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Creating opportunities: The EU and
students

SUMMARY
Over one third of the European Union (EU) population – some 170 million citizens –
are aged under 30, with half that number under the age of 15 years. Although
education policies in the EU are essentially decided and implemented by the
individual EU countries, the EU provides sound evidence and analysis to help national
governments make informed policy decisions and drive reforms to improve
educational outcomes and the employability of young people. For this purpose, in
2009, the EU set a series of common objectives to address the most pressing concerns
in EU education systems by 2020.
In several areas, the EU scores well. In 2015, 39 % of the EU workforce held a higher
education degree. Between 2005 and 2015, the percentage of early school leavers
decreased by some 30 %, even though during 2016, progress towards meeting the EU
target slowed and currently stands at an average of 11 % – one percentage point away
from achieving the target.
However, the EU faces the major challenge of further upskilling its population and
reducing under-achievement in basic skills. In specific terms, the results show that
over 22 % of EU students have low achievement levels in mathematics, nearly 18 % in
reading, and some 17 % in science. Moreover, by 2020, the EU aims for at least 15 %
participation in learning among the population aged 25-64 years. Nevertheless,
progress towards this target has been very limited. The EU average in adult learning
stood at some 11 % in 2014 (the target was 15 %), and did not increase in 2015.
Only urgent and substantive action will enable the EU to reach the benchmark.

On a more optimistic note, the Erasmus student mobility programme that has allowed
more than 9 million Europeans to study abroad, turns 30 in 2017. Widely recognised
as one of the most successful EU programmes, Erasmus provides a concrete example
of the positive impact of European integration.
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What the EU can do
Over one third of the European Union (EU) population – some 170 million citizens – are
under the age of 30, with half that number under the age of 15 years. At a time when
nearly 20 % of young Europeans are unemployed, finding the most efficient transition
from education to employment remains a pressing EU priority. Faced with recurring
issues such as slow economic growth, unemployment, and pressure on public finances,
EU countries also need to find urgent responses to rising populism and the refugee crisis.
Education can be instrumental in tackling these issues, both by enabling young people to
become active citizens and by equipping them with the right skills to find employment,
which ultimately offers the best protection against poverty.

Nevertheless, education can live up to these expectations only if it delivers good basic
skills (in literacy, numeracy and science), and carries out a broader reflection on how to
develop and maintain transversal skills such as critical thinking, a sense of initiative, and
problem-solving. International assessment programmes show that there is still room for
improvement. This is one of the reasons why education and training remain a high priority
in the EU.

That being said, tackling education and training is not an easy task. Education policies in
the EU are essentially decided and implemented by the individual EU countries. Member
States notably have full responsibility for the content of teaching and the organisation of
educational systems, while the EU plays a support and coordination role. This, however,
is not a minor responsibility. Sound evidence and analysis can help in making informed
policy decisions and driving reforms to improve educational outcomes and the
employability of young people. For this purpose, in 2009, the EU set a series of common
objectives to address the most pressing concerns in EU education systems by 2020.

Why education matters
The technological revolution has brought about various social and economic
transformations, which, in turn, have changed the demand for skills and the labour
market more generally. With low-skilled tasks increasingly becoming automated, the

Figure 1 – Number of students by level of education

Sources: Eurostat, 2015 (Pre-primary and Primary), Eurostat, 2013 (Secondary), Eurostat, 2015 (Demographic trends),
Eurostat, 2015 (Higher education).

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Being_young_in_Europe_today_-_demographic_trends
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Unemployment_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework_en
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework_en
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Early_childhood_and_primary_education_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Number_of_secondary_education_students,_2013_(thousands)_new.png
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Being_young_in_Europe_today_-_demographic_trends
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Tertiary_education_statistics
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need for basic craft skills is declining, while the demand for more complex skills is
growing. Nevertheless, acquiring a good level of basic skills is essential to access higher
levels of education.

Skills forecasts indicate that 35 % of jobs in the EU are likely to require a higher education
qualification by 2020. The good news is that in 2015, almost 39 % of the EU workforce
aged 25-54 years held a degree (see figure 2).

As shown in figure 3, good educational qualifications
remain the best job guarantee in times of crisis, since
unemployment rates clearly decrease as the level of
educational attainment rises. This is observed in all
EU countries, as the average unemployment rate in
the EU-28 in 2014 was three times higher for those
having lower secondary education (18 %), compared
to those having obtained higher education degrees
(6 %).

Furthermore, the employability of graduates
increased for the second consecutive year, by nearly
1 % compared to 2014, and 1.5 % from 2013,
reaching almost 77 % in 2015. However, the EU has
not yet regained pre-crisis employment rates for
recent graduates, which peaked in 2008 at 82 %.

For those who complete their initial education at secondary level, vocational training
systematically results in a better transition to the labour market than for those who hold
a qualification from a general pathway who do not continue into higher education. The
combination of practical experience and theoretical learning is now well recognised as an
efficient way to facilitate the application of theoretical knowledge and smooth students’
transition into the labour market.

Figure 2 – Higher educational
attainment in the EU, 2015

Source: Eurostat, 2016.

Figure 3 – Unemployment rate by level of education, 2015 (%) and employment rate of recent
graduates 2015 (%)

Sources: Eurostat, Employment rates, 2015 Eurostat, Unemployment rates, 2015.

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/Files/3052_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_education
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_education
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?query=BOOKMARK_DS-241548_QID_-2A447D99_UID_-3F171EB0&layout=TIME,C,X,0;GEO,L,Y,0;DURATION,L,Z,0;ISCED11,L,Z,1;AGE,L,Z,2;SEX,L,Z,3;UNIT,L,Z,4;INDICATORS,C,Z,5;&zSelection=DS-241548AGE,Y15-34;DS-241548ISCED11,TOTAL;DS-241548SEX,T;DS-241548DURATION,TOTAL;DS-241548INDICATORS,OBS_FLAG;DS-241548UNIT,PC;&rankName1=ISCED11_1_2_-1_2&rankName2=UNIT_1_2_-1_2&rankName3=AGE_1_2_-1_2&rankName4=INDICATORS_1_2_-1_2&rankName5=SEX_1_2_-1_2&rankName6=DURATION_1_2_-1_2&rankName7=TIME_1_0_0_0&rankName8=GEO_1_2_0_1&sortC=ASC_-1_FIRST&rStp=&cStp=&rDCh=&cDCh=&rDM=true&cDM=true&footnes=false&empty=false&wai=false&time_mode=NONE&time_most_recent=false&lang=EN&cfo=%23%23%23%2C%23%23%23.%23%23%23
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?query=BOOKMARK_DS-052960_QID_-504305A1_UID_-3F171EB0&layout=ISCED11,L,X,0;GEO,L,Y,0;SEX,L,Z,0;AGE,L,Z,1;TIME,C,Z,2;UNIT,L,Z,3;INDICATORS,C,Z,4;&zSelection=DS-052960AGE,Y15-64;DS-052960SEX,T;DS-052960UNIT,PC;DS-052960TIME,2015;DS-052960INDICATORS,OBS_FLAG;&rankName1=TIME_1_0_-1_2&rankName2=UNIT_1_2_-1_2&rankName3=AGE_1_2_-1_2&rankName4=INDICATORS_1_2_-1_2&rankName5=SEX_1_2_-1_2&rankName6=ISCED11_1_2_0_0&rankName7=GEO_1_2_0_1&rStp=&cStp=&rDCh=&cDCh=&rDM=true&cDM=true&footnes=false&empty=false&wai=false&time_mode=NONE&time_most_recent=false&lang=EN&cfo=%23%23%23%2C%23%23%23.%23%23%23
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Overcoming hurdles: how education can make a difference
Skills have become the global currency of 21st
century economies. In 2009, the EU set a target for
basic skills according to which, by 2020, the share of
15 year olds with a low achievement in reading,
maths and science should be less than 15 %.
However, the latest results from the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA 2012)
introduced by the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) suggest that the
EU faces a major challenge to further upskill its
population and reduce underachievement in basic
skills.

In specific terms, the results show that over 22 % of
EU students have low achievement levels in mathematics, nearly 18 % in reading, and
some 17 % in science. Moreover, the individual results clearly indicate that EU countries
displaying certain levels of basic skills in one of the areas tend to perform similarly in the
other areas. This demonstrates that policies designed to tackle low achievement in one
field often converge with similar policies in another.

Young people who fail to reach a sufficient level of educational qualifications and leave
education and training before completing upper secondary school are at risk of being
insufficiently equipped for the increasingly demanding EU labour market.

Between 2005 and 2015, the percentage of early school leavers in the EU decreased by
some 30 %. However, during 2016, progress towards meeting the EU target has slowed
and currently stands at an average of 11 % (figure 4), although this figure is much higher
in the case of foreign-born students (19 %).

In many cases, early school leaving is the end of a long process of disengagement from
education linked to underachievement, whose roots may lie in the early years. A recent
OECD report comes to the same conclusion, and highlights the importance of early
childhood education and care (ECEC) for later development of basic skills. The authors
also suggest that low performance is more prevalent among students who have not
attended pre-primary education.

Interestingly, the return on investment in quality ECEC can lead to future public savings
13 times greater than the initial investment. The EU
target for participation in ECEC requires that at least
95 % of children from the age of four to compulsory
school age participate in ECEC. Currently, the EU
average is less than 1 percentage point below target.

To ensure that adults’ skills remain up to date over
their lifetime, individuals should have access to the
learning opportunities they need, and be
encouraged to use them. By 2020, the EU aims to
have at least 15 % of the population aged 25-64
participating in learning. However, progress towards
this target has been very limited. The EU average
stood at some 11 % in 2014, and did not increase in

Figure 4 – Early leavers from education
and training (age 18-24)

Source: Eurostat, 2015.

Figure 5 – Access to adult learning

Source: Eurostat, 2015.

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/repository/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/pisa2012_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_education
http://www.oecd.org/publications/low-performing-students-9789264250246-en.htm
http://web.mit.edu/workplacecenter/docs/Full Report.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_education
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2015 (see figure 5). Only urgent and substantive action will enable the EU to reach the
benchmark.

Finally, effective education requires adequate investment. For the first time in the past
three years, public expenditure on education increased in 2014, by over 1 % in real terms.
As shown in figure 6, about two thirds of EU countries raised spending, and the increase
was greater than 5 % in five of them (Bulgaria, Hungary, Latvia, Romania and Slovakia).
More than ever, the challenge of financing education lies in investing both sufficiently
and effectively.

Erasmus: a fast lane to the labour market
The Erasmus student mobility programme, which has enriched the lives of more than
9 million Europeans, turns 30 in 2017. Widely recognised as one of the most successful
EU programmes, Erasmus provides a concrete example of the positive impact of
European integration.

A recent study shows that young graduates who have obtained skills and experience
abroad through the Erasmus programme have much better opportunities, and improved
skills, than students who have not gone abroad. The probability of them becoming long-
term unemployed is reduced by half when compared to non-mobile students, and their
unemployment rate five years after obtaining their degrees is 23 % less than for their
contemporaries who chose to study only in their home countries.

The study also indicates that the period spent abroad provides students with job-finding
skills that are 70 % higher than those of students overall, and improves their
employability compared to the latter by 42 %.

A spin-off from the programme, Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs, gives aspiring
entrepreneurs the chance to learn from experienced counterparts running small
businesses in other participating countries. Statistical data show that companies who
took part in the programme are more resilient, grow more, and create more jobs, with
more than a third (36.5 %) of the aspiring entrepreneurs going on to create their own
business after the exchange.

Some 87 % of the start-ups founded by the entrepreneurs who have participated in the
programme are still running, while the average survival rate of start-ups in the EU after

Figure 6 – Public expenditure on education, year-on-year real change 2013-2014 (%)

Source: European Commission, Education and training monitor 2016.

https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/monitor2016_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/monitor2016_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/node_en
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/repository/education/library/study/2014/erasmus-impact_en.pdf
http://www.erasmus-entrepreneurs.eu/page.php?cid=2
http://www.erasmus-entrepreneurs.eu/press/150831_Statistics_August_5604f390e5889.pdf
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three years is only 57 %. Likewise, 73 % of the new entrepreneurs have developed new
products or services, compared to an average of 35 % of SMEs in the EU. Since the
programme’s beginning in 2009 until mid-2015, over 3 000 exchanges have taken place,
involving some 6 600 new or experienced entrepreneurs.
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