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Background paper:
Update on European policy cooperation in  early childhood education and care (ECEC) and in early school leaving (ESL) 

1. Early childhood education and care

As a response to the call for European policy cooperation in in early childhood education and care, the Commission adopted in February 2011 the Communication "Early childhood education and care: providing all our children with the best start for the world of tomorrow"
, where it sets out its view of the key issues for future co-operation with the aim to improve access and quality of services from birth to the start of compulsory schooling. It calls for universally accessible, well-integrated services that build on a joint vision of ECEC, of the most effective curricular frameworks and of the staff competences and governance arrangements necessary to deliver it.
In May 2011 EU Education Ministers adopted Council Conclusions
 which endorsed these plans and launched a process of policy co-operation at European level on early childhood education and care. These Conclusions invite Member States to analyse their current situation as regards ECEC provision with particular attention to their accessibility and quality and to reinforce measures to ensure equitable and generalised access to high-quality ECEC services, as well as to invest in ECEC as a growth enhancing measure. The Council also invited the Commission to support the exchange of good practice, to broaden the evidence-base on ECEC and to monitor and report on progress towards the EU benchmark
 within the Open Method of Coordination (OMC)
.

The political consensus on the need for that process was further reinforced by the DG Schools meeting held in Gdansk on the 10th of October 2011 which gave strong support for the launch of the OMC in the area of ECEC and for the focus on accessibility and quality. Particular outputs that were requested from the forthcoming EU process were: analysis and transfer of good practice including policy handbooks; develop a European core quality framework for ECEC; support staff quality; better EU level data and research; transitions to primary. 

The work on ECEC at European level is linked to the Europe 2020 flagship initiatives "Youth on the Move", "Agenda for New Skills and Jobs" and the "European Platform against Poverty". It also strongly contributes to achieving two of the Europe 2020 headline targets
: reducing early school leaving to below 10% and lifting at least 20 million people out of the risk of poverty and social exclusion.   


European tools for policy cooperation

The Thematic Working Group on ECEC

In this context the Commission has set up under the OMC a Thematic Working Group (TWG) of policy-makers, academics and practitioners in ECEC not only from the education field but also from the field of employment, social, family and health affairs. So far twenty five Member States have sent their representatives to the group. 

The TWG has started work in the first quarter of 2012 and will work initially for two years, with the possibility of an extension. At the first meeting on 12/13 March 2012, the group discussed its mandate and work programme; which was finalised at the second meeting on 4/5 June 2012.  Under the overarching theme of "quality", five broad priority areas have been identified: 
1. promoting generalized equitable access for all children with special regard the different challenges of split and unitary systems and the 0-3 year olds

2. the professionalization of the ECEC workforce with particular attention to staff competences, issues of initial training and of up-skilling already existing-staff in the services and of leadership of the services

3. developing age appropriate child-centered, holistic pedagogical content (curriculum) with particular attention to the values, principles and knowledge that underpin the curriculum or broader practice guidelines

4. evaluation and monitoring for accountability and for informing policy makers and the issue of developing Europe-wide tools 

5. governance for a joint vision of early years from birth to compulsory school age involving all interested stakeholders (particularly parents)  from different relevant sectors 
The group will undertake peer learning on policies to improve the accessibility and quality of ECEC provision. This work will aim to provide Member States with a quality framework and a glossary of European ECEC terms by the first half of 2014 that they can use as they develop their ECEC policies. 

A Peer Learning Activity (PLA) visit to Hungary and Romania is planned for the second quarter 2012.

Some members of the TWG will attend the meetings of the Group of Stakeholders in the related field of early childhood education and care (ECEC) and early school leaving (ESL), in order to promote continuous dialogue between these organisations and the ECEC TWG.
Financial tools
The joint work should also support Member States to make better use of the existing financial tools in ECEC, such as the LLP Programme, the European Structural Funds and the 7th Framework Programme on Research and Development, which all give the possibility to support developments in the ECEC sector. 

Research
As a follow-up of the Council Conclusions on ECEC, there is also increasing emphasis on widening the European evidence base in the field of ECEC. It was in this context that the Commission launched the CORE study on staff competence requirements in ECEC as well as on "Family literacy in Europe: using parental support initiatives to enhance early literacy development" in 2010-11. Currently there is another study in preparation on ECEC in promoting educational attainment including social development of children from disadvantaged backgrounds and in fostering social inclusion which is a joint study between the EU and Australia. It will report later in 2012. 
2. early school leaving (ESL)
Reducing early school leaving is one of the headline targets in the Europe 2020 strategy and strongly linked to other Europe 2020 targets and to important initiatives such as 'Youth on the Move' and the 'Platform against Poverty'. In June 2010 the European heads of state and government adopted the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. In this context, they agreed on reducing the share of early school leavers to less than 10% Europe-wide by 2020
.

In June 2011 the Education Council adopted a Recommendation on policies to reduce early school leaving (OJ C 191 2011).
 This Recommendation defines a common framework for comprehensive policies to reduce early school leaving. It invites Member States to ensure that such strategies are in place by the end of 2012 and it invites the Commission to monitor developments, to support policy development and the exchange of experience and good practice. 

European tools for policy cooperation 

The Thematic Working Group on ESL 

A Thematic Working Group on policies to reduce early school leaving was set up under the Open Method of Coordination. It consists of representatives of 29 European countries and a limited number of stakeholders representing, pupils, parents and teachers. Only DK, IT and FI have not (yet) nominated members. FI has decided not to participate; DK and IT might still nominate members.

The group met for the first time in December 2011. Its work programme was finalised on the 3rd meeting in May 2012, but work in some areas has already started (mapping exercise on data collection, early warning systems and cost-benefit analysis). The work programme has identified five policy priority areas, which will be addressed by the group through various forms of peer learning: 

1. the concept of comprehensive policies to reduce ESL, based on evidence and encompassing prevention, intervention and compensation measures
2. ESL and vocational and educational training (VET), focusing both on drop-out from VET and good quality VET provision as a mean to reduce ESL
3. teachers, trainers and other professionals working with young people at risk of ESL, looking at their role, their cooperation in multi-professional teams and support they need to work successfully
4. cooperation between schools, parents and local communities to provide comprehensive and targeted support to young people at risk of early school leaving

5. motivation looking at the reasons why young people drop-out from education and training and how curriculum and learning environment can better motivate them to continue education and training

A Peer Learning Activity (PLA) visit in the Netherlands will take place on 10-12 September 2012. The three main topics which will be addressed in the PLA are data collection, comprehensive policies to reduce ESL in the NL and ESL and VET. The approach taken by the Netherlands will be contrasted by other country examples (e.g. IE and FR). Another PLA in France is planned for early 2013.

The TWG has also agreed on a peer review on ESL to be carried out early in 2013. In the peer review a number of countries will be invited to present their policy approach in fighting ESL and to discuss it with representatives from other countries. The main aim of the peer review is that countries can use it as a learning process and a tool to develop better policies. Small workshops shall ensure an in-depth discussion in a supportive environment. 

Conference "Reducing early school leaving"
On 1-2 March 2012 the European Commission organised a conference in Brussels, which brought together more than 300 practitioners, researchers and policy makers to discuss ways of tackling early school leaving. 
In four workshops conference participants discussed the challenges of developing a sufficient evidence-base to better target policies against early school leaving, of establishing co-operation across policy sectors such as education, youth, employment and health, of addressing drop-out from vocational education and training, and of promoting different forms of learning to keep disengaged young people in education and training.

In their conclusions participants highlighted the need for strong political commitment, to involve children and young people, but also their parents and local communities in policies against early school leaving, and to support teachers and other education staff in their work.
A complete conference report and other material from the conference is published on the following website: http://ec.europa.eu/education/school-education/confesl_en.htm

Monitoring 
The ESL rates are measured annually within the European Labour Force Survey. On 6 June Eurostat published new data on ESL in 2011; provisional data show that there is a positive trend in the reduction of ESL across countries, however in many countries the rate is still above the EU benchmark
. 

Policy development is monitored within the strategic framework for cooperation in education and training (ET2020). A Joint Report of the Council and the Commission summarised a couple of months ago the current situation in European countries, highlighting that although more and more countries start to develop comprehensive policies against early school leaving, more needs to be done
. In many countries there is a serious lack of data and information on early school leaving which hampers the development of effectively targeted policies. There is a need in most countries to improve the collection, monitoring and analysis of information about the incidence and drivers of early school leaving, as the basis for more effective policy measures.
Current weaknesses in policy development concern limited cross-sectoral cooperation, low levels of involvement of stakeholders from other policy areas, and imbalances in relation to the relative importance of prevention, intervention and compensation measures. Compensation measures are still overrepresented in comparison to measures focussing on preventing drop-out. VET tends to be viewed as a remedial measure for those at risk of dropping out or who have already abandoned general education.
Being a headline target, ESL is now also part of the reporting and monitoring within the Europe 2020 strategy.  In the framework of the European Semester 2012 and based on the National Reform Programmes of EU Member States, the Commission has proposed Country Specific Recommendations (CSR) to Member States; for 10 countries a CSR on education is proposed, and six of the explicitly refer to reducing ESL. CSR referred especially to above average ESL rates and to specific problems with ESL in individual countries. They are currently under negotiation in the Council.

Within the same framework, the Employment Committee (EMCO), a preparatory body of the Council, organised a peer review on ESL, which took place on the 18th of April 2012. It showed that several countries currently introduce fundamental general education reforms (ES, RO, CY, BG), with impacts on the school system, curriculum development and VET. In other countries, monitoring systems for tracking individual pupils have been developed (PT, BG). However, evidence-based measures and impact assessment are not sufficiently developed. The format of presentations and discussions at EMCO was rather formal, allowing little room for in depth exchange on the issues raised.

Financial tools

The Commission uses the European education programmes – LLP and its successor programme Erasmus for All shall focus more effectively on policies to reduce early school leaving. A call for experimental actions in ESL is planned for early 2013. 

As regards the 2014-2020 Structural Funds, negotiation with the Member States are currently under preparation, but will only start early 2013. The Commission will try to ensure that the countries investment priorities are in line with the Europe 2020 targets, including ESL. In addition, it is foreseen to link ESF funding for initiatives against early school leaving to the existence of a comprehensive strategy. This shall ensure that fund are used more efficient and effectively.

Research
The Commission has launched a study on 'Learning from 2nd chance education: Making use of good practices in 2nd chance education to prevent early school leaving', which will report in June 2013. There might also be the chance to have a literature review on motivation and methods to re-engage disengaged young people.

� 	http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0066:FIN:EN:PDF Details on the content of this document can be found in A. Pokorny, 'Early childhood education and care: a new direction for European policy cooperation', Children in Europe, Issue 21/ September 2011, pp. 29-30.


� 	http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:175:0008:0010:EN:PDF


� 	The European benchmark in the Education and Training 2020 strategy (not considered to be a target - as the Barcelona target from 2002 - to be reached by individual countries by 2020) suggests that at least 95% of children between years of 4 year old and the age of starting compulsory primary education should participate in early childhood education across the EU by 2020. In 2009 the early childhood education participation rate was 91.7%. Although there is a general increase of the EU average in participation, a number of countries are far below the benchmark.


� 	The OMC aims to support Member States to pursue their common objectives to improve their education and training systems through facilitating mutual learning, setting common objectives, monitoring progress in the Member States against European benchmarks and indicators, drafting biennial joint reports and developing European reference tools for national reforms.  


� 	Commission Communication "Europe 2020 - A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth" COM(2010)2020; Conclusions of the European Council 17 June 2010


� 	See footnote 5


� 	http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:191:0001:0006:EN:PDF


�� HYPERLINK "http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/12/577&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en" �http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/12/577&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en�


� http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/progress-reports_en.htm
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