? Do national action plans assist in the implementation of such an approach? How can the various stakeholders be integrated? 

· What scope is there for cooperation between Member States? What support can the Commission provide? 

B.
Debate on policies against early school leaving

Background

The Europe 2020 strategy takes the reduction of early school leaving (ESL) to 10% over the coming decade as a headline target.  Already in 2003 the Education Council set itself the benchmark to reduce the EU average rate of early school leavers to not more than 10% by 2010. Although the situation in most Member States has improved, this target was not reached. In 2008, rates of early school leaving stood at 14.9% (compared with 17.6% in 2000). 

Although the reasons for leaving education and training prematurely are very different, early school leavers are in general more likely to come from socially disadvantaged and low education backgrounds. They have often disengaged early from school, lacked individual and targeted support and felt unable to adapt to schools' academic and behavioural requirements. 

In this context also, a gender difference is visible: boys are more likely to drop out of school without an upper secondary education diploma than girls. On average in the EU-27, 17 % of the male population aged 18-24 have at most lower secondary education and are not in further education or training. The corresponding figure for the female population is 13 %. In some countries the gender gap can be as high as 10%. 

Moreover the rate of ESL is double for young people with a migrant background, and ESL rates among Roma population are even higher in a number of Member States. 

ESL is rather a process than a one-off event; many different factors trigger the decision of young people to discontinue education and training.

Elements for discussion

Comparative data and analytical research suggest that the key issues for successful policies to reduce ESL include the consistency and coherence of measures taken, the cross-sectoral nature of collaboration and the comprehensiveness of the approach. ESL is not just a school issue and its causes need to be addressed across a range of social, youth, health and employment as well as education policies. 

Based on a detailed analysis of factors leading to ESL in a specific country, region or municipality, policies need to focus on preventive and compensatory measures. They need to address all levels of the education and training system: structural aspects (e.g. flexibility and permeability of learning pathways), school-level factors (e.g. learning environment and early warning systems) and individual support measures for pupils at risk of dropping-out. Research indicates that preventive measures which avoid the experience of school failure are more efficient than compensatory measures. 

Nevertheless both types of measures are highly relevant to reduce the negative effects and social and economic costs of ESL.

The multi-dimensional nature of ESL requires new ways of collaboration that are both horizontal and vertical. Intensive work between ministries and administrations responsible for children, young people, families and housing is a pre-requisites for comprehensive policy. Similarly, support has to be systematic from early years to adult life and address, in particular, the various transitions where leaving school is likely to happen.

Questions for debate

· Early school leaving is a complex phenomenon and the reasons for dropping out of school may vary from country to country, and even within different areas of a single country. What are the main reasons triggering early school leaving in the different Member States? 

· What initiatives have been taken by Member States to increase the attractiveness of school among pupils, and to facilitate reintegration into an educational pathway of school drop-outs? What have been the experiences to date? 

· What scope is there for cooperation between Member States to tackle the European benchmark? What support can the Commission provide? 

______________________

