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As the Commission just released a Communication on “Rethinking Education: investing in skills 
for better economic and social outcomes” notably recommending raising the level of basic 
skills, EUCIS-LLL organised a public hearing on “Basic Skills for Inclusive Growth: a civil society 
perspective” on 28 November at the European Economic and Social Committee in Brussels. 

The public hearing, organised within the framework of EUCIS-LLL’s “Lifelong Learning Week 
2012”, aimed to highlight the fact that despite a strong focus on skills and the creation of 
a specific ET2020 benchmark, progress in equipping citizens with basic skills remains 
largely insufficient. This can seriously hinder employment objectives as well as democratic 
participation, social inclusion and personal development. As basic skills providers, civil society 
organisations can help in framing the debate and they exchanged views and ideas on the role 
of basic skills in lifelong learning strategies in a context of crisis. 

More than a hundred participants attended the hearing which included a presentation of three 
cases studies from EUCIS-LLL members, followed by an open discussion with the participants 
and representatives from the EU Institutions.
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Welcoming Words

Joost Van Iersel (Group I, Employers), President of the Europe 2020 Steering Committee 
welcomed the participants to the European Economic and Social Committee. He outlined the 
importance of lifelong learning for the Committee and the need to share good examples in order 
to improve the level of basic skills in Europe. It is crucial to adopt a holistic approach based on 
partnership if we want to see results. In a very competitive world, lifelong learning is an absolute 
necessity for employment and equally for well being.

David Lopez, General Secretary of EUCIS-LLL, introduced the different speakers and outlined 
the fact that the issue of competences is at the heart of many EU debates. He underlined the 
recently-published communication of the European Commission “Rethinking Education” and 
the need for civil society organisations to have their voice heard in the debates. This hearing 
is aimed at sharing experiences and views on how to improve the level of basic skills in the 
population and more particularly by reaching out to disadvantaged groups.

Speaker

Graciela Sbertoli, Chair of the European Basic Skills Network and Assistant Director at VOX, 
Norwegian Agency for Lifelong Learning, “Basic Skills for Inclusive Growth: Policy and 
Challenges”

Graciela Sbertoli introduced VOX, an agency of the Norwegian Government belonging to the 
Ministry of Education and Research. The central aim of the agency is to be the link between policy 
makers and the implementation level to make adult education as accessible as possible. Graciela 
Sbertoli is also the Chair of ESBN, the European Basic Skills Network. This network involves policy 
makers and policy providers such as ministries of education, national research institutions, civil 
society organisations, etc. Its objective is to contribute towards a European consensus, as well 
as to create and share new knowledge. Indeed, consensus on policy requires lengthy discussions 
and time is a prerequisite for changing attitudes. In Graciela’s view, the focus on adult education 
and low skills is new, as they are correlated with recent employability and social inclusion 
EU objectives. She underlined the need to adopt a holistic approach as recommended in the 
renewed agenda for adult learning. Graciela believes that adult education should be financed 
by governments as it is the responsibility of public authorities. She nevertheless emphasised 
the role of civil society organisations as a potential agent for change. Despite a permanent 
lack of funding, civil society organisations indeed have many years of experience in teaching 
basic skills, especially to disadvantaged groups. Their contribution to access to learning, social 
inclusion, employability and general welfare is undeniable. Yet they face some obstacles in 
equipping citizens with basic skills. Improving the quality of adult education staff, for instance by 
defining competence profiles, establishing effective systems for initial training and professional 
development, and facilitating the mobility of teachers, trainers and other adult education staff, 
is a challenge. Increased synergies, openness and transparency are needed between sectors and 
actors. According to Graciela, key elements for progress include developing teacher-educators 
training, finding new ways to accredit learning, providing more guidance, resisting formalisation, 
adapting to labour market needs and creating bridges between formal, non-formal and informal 
learning.

See presentation

http://www.eucis-lll.eu/eucis-lll/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Sbertoli-EUCIS-LLL-november-2012.pdf
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Case studies

Nadia Baragiola and Catherine Stercq, Lire et écrire (BE), “Eur-Alpha” and “PASS”: opportunity 
of EU projects

Founded thirty years ago, the permanent education movement “Lire et écrire” was created to 
combat the high rate of illiteracy in the French-speaking part of Belgium, in particular within 
migrant communities. The objective was to create a place where all adults could learn to read or 
write close to their home, but also become active citizens. 20,000 people are enrolled in classes 
nowadays but the need is estimated at 60,000. This initiative is funded by the government and 
benefited from the European Social Fund. Catherine Stercq presented two European projects 
that Lire et écrire has been involved in. “Pass” focused on the development of adult literacy and 
basic training, based on the dissemination of literacy projects supported by the EU. “Eur-Alpha”, 
the European network for adult literacy and numeracy, works both with trainers to develop 
and exchange educational practices and with learners to support their voicing of opinions and 
participation. It gathered together 16 partners in 12 countries who agreed on a charter for trainer 
training and a manifesto for learners. These projects have been very successful in exchanging 
know-how between the partners.

See presentation in English or French

Patrick Chenu, “Empowering disadvantaged youth through digital skills”, Maison des Jeunes 
et de la Culture (MJC) in Ile-de-France (FR)

Patrick Chenu is the director of a French youth cultural centre MJC in Mercoeur. There are 95 
MJCs in Ile-De-France and 900 in France, which all aim to develop autonomy and emancipation 
and to involve young people in cultural activities so that they can actively take part in society and 
become more responsible. In this sense the MJC is a place where young people can experience 
democracy on a daily basis. Close contacts are also maintained with employment agencies 
and popular universities, etc. One of the projects initiated by Patrick Chenu’s centre aimed to 
empower disadvantaged young people and develop their sense of citizenship through digital 
tools and new forms of multimedia creation, in collaboration with the suburban organisation 
“Parlez Cités” specialising in digital media. The local dimension of these projects is crucial. The 
question of time is also very important, as we need time to build individual pathways.

Daniela Proli, “LLWings project: Learning to learn and to love it - Helping teachers in building 
WINGS for Lifelong Learning for their students”, Scienter (IT)

Daniela Proli is in charge of the EU-funded LLWings project within Scienter, a non-profit 
organisation specialising in educational research and innovation in Bologna, Italy. The key 
objective of the project, focused on the “learning to learn” competence, is to promote a new 
vision of school as the bridge to lifelong learning and active citizenship, by focusing on the joy 
of learning. Indeed the learning experience is a process of self-esteem and ownership and has 
to be created around the virtuous circle of motivation, pleasure and sense making. This is about 
how the learner can systematically be engaged in the learning process and how early school 
leaving can be avoided by creating a more inclusive school. To achieve this goal, the whole school 
community shall be involved and especially teachers who are the leading actors of this innovative 
process. Changing teachers’ attitudes by equipping them with the right skills is therefore at the 
core of the project. The partners are attempting to develop a European certificate to identify 
those competences.

See presentation

http://www.eucis-lll.eu/eucis-lll/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/EUR-ALPHA-octobre2011_ANGLAIS.pdf
http://www.eucis-lll.eu/eucis-lll/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/EUR-ALPHA-octobre2011_FRANCAIS.pdf
http://www.eucis-lll.eu/eucis-lll/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/LLwings_eucis_281112.pdf
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Open Discussion

Participants explained that changing education was complex. Some stressed the responsibility 
that learners have for their own learning but also of educational actors such as the parents. 
If we want to change education in Europe, we need to develop new methods, for instance, 
open educational resources. IT skills were mentioned as being a basic skill in our contemporary 
societies. We also need champions. Others drew attention to the slow progress in ensuring that 
the whole population has acquired the basic skills necessary to live in European societies. Many 
groups lag behind; migrants, early school leavers or low-skilled workers and more efforts should 
be made to target them and involve them actively in learning. 

Panel discussion

Ana-Carla PEREIRA, Head of Unit «Skills and Qualifications» at DG EAC, European Commission

Ana-Carla Pereira presented the Commission’s new Communication on “Rethinking Education: 
investing in skills for better economic and social outcomes”, released on 20 November to be 
adopted by the Council in February. The Communication places the emphasis on the need to 
invest in education and training for skills development. Along with seven Staff Working Documents 
including an innovative Education & Training Monitor and a Country Analysis, the Communication 
aims to make Member States reflect upon the right skills that need to be provided, how to 
implement skills strategies, with whom and with which resources. The Communication primarily 
builds on the CEDEFOP Skills Forecast to assess what qualifications Europe will need by 2020 
and values basic skills or “foundation skills” achieved by all as the first step towards employment 
and social inclusion. The Communication has also been released at the same time as the Annual 
Growth Survey 2013, a key document for the Europe 2020 Strategy and the European Semester 
that lays the foundations for a return to growth and job creation.

See presentation

Joost VAN IERSEL, President of Europe 2020 Steering Committee at the EESC, Group I – 
Employers

Joost Van Iersel reminded the audience that education is still a Member State competence and 
that the EU has only limited prerogatives in this field. As an example, the word “education” 
is only mentioned twice in the Lisbon Treaty. Therefore how can education be correlated to 
employment and competitiveness in Europe if education is not an EU competence? To face a 
highly competitive world and a very dynamic economy, the EESC supports lifelong learning as an 
absolute necessity for employment and equally for well being, through a continuous exchange 
of best practices. Successful, competitive knowledge societies do not only depend on capital and 
technology but also on skills. To make individuals employable, resilient and self-reliant in life, 
we have to teach them a whole set of competences, starting with the basic ones. As the kind of 
skills needed is very different from one region to another, the territorial aspect should not be 
underestimated; for instance, the Netherlands has to cope with the challenge of a multi-cultural 
society. The grassroots level is key for implementation and partnerships between stakeholders, 
notably between public authorities, education and business, are essential for success. According 

http://www.eucis-lll.eu/eucis-lll/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Rethinking-Education_EUCIS-LLL-public-hearing_281112.pdf
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to Mr. Van Iersel, employability means having a set of basic competences that lead to general 
skills. Indeed, a dynamic economy needs changing skills. Lifelong learning is a key element in 
our contemporary lives. Europe should also address the problem of ageing teaching staff and its 
social status in our societies and the need to look into that profession. It is important to share 
good practices because this pays off.

Open Discussion 

The general feeling from the audience was that there was a gap between the policy makers’ vision 
and the reality on the ground. Too many people are still lagging behind and are not properly 
equipped with the elementary skills they need to fend for themselves in life (especially migrant 
learners), whilst progress at policy level is moving too slowly. The image of the VET sector is, 
according to participants, the first to suffer from this failure since many of those low-skilled 
learners end up in VET schools which are seen as “second-class” education. Quality and tangible 
results are needed and, to that end, the need to change the learning process has been much 
discussed. This evolution is already ongoing in the methodologies, resources, materials, learning 
environments used; yet people that help to move things along in the right direction need to be 
directly involved and not remain mere witnesses of what politicians, educational staff, parents 
and the labour market world decide for them. That is why cooperation through networks such 
as EUCIS-LLL is of crucial importance. More cooperation projects should be supported, as they 
are the real motors of change. 

Key messages

Education and training are valued in the Europe 2020 Strategy as key fields of EU action for 
building competitive knowledge societies and making our citizens more employable (especially 
young people); skills strategies have therefore been recently developed, but the emphasis on 
basic skills seems highly insufficient given the latest figures on the low-skilled population (adult 
learners and migrants being among the most affected). The case studies presented today and the 
panel discussion highlighted the fact that basic skills do not only amount to reading, writing and 
counting. Individuals have to be equipped as a matter of priority with skills that will make them 
responsible, resilient and engaged citizens. The motivation and self-esteem activated during the 
learning process are key in finding a job, being socially included and personally fulfilled: that is 
why transversal skills such as “learning to learn” also belong to the basics and so consequently 
should be taught. This brings the challenge of certification and validation into the debate so 
that those competences can be acknowledged and recognised. Yet this change can only happen 
by creating synergies within the educational community, between stakeholders on the ground 
and with decision-makers. Teachers and trainers in particular must be entrusted with bringing 
about the changes needed in the learning process. Civil society organisations are also powerful 
drivers for progress. Member States will have now to develop their own skills strategy taking 
into account this partnership approach and continuing to exchange best practices with their 
peers. The question of funding will be a crucial one and all participants agreed that endorsing 
the responsibility of teaching basic skills should be reflected by consequent investment by public 
authorities. 
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