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European education area 
The idea of a European education area emerged in November 2017 when the European Council met for the 
Social Summit in Gothenburg to discuss how to enhance the European Union's efforts in the area of education 
and culture. In the same month, the European Commission launched its vision for a European education area by 
2025 'in which learning, studying and doing research would not be hampered by borders'. The Bologna process, 
which created greater compatibility between universities in the European Union (EU) and beyond, Erasmus+, 
the EU's programme for education, training, youth and sport and its predecessor programmes, and the 
framework for European cooperation in education and training (ET2020) are all precursors of this vision. The 
Commission has announced its intention to renew these activities with a number of initiatives planned for 2020, 
such as the European universities initiative, to focus on making the European education area a reality. 

Background 
Even though primary responsibility for education and culture lies with the Member States, the EU has 
already played a major role in making education more accessible across borders. This includes the 
implementation of the Bologna process and, as a result, the establishment of a European higher education 
area and the introduction of the Erasmus (since 2014, Erasmus+) programme, with the aim of modernising 
education through mobility. In 2010, with the framework for European cooperation in education and 
training (ET2020), the EU set itself a range of educational targets that have already led to the 
accomplishment of real progress: 

• the early school leaving rate decreased from 14.2 % in 2009 to 10.6 % in 2018, with an ET2020 
target of 10 % by 2020;  

• tertiary educational attainment rose to 40.7 % in 2019 from 32.3 % in 2009, surpassing the 
40 % target; 

• the employment rate for upper secondary and university leavers is now at the pre-crisis level 
of 82 %, with 85.5 % of university graduates finding employment, along with 66.3 % of upper 
secondary school leavers.  

Later, the Europe 2020 strategy adopted targets on early school leaving and tertiary education attainment 
as part of an overall effort to recover from the 2008 financial and economic crisis.  

Towards a European education area  
The Commission is developing a range of initiatives to help work towards the European education area. The 
vision comprised within this policy is that, across the EU:  

• spending time studying abroad should become the norm; 
• school and higher education qualifications should be recognised across the Member States;  
• it should be standard for people to know two foreign languages in addition to their mother 

tongue; 
• everyone should be able to access high-quality education, irrespective of their socio-economic 

background; 
• people should have a strong sense of their identity as Europeans, of Europe's cultural heritage and 

of its diversity. 
In early 2018, the Commission launched a package of measures in order to improve European citizens' key 
competences and digital skills, promote common values and raise pupils' awareness of the way the EU 
works. A second package brought together a set of initiatives in the fields of education, training, youth and 
culture to help secure a more competitive, inclusive and cohesive Europe. These initiatives included Council 
recommendations on the mutual recognition of diplomas, the teaching and learning of languages, and 
high quality early childhood education and care systems. In the same package, the Commission included a 

https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-higher-education-area_en
http://www.ehea.info/
http://www.ehea.info/
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/about_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/european-policy-cooperation/et2020-framework_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET%20EN%20BARROSO%20%20%20007%20-%20Europe%202020%20-%20EN%20version.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-higher-education-area_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/council-recommendation-on-common-values-inclusive-education-and-the-european-dimension-of-teaching_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52018DC0268&from=EN


EPRS European education area 

This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European Parliament as background material to assist them in their 
parliamentary work. The content of the document is the sole responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not be taken 
to represent an official position of the Parliament. Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source 
is acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. © European Union, 2020. 

eprs@ep.europa.eu  (contact)     http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu  (intranet)     http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank  (internet)     http://epthinktank.eu  (blog) 

 

youth strategy, a new European agenda for culture, the European universities initiative and the European 
student card, as well as action to strengthen the Erasmus+ programme. 
The Commission adopted its proposal for the new Erasmus programme on 30 May 2018 as part of the 
negotiations for the multiannual financial framework (MFF) covering the 2021-2027 period. The 
Commission originally proposed a budget of €30 billion in current prices, which equals 6.7 % of the 
€392 billion 'cohesion and values' heading of the MFF. The Commission proposal represents a 95 % increase 
in the budget allocated to the current Erasmus+ programme. However, in her address to the European 
Parliament, prior to her election on 16 July 2019, Commission President Ursula von der Leyen expressed her 
support for the European Parliament's proposal to triple the budget in view of the stated ambitions for the 
upcoming programme. By contrast, the European Council's starting position is to cut the Commission's 
proposed budget by 20 %. 
In working towards making the European education area a reality, the Commission maintains a lifelong 
learning perspective. In its 2020 work programme, the Commission stresses the importance of improving 
digital literacy and of relaunching an updated digital education action plan. Furthermore, the Commission 
is planning to reinforce the youth guarantee in order to help young people get the education, training and 
job opportunities they need. It has also announced plans to draft a new skills agenda for Europe that will 
help to identify and address skills shortages and support reskilling, complemented by ideas for a new action 
plan on integration and inclusion.  

European Parliament position 
Since the Council's initial discussion, the European Parliament has dedicated a number of debates to the 
subject of the European education area.  
In 2017, Members called on the Commission to consider establishing a common European framework for 
early childhood education and care (ECEC) and to support the setting of a European benchmark for quality 
ECEC. Parliament also called on the Member States to ensure fair and free access to high-quality ECEC for 
every child. Parliament favoured the implementation of a 'whole school approach' to improve social 
inclusion, accessibility, democratic governance, quality and diversity and to prevent early school leaving. 
Member States were encouraged to invest a minimum of 2 % of their respective gross domestic product 
(GDP) in higher education with priority being given to programmes that foster cooperation between higher 
education, the world of work, industry, research communities and society as a whole. Moreover, Parliament 
suggested that Member States should introduce incentives for young people to become teachers. 
Members expressed support for the creation of a European academy of teaching and learning, to enable 
teachers to train and exchange best practice and to support the use of innovation and technology in 
teaching. Finally, Members called for a significant increase in Erasmus+ funding to achieve a more inclusive 
and comprehensive programme for students and teachers. 
In 2018, Parliament once again stressed the importance of inclusion in the Erasmus+ programme and asked 
the Commission to draw up a framework by 31 March 2021, along with a set of inclusion measures and 
guidelines for their implementation. Parliament again asked for measures to simplify management and 
application procedures and to create synergies with other funding programmes, to maximise the 
effectiveness of Erasmus funding as a tool for inclusion and exchange, and to enhance its contribution to 
developing the European education area. 
In late 2019, Parliament approved an amending budget for that same year’s EU budget in order to reinforce 
core mobility activities, which are central to the development of a European education area. The 
amendment increased commitment appropriations for Erasmus+ to support mobility in higher education, 
and vocational education and training. However, Parliament also pointed out that this will need to be 
matched by increased payment appropriations. 
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