Developing Key Competences
at School in Europe
Challenges and Opportunities for Policy

Across Europe, the concept of 'key competences' has gained
importance in recent years both at policy and school level. Key
competences are considered essential skills and attitudes for
young Europeans to succeed not only in today's economy and
modern society but also in their personal lives. They are defined
at EU level and comprise the following: 1) ability to readily and
easily communicate in the mother tongue, 2) the ability to
speak foreign languages, 3) mathematical competence and
basic competences in science and technology, 4) IT skills,
5) social and civic competences, 6) sense of initiative and
entrepreneurship, 7) capacity to learn to learn, and 8) cultural
awareness and expression.
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school in Europe. The status of all key competences listed
above, with the exception 'learning to learn' and 'cultural
awareness and expression', are taken into consideration. The
report covers compulsory and secondary general education
levels in 31 European countries (EU member States, Croatia,
Iceland, Norway, and Turkey) for the year 2011/12.
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All countries support the development of key competences
All European countries have made significant progress in
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Existence of national strategies to promote key competences in general education
(primary and secondary education), 2011/12
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Foreign
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Social and civic
competences
Sense of initiative and
entrepreneurship

National strategy

No national strategy but large-scale initiatives in place

Source: Eurydice.

Toward competence-based curricula and the use of achievement scales
All European countries have reformed their curricula during
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Integration of digital, civic and entrepreneurship competences into national curricula
(primary to upper secondary level), 2011/12

Integration of the 3 transversal competences
Digital competences are not integrated
at primary level
Entrepreneurship is not integrated
at primary level
Entrepreneurship is not integrated
at any school level

Source: Eurydice.

Testing IT, civic and entrepreneurship skills at school remains a challenge
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Key competences assessed through nationally standardised tests (primary and lower secondary level), 2011/12
Mother tongue
Mathematics
Science
Foreign languages
Digital competence
Social and civic
competences
Sense of initiative and
entrepreneurship

Left
Primary education

Right
Lower secondary education

National
test

Rotating
subject

Low student achievement in literacy, mathematics and science still an issue
Much progress has been made in teaching basic skills in
European
countries.
Nevertheless,
low
student
achievement in literacy, mathematics and science remains
a challenge. These results put in question not only the
effectiveness of teaching and learning, but also of the
education systems as a whole.

For example, although providing specialist reading teachers
is a demonstrated effective support measure for students
with difficulties, this occurs only in Ireland, Malta, Poland,
the United Kingdom, and the five Nordic countries. There
has been no progress in this area since 2009.

Europe faces skill shortages in MST fields (Mathematics, Science and Technology)
While the number of MST graduates in the EU has
increased over the past decade, the total share of MST
graduates compared to other subject areas has been
declining. Looming skill shortages in MST fields are now
seen as a threat to today's technology and science driven
economies. Therefore, the majority of European countries
have made increasing the proportion of their MST
graduates one of their priorities. Measures that encourage
students to follow careers in MST fields are already taken
at school level. Efforts that increase students' motivation to
learn mathematics and science by, for example, rectifying
preconceived beliefs that the subjects are particularly
difficult, are important steps to take.

Flawed perceptions on the relevance of mathematics and
science to future careers also need to be addressed.
Students often have narrow views on the career options
that MST studies can offer. Specialised career guidance and
counselling services at secondary level could be one way to
redress this situation. This type of guidance, however, is
currently available in only around half of European
countries.

