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EMPLOYABILITY AND SOCIAL COHESION

Employability and Social Cohesion are among the most prominent tasks for all levels of education systems in Europe. If the Lisbon aims and the vision of a powerful continental representation shall be realised, then Employability and Social Cohesion must play an important role in the architecture of a coherent and sustainable European Area of education and Research. They belong together. This is also the message from UK Prime Minister Tony Blair in his recent comments on the consequences from globalisation. But it is easier to speak of a European “social model” than to imply its consequences into a invigorated policy of employment and qualification. It is Employment (capital E) that depends on a steady increase in diverse qualifications, not only so called functional ones, and it is Social protection (capital S) that will depend on an uninterrupted relationship between education and social cohesion
. 

It is obvious that E and SC are more at risk in the candidate and associated countries than in EU 25. Especially the interfaces between the four respective fields are likely to create frictions and inconsistencies. 

The cube represents the major fields and interfaces of our debate:

--> General Education

--> VET

--> HigherEducation

--> Research






The problem with the interfaces is that each side has a different complexion with regard to

- its status of advancement (e.g., are VET and Bologna relatively more advanced in time than general education);

- its correspondence between the features inside  EU 25 and with the partners still outside;

- its links with other systems and spheres

In systematic terms, questions to be dealt with concern

- the density of rules and regulations

- the intensity of such rules and regulations

- the compatibility of rules and regulations with customary practice, recommended good practice and programs, each projected on the political long-term developments, such as Lisbon aims. 

The Western Balkans is a sub-region in South East Europe, which needs a coherent and comprehensive policy towards an increasing compatibility of EU 25 standards  and those of more than 10 national systems with different status against the EU.

Some basic considerations are being developed, which are certainly not the basis for any decision or official statement, but should serve as a background document for discussion and enriching diverse points of view:
· continued unification and consolidation of a democratic, peaceful and competitive Europe largely rests on education and training, 

· the true global challenges in education and science will be dealt with between the large political units (continents), and less so by the nation states in Europe, 

· the Lisbon objectives and their impact can be duly captured in all areas of education, training and science; their impact also for those European countries which are not (yet) members of the European Union; 

· in the interest of European cohesion, the interfaces between general, vocational and tertiary education of the EU 25 and the countries of the Western Balkans require maximum mutual connectibility, 

· all programmes and projects should adequately take into account the democratic aspects of brain circulation.

To achieve this aim, quality in key areas of the educational systems ought to be given utmost attention, as laid down in the EQF vision. 

The safeguarding of peace, prosperity and economic and social sustainability for the future will strongly depend on the extent to which the European continent develops a joint area of education, in which national structures interact as much as necessary to remain competitive on a global level and to raise the living conditions within that area to a high level of generally accessible education, dynamic research and the development of responsible and competent individuals. Education is instrumental for the further development of the civil society and for public participation in social life. 
- 
EQF is a key instrument for promoting mobility, comparability, recognition and quality assurance at all levels of the national education systems, 

· compatible quality standards in the national systems at all levels of vocational training, higher education and general education may generate added value in terms of recognition and mobility, 

· the gradual development of a European Area of Education for all countries which are not (yet) members of the European Union, is meaningful; but that

· the instruments and formal as well as statutory conditions necessary for this development have not yet been met to the same extent, calling for coordinated reforms in the region as well as between the EU 25 and those countries. 

The key elements of harmonised qualification standards impact the following areas in particular: 

· transitions from secondary to tertiary education 

· recognition of diplomas and certificates

· transfer of attainments from one national system to another 

· compatibility of national quality assurance measures 

· development of quality assessment indicators, which are equally valid for employment policy and brain circulation.

· The desired harmonisation of legal and administrative requirements for compatible quality assurance and the implementation of EQF standards.  
In order to implement the notions of EQF, several preconditions must be met which require active support from the EU 25 and their programmes, as well as bilateral cooperation:

· Educational research and educational statistics should be updated so as to be able to furnish current and reliable data, allowing in particular  

· an assessment of the economic objectives of education formulated by the UK Presidency in the national context, and 

· that the reforms prompted by EQF can be planned in terms of quantity and institutional development.

· All EQF-related measures must be consistent with the requirements of life-long learning.

EQF will also bring about lasting and significant change in the educational structures and networks of the EU 25. Developments in the EU 25 and in the countries of South Eastern Europe and the Western Balkans in particular must be closely aligned in the interest of the envisaged European Area of Education. 

· Early information of the citizens focusing on the importance of qualification standards is to generate interest in the issue at stake and in the solution proposed by EQF; 

· The institutional, administrative and curricular requirements need to be identified at the national level and compared and harmonised with neighbouring countries and/or with similarly affected educational systems; 

· Networking processes already launched within the framework of Copenhagen and Bologna are to encourage and provide guidance for analogous developments in other areas, particularly in general education at secondary level; 

· The structures already created (Graz process, TF, MoCo, Eranet, Erisee) are to be further expanded and harnessed so as to implement EQF not only superficially, but with sustainable effect. 
· Future debates held between the EU and their countries on EQF are not detached from economic, cultural policy and social strategies. Measures largely depend on structural adjustments and reforms being implemented in the countries of SEE/Western Balkans.

Employment and Social Cohesion are important elements of a strategy based on these considerations. Neither can be defined “unto itself”, both do exist only within a societal context, which by itself becomes increasingly globally determined, with an enormous number of local varieties. This tension between the local and the global imperatives makes it difficult to recommend simple and unified implementation strategies. The more it will be important to point at the concrete demands from education in order to attain both, Employment and Social Cohesion.

Nobody has any illusions about the enormous need for reforms. This need is not limited to the systems under accession or integration into existing EU 25 structures, however, problems within EU 25 have different dimensions and magnitude. It is obvious that no sustainable reforms in the vast area of education and science can be attained without strong support from the partners, however, the main focus shall be that the level of commitment and proactive policies become stronger and more effective. It is good for the solidarity among all affected partners to consider that some systems within EU 25 had also to undergo massive reforms in order to keep up with the rest. Of course, a condescending reaction of the luckier partners could provoke the contrary. 

It is advisable that all SEE-systems co-ordinate their efforts as to increase the visibility of the reforms and the synergy between the partners. In many cases there might emotional or prejudiced apprehension towards such co-ordination, which might be counter-productive. As to avoid such unwanted outcome, the co-ordination could produce the vision of a realistic reform-dividend, which will be in accordance with the satisfaction of the specific needs, which each partner will bring forth in order to become capable of coping with the reforms, - instead of falling into the bad habit of window-dressing. 

The component of social cohesion plays a pivotal role within these efforts, because questions related to brain circulation and social protection affect eminently the personnel of the whole sector of education and science, and thus constitute a major backbone of both civil service and/or superstructure of the transition process. reliable minimal standards on social protection and a significant support of material needs in the support students of all levels of the systems should be combined.  
Some further considerations:

1. Based on the skills-orientation and the economics approach of the UK Presidency, and based on quite a few programmes and projects in the past, the education systems of SEE should be supported in seeking a sound balance between employment and social cohesion in their implementing strategies.

All sound relationship between society and the education and research system relies on trust and recognition. If a holder of a degree shall get a chance to become employed, his or her degree and the issuing institution must be recognised both by the graduate and the potential employer. The authority of licensing procedures creates such trust, though recognition can become sustainable only through quality and qualification. The quality dimension determines how well or poorly the standards for qualifications can be introduced and maintained. In SEE, the compatibility of the standards has high priority, because formerly united systems have fallen apart and do not show too much of convergent structures, even in similar legislation, and certainly in everyday administrative and operative practices.

2. The EQF and other proposals for a coherent preparation of a European Area of education will open several dimensions of reforms strategies. Each country, but also SEE as a European region – will have to find a clear interface between national and regional specificities and an orientation as given by the EU members and the global and continental standards. (These standards are, offensively speaking, “continental”, and not national, and not always regional. That is, why the European Area of Education and Research shall follow the areas in higher education and vocational education.

This notion may raise some ambivalent reactions. The introduction of the “continental” context makes only sense when considering that in the beginning of the Lisbon targets the competition with the United States of America had a more prominent position than today. Nevertheless it is clear from all recent developments, and from Mr Blair’s reaction to globalisation and its temporary losers, the “Europe” as a whole is challenged by the global competition for qualification and human resources. This does not imply, and is not intended to imply, a lowering of the standards of national or bilateral or regional approaches of co-ordination. 

Some aspects, which can reconcile the imperatives both from employability and social cohesion:

- A local answer to the question, whether the pull or push factors are stronger; i.e.does a stark supply with a “portfolio” of qualifications pull employers and investments; or do these function as incentives to the creation of more and better focused qualification

-How can brain circulation become an integral part of an allocation policy? It does not suffice to offer the right qualifications, what you need is also the right people to create a demand for exactly these qualifications

- Several markets compete, and the labour market is not always the strongest, especially in dilapidated areas, in regions with strong brain drain and poor reproduction rates, and in zones with a weak rule of law and low security.

-The systems of social protection interact both with E and SC. Employment policy is also based on trust in a certain future (middle to long range). If social protection is too low, it is likely that the higher qualifications will first tend towards emigration, and by this destroy the effects of a basically right qualifications strategy.

3. Lifelong learning, standards of access, admission and convertible degrees will require major changes in existing national systems. It will be asked how far reaching and strongly rooted these reforms can be now, and what are the timelines for sustainable change.

Areas such as

- gender policies, 

- minority admissions, 

- deconstruction of traditional administrative structures

- transformation of these structures and accommodation to the reform policies

- social and cultural changes within institutions

-....
shall be assessed and reoriented towards a compatible policy with the standards and requirements from existing policies. No individual advantage through higher qualification for a minority should be paid for by deprivation and disadvantages for a majority of people, especially when these are less qualified or badly trained. The old principle of social improvement and employment through better education is only partially valid. For SEE, the emergence of a class of working poor with good qualification is alarming. The consequences can be, at the same time, brain drain and decreasing standards of qualification. If quality does not pay in terms of income, social and cultural capitals and a secure perspective for the future, it is meaningless for the people.

4. Who shall be the agents of change, and which institutions are agencies of change? What is needed to build reforms in a way that is supported and understood by the majority in the public. 

Certainly, legislation and reliable legal standards and rules are relevant agents of change. The rule of law, but also principles of transparency, codes of conduct, ethical principles, are important elements both of generic agents (owners, state, major stakeholders, etc.,) and buffer institutions (boards, supervisory bodies, trustees, etc.,). The new role of such buffer institutions is one of the major reform and learning processes in SEE. However, it should be discussed, whether they or the institutions themselves shall be the major agencies of reform.

Within the noble framework of newly acquired sovereignty, legislation and its implementation by government and administration plays an important role. However, the rule of law has a double-headed structure: almost every decision has an internal and a cross-border decision; this is evident with questions or recognition and admission, but is also relevant for all bilateral or regional agreements on synergy and capacity sharing. Research into education, statistics, data processing and saving, regional brain circulation considerations, gender policies, etc., are among the most plausible fields of such  need for co-ordination. The aim is not a regional supra-national legislation, which would be difficult in education anyway, but there should be an accord on those items, where cross-border compatibility should be negotiated rather sooner than later. 

5. Concrete measures and examples of good practice: The process of European integration is a long-term occupation for all persons and institution on the continent. There are concrete goals and visions, which certainly will always go beyond the pragmatic deadlines and political periods of programmes. Educational research and experience teach that major reforms usually need periods of 15 to 2o years before they can become evaluated and validated. But, of course, many steps towards these superior goals, have much shorter time to realisation, and they are important to accelerate and fortify the processes of change and realignment with the new policies. There is no time to lose. We can define good practice (other than “best practice”) as one which is neither too fast nor to slow for the ends unto which it has been initiated. Too fast is when the translation of the goals is not sufficiently elaborate for the majority of participants, or when the material conditions or tools are not ready to meet the goals. Such a dynamics tends towards D. Ugresic’s saying that the grammar is still the same, while only the vocabulary has changed. On the other side is late coming or too slow movements dangerous to the overall effects, because then the gaps widen between the slowest and the fastest system within one class of educational systems. The hint at “best practice” simply means that this notion comes from a different dimension, i.e. assessment and comparison, while in the case of introducing the EQF and other quality related basics, the diversity of approaches unto themselves shall be in the focus of our considerations, and debates as encouraged by the Austrian Presidency might help to select the most promising among the good practices. 
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( Michael Daxner is the former President and Professor of Sociology at the Carl-von-Ossietzky-Universitaet Oldenburg (Germany) and a consultant for the Austrian Ministry of Education, Science and Culture (BMBWK). 


� For further details within this recent accentuation cf. FCO 26 Septmeber 2005 „Future of Europe Debate“, pp. 3-5,8-9; the aspect of Citizenship is  highlighted in Council of the EU proceedings 13228/05 of 17 October 2005, certainly in substantial correspondence to the Council of Europe’s activities in Democratic Citizenship through Education. It is also recommended to pursue the debates on the recent  drafts from teh Commission „Modernisation education and training“ and of the European Parliament and Council on „Key Competences for Lifelong Learning“


� Research only in its relation with higher education and institutions which clearly belong to the education system.
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