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Content: 

This report contains quantitative and qualitative data on the academic and 
professional careers of the European Schools' graduates and on the European Schools' 
curriculum. It is based primarily on the answers to an electronic survey from roughly 
3,000 graduates. 

The study examines, among other things, which subjects former European Schools 
pupils tend to study at university and where they go, and in which sectors they later 
work. The results of the survey are analyzed taking into account the particularities of 
the European Schools' curriculum. Information is also provided on the satisfaction of 
former pupils with the education received. 
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Executive summary 
 
The study concerning the academic and professional careers of graduates from European Schools, 
realized in the period February-September 2008, was primarily based on the answers to an 
electronic survey provided by about 3,000 graduates (2,987 to be exact). Note that this number 
represents about 8.5% of the (best estimate we could make of the) number of graduates having 
obtained the European Baccalaureate since the setting-up of the European Schools’ system some 
fifty years ago. This percentage may seem low, but taking into account that the European Schools 
did not systematically collect and update the whereabouts of their graduates, and only keep on file 
addresses of the parents (but that are not updated either once their children have left the European 
Schools), this percentage might actually be considered as quite reasonable. Among the respondents, 
53% are older than 26, and hence can be considered as having finished their academic education 
and started a professional career; of these, about 3 out of 10 are older than 40 and about 1 out of 10 
older than 50, which leads to the conclusion that the answers include a significant number of 
graduates whose professional career can be considered as being well established, although there 
was, without doubt, a bias in the respondents towards the youngest cohorts. The representativeness 
of the answers is also confirmed by the mix of respondents according to the size of the school: 71% 
of the respondents graduated from a «big» school in Brussels or Luxembourg and 29% from one of 
the other «smaller» schools, to be compared to the current distribution of 60% and 40% 
respectively, but it should be kept in mind that the «smaller» schools are also the younger ones, so 
that their share in the number of graduates has to be lower than their share in the current school 
population. And also both genders are nearly equally represented: 55% of the answers came from 
female graduates and 45% from male ones, numbers to be compared to the current distribution of 
51% girls and 49% boys (so there is a light but acceptable bias towards female respondents). 
Leaving out respondents with a double nationality, 49% of the respondents are nationals of the 
original EU6 Member States, 14% of the EU10\EU6, and 26% of the later members. As far as the 
mother tongue is concerned, 65% of the respondents have one of the three so-called working or 
vehicular languages of the European Schools (English, French and German), while the rest use one 
of the other official languages or even a non EU27 language as mother tongue (and 17% declare to 
have more than one mother tongue). And finally, it is worth mentioning that 54% of the respondents 
have spent their school years entirely in a European School, and that even 81% followed the entire 
secondary level (7 years) there, so that it is reasonable to state that they knew the system well 
enough to participate in the survey. 
 
Before entering into details concerning the analysis of the answers received, the consultants want to 
report the results of their analyses of the most important syllabuses of the European Schools’ 
system, in order to bring to the fore the strengths and weaknesses of the education system as can be 
judged from these official guidelines. It should not come as a surprise that the European Schools 
attach great importance to the teaching of languages, either as a separate subject, or in the context of 
content and language integrated learning (CLIL), e.g. for history and geography. As was shown by 
the analysis of the answers received (see infra), this education seems to prepare pupils very well to 
an often international (or should we say intercultural) academic and/or professional career, even if 
the contents of the syllabuses of most language courses do not refer to what has recently become the 
standard in this respect, i.e. the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFRL). 
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Besides language teaching, the European Schools are also above average (as compared to the 
national educational systems in the EU, analysed by Eurydice) for the teaching of sciences (biology, 
chemistry and physics). Undoubtedly as a consequence of this, we note that the number of 
graduates who chose tertiary education in these fields is above the European average, especially so 
for girls. 
 
The consultants have also analysed the measures taken in favour of pupils who have learning 
difficulties. The importance of these measures should be seen in the light of the fact that the 
European Schools offer only one single type of education (even if, within this type, pupils can 
choose between a wide variety of options), preparing to an academic career, but do not offer 
vocational or artistic education. In other words, pupils who have difficulties with the program 
offered cannot simply change, within the system, to a better suited type of education; hence the 
need of trying to help them in overcoming their learning difficulties as much as possible, especially 
when these are based on linguistic problems (hence also the importance of the SWALS measures = 
measures in favour of students without a language section). It should be noted that support 
measures are not limited to these cases, but also include more general learning support (LS) 
measures for various learning difficulties, and also measures to integrate pupils with special 
educational needs (SEN). In spite of these measures, the level of «doubling» classes is still a bit 
higher than the European average, and concerns about one out of every four boys and one out of 
every seven girls. It is relevant to note, in this respect, that according to the respondents, the reason 
for «doubling» is due to the linguistic education to roughly the same degree (as a separate subject or 
as CLIL) as to the scientific education, since in both cases, it concerns about one out of four pupils 
who had to «double» (i.e. repeat) classes. 
 
The consultants have also tried to formulate recommendations in a separate appendix, not so much 
on how to improve the current system, which, as is also shown by the answers (see infra), can be 
considered as quite successful, but rather on how to have some of its strengths also taken over by 
national education systems in the EU. But before entering into details, it is useful to analyse the 
answers and see to what extent they corroborate the findings of the analysis of the European 
Schools’ program. 
 
In a general way, the European Schools prepare their graduates very well to an academic career, 
since 94% of the respondents did start such a career, and of these, 8 out of 9 eventually obtain at 
least a bachelorship or its equivalent. Noteworthy is also the fact that a significant number of 
graduates (38%) study at more than one college or university, and that only in a minority of cases 
(about 1 out of 3), this is due to the fact that they fail to obtain a diploma at the first college or 
university they attend. Moreover, almost in 30% of the cases, the first college or university is 
situated in a country that is neither their country of origin nor the country where they went to a 
European School (in nearly the same number of cases, i.e. 29%, this implies that the main teaching 
language used is not their mother tongue – in other words, the geographical mobility is confirmed 
by the linguistic flexibility). This sufficiently proves the large mobility of the graduates at the 
academic level, which is also confirmed at the level of their professional career (see infra). Note 
also that this mobility is not inspired by the fact that the respondents thought the teaching level of 
their mother tongue was too low to start an academic career in it: indeed, depending upon the 
language, only between 1% and 3% found the level to be not high enough. This appreciation of the 
way in which the European Schools prepare their graduates to tertiary education was corroborated 
by the assessment that, depending on the mother tongue, between 80% and 85% felt evenly well or 
even better prepared than their fellow students at college or university; there is, by the way, no real 
difference in appreciation between graduates from «big» or from «small» schools. On the other 
hand, 86% of the graduates need up to 4 years to obtain a bachelorship, and 84% up to 6 years for a 
mastership, which indicates some «doubling» at the tertiary level. 
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The percentage of graduates choosing science as their tertiary field (20%) is significantly higher 
than the European average (11%), and even more so for girls than for boys. The fact that the 
European Schools’ system also attaches a great importance to the education of sciences, apart from 
the «obvious» importance to language education, has undoubtedly an influence on these choices; 
the statistical analysis confirms that there is definitely a relationship between the choice of scientific 
subjects, as optional courses, at secondary level, and the choice of sciences at tertiary level; given 
the importance of science in our society, this aspect of the European Schools’ system can be 
qualified as beneficial. 
 
The analysis of the socio-economic sectors in which graduates start their professional career shows 
that the European Schools’ system, completed with the tertiary education, opens the door to a wide 
variety of jobs. Noteworthy is that 65% of the male and 55% of the female graduates characterize 
their working environment at the start of their career as being international, and these figures 
become even a bit higher still at later stages of the career.  Perhaps noteworthy is also the fact that 
only 7% start a career at one of the European Institutions, despite the fact that 68% of the graduates’ 
families belong to the so-called category I1. When looking into more detail as far as the use of 
languages at the start of the professional career is concerned, it comes as no surprise that 51% of the 
graduates with English as their mother tongue are also using primarily English as communication 
language in their professional environment; this is only the case for 38% of the graduates for the 
other languages taken together (i.e. 38% of the pupils having another language than English as their 
mother tongue use most frequently their mother tongue in their professional environment), but this 
average masks significant differences for which the consultants have no explanation: for Greek, this 
is only 24%, whereas for Portuguese it is nearly the double, 47%, while for German, one of the 
three so-called vehicular languages at the European Schools, it is 32%, which is lower than e.g. 
Dutch with 36%. These numbers are, by the way, consistent with the choice of the language at 
tertiary level: again, it does not come as a surprise to see that 86% of the students with English as 
their mother tongue study at college or university in this language, but only 62% of the German 
speaking graduates follow tertiary education in German, which is lower than e.g. Dutch with 71%. 
 
The social background of the families is quite unique, since 82% of the respondents belong to a 
family where at least one of the parents holds a bachelorship or higher; this is about four to five 
times the European average. Nevertheless, only 47% of the respondents were of the opinion that 
their social background has had a «determining impact» on their academic career, but when also 
taking into account those who found that it has had «some impact», the proportion rises to 82%. 
And although comparisons between the professional level of the parents are hard to make, it is 
reasonable to state that in about 55% of the cases, one of the parents occupies a post of or 
comparable to level A(*) or B(*) at the European Institutions. 
The reasons (given by the respondents) why their parents had sent them to a European School have 
also been analysed. Since 68% of the pupils are from a category I family, this was obviously the 
most frequently given reason, followed by the multicultural character of the European Schools, the 
fact that they offer education in mother tongue, the good overall quality of the education, and in 
fifth position, the European Baccalaureate (which was mentioned twice less often as compared to 
the most important reason, i.e. the category I; other reasons were given even less frequently). 
 
The analysis of the «drop out» reasons shows that hardly ever is a deficient level of the education 
provided by the European Schools’ system mentioned; on the contrary, in most cases the level of 
the education (and especially the points where the system wants its pupils to be strong, i.e. 
languages and sciences) is considered too high for some pupils, and since the weaker ones – even 
when they can get learning support – have no real alternative but to «double» classes, the end result 
                                                 
1 Pupils of which at least one of the parents works for a European Institution. 
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may be that they have to leave the system and continue in a more suited educational system. This 
being said, it is interesting to note that the most frequently mentioned reason is the fact that parents 
(in practice, nearly exclusively British nationals) send their children to a boarding school in their 
home country, but it would also seem that this has little or nothing to do with the quality level of the 
European Schools’ system as such. 
 
All in all, the quality of the education received at a European School is highly appreciated by the 
graduates, and only 3% of the responding graduates declare they would not send their own children 
to a European School or not recommend it to others. The percentage of graduates who have kept a 
positive opinion about their stay at a European School (and who would without doubt send their 
own children there if they had the opportunity, or recommend it for children of their friends and 
relatives), varies between 68 and 74% depending on the size of the school (with the «big» schools 
having the highest percentage), and between 71% and 74% depending on the gender of the 
respondents (with boys having the highest percentage), with 72% as the average. 
 
Finally, a last topic that was analysed concerned the networking between the graduates; as we have 
already said, the European Schools themselves have made little efforts in the past to keep track of 
their graduates, so it was interesting to see to what extent these keep contact with one another on 
their own initiative. Professional networking does not seem to be very important: only 11% of the 
respondents confirm they have regular contacts with fellow pupils for professional reasons, and this 
figure has to be interpreted taking into account that 7% of the respondents are working for a 
European institution, where chances of meeting old fellow pupils are anyhow larger than in other 
working environments. Note that this percentage is not significantly influenced by the age of the 
respondent, which is, on the other hand, a determining factor when looking at the networking for 
social reasons: here, the average percentage is anyhow much higher, with 64% of the respondents 
stating that they have social contacts with fellow students on a regular basis, and this is even 79% 
just after graduating (till the age of 20) and still 68% till the age of 25, to drop gradually at later age 
to about 50%. Anyhow, it would seem from this that the basis for professional networks is just laid 
to a limited degree at the level of secondary education, and probably more at the level of tertiary 
education and of the professional career itself. 
 
The consultants consider that the above elements provide answers to the questions that were asked, 
or in other words, the subjects that had to be studied according to the specifications in the call for 
tender for this study. It is, of course, not uncommon that answers to specific questions raise, in their 
turn, new questions that can either be answered on the basis of the information already collected, or 
that would need additional study, or that can give rise to some form of intellectual reasonable 
conjecture. 
 
Given the positive nature of the conclusion regarding the quality of the European Schools’ pro-
grams and the opportunities it is proven to offer to its graduates in terms of academic and pro-
fessional careers, two important questions raise: first, which exactly are the aspects or concepts that 
are specific to the European Schools’ system and that can be qualified as strengths thereof, and 
secondly, is it – from a pedagogical or organisational viewpoint 2 – recommendable to «export» 
them into the national education systems. The consultants are aware of the discussions that are 
taking place in this context, and think that the following elements could be taken into account in the 
decision taking processes in which the stakeholders are presently engaged: 

                                                 
2 Note that some if not all of the specific elements that contribute to the strength of the European Schools’ system may 

have a substantial cost because of the extra resources they require. Since financial aspects have not been analysed in 
this survey, the consultants did not take financial elements into consideration when formulating their reflections. 
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1) Obviously the European Baccalaureate opens the doors for the graduates to colleges and 
universities in a EU country of their choice, and as is proven by the figures, 94% of the 
graduates actually use their Baccalaureate to start tertiary education, whereby the majority also 
uses the «international» dimension of the Baccalaureate, since 62% of the graduates attend 
college or university in a country that is not their country of origin. 

The first percentage (94%) must not be attributed solely to the merits of the European 
Baccalaureate: as appeared from the survey, 82% of the graduates have a family background 
where at least one of the two parents holds a tertiary diploma, and this is, probably not by 
coincidence, also the percentage of graduates who were of the opinion that their social back-
ground had «some impact» to a «determining impact» on their academic career. 

The second percentage (62%) is of course dependent on the existence of the European Bac-
calaureate, but this document as such only facilitates the access to college or university in any 
country of the EU, but as such, does not guarantee that the holders will be successful there, 
since this is dependent much more on the thorough quality of the provided education and on the 
knowledge of the language in which the tertiary education will be provided there, than on the 
European Baccalaureate as such. As a consequence, «exporting» the concept of the European 
Baccalaureate into the national education systems in the EU, without at the same time making 
sure that the level of the foreign language teaching is sufficiently high, might not lead to the 
desired effects. 

2) As appears from 1), the importance of the high quality of the foreign language education cannot 
be stressed enough. It has already been repeated in many reports that one of the reasons why the 
European Schools score so high in this respect, is – besides the high number of teaching periods 
in the European Schools’ program devoted to foreign languages and the fact that the teaching of 
a second language already starts at an early age – that the system resorts to native speaking 
teachers, not just for the language courses stricto sensu, but also when foreign languages are 
used in the context of content and language integrated learning (e.g. for history of geography). 
Here again, the question should be asked if «exporting» the concepts of native speaking teachers 
and/or of content and language integrated learning (CLIL) as such into the national education 
systems in the EU would lead to the same results. As a matter of fact, it should not be forgotten 
that the fact that the pupils of a European School are so to say obliged to actually use the foreign 
language(s) they learn in their everyday life and communication with fellow pupils, contributes 
in a significant way to the knowledge and use thereof («immediate pertinence» according to 
Beatens Beardsmore). This multilingual and multicultural environment, up to the end of 
secondary, is still one of the specificities of the European Schools, which might be difficult to 
reproduce at the level of the national education systems, which – confronted with the reality that 
more and more children from other cultures than the one of the country enrol in their schools – 
seem to focus mainly on the quick learning of the teaching language by the children, thus not 
valuing the opportunities this linguistic diversity might offer 3. Obviously the recommendation 
of changes into the national education systems aiming at an awakening to foreign languages at 
an early age, would need much more further analysis than can be expected from the survey 
made here by the consultants. 

 

 
                                                 
3  According to a recent communication from the European Commission, «There are also untapped linguistic resources 

in our society: different mother tongues and other languages spoken at home and in local and neighbouring 
environments should be valued more» (European Commission, 2008, p. 6). 
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3) One of the objectives of the European Schools’ system is not just to prepare the pupils to a 
successful academic (and professional) career, but also to make good European citizens of them, 
showing i.a. openness and respect towards other cultures. The concept of «European Hours» (at 
primary level) has been implemented to foster this. Here too, the question can be asked if this 
concept could be «exported» to the national education systems. Of course, for such a type of 
courses to be really successful, the school must have a multicultural character that children can 
experience every day, in order to render the concepts of openness and respect practical and not 
theoretical. This being said, it seems nevertheless useful to provide teachers in national 
education systems which are less multicultural than the European Schools’ system, with 
didactical means helping them to organise similar kinds of activities as foreseen during the 
«European Hours». 

4) Finally, the study has shown that there is statistical evidence of a relationship between the 
importance the European Schools’ system attaches to the teaching of sciences (a solid basis for 
all, possibly followed later by a specialisation for the most interested students), and the choice 
made by its graduates to follow tertiary education in these fields. Insofar as this should be seen 
as beneficial for the future of our society, this aspect could enlighten the reflexion of the 
stakeholders of national education systems about the composition of their curriculum. 

 


