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Wolfgang Mitter 
 
 

The education systems of Europe: Education in Europe: The Way Ahead1

 

The ‘elastic’ borders of Europe and the diversity of its 'educational map' 

On the base of long discussions the authors of this handbook have decided for an extensive concept. It 
comprises the education systems, in particular the schools, in Europe in a geographical dimension, who-
se borders essentially coincide with those uniting the member states of the Council of Europe. The edu-
cation systems described, with their foci on primary and secondary schools, call attention to a concept of 
Europe, which is extended from the North Cape to Crete and from the Atlantic Ocean to the Caspian Sea. 
Therefore it is oriented to the notion of 'elasticity' whose applicability is, in particular, demonstrated by 
the inclusion of the Transcaucasian republics as well as of the two 'bi-continental' countries: the Russian 
Federation and Turkey. This 'elasticity' (Fernández-Armesto 2002, p. 13) is reflected by the diversity of the 
individual country studies with regard to the historical emergence and development of 'national educa-
tion systems' in their specific political, legal, socio-economic and cultural frameworks. As regards their 
structures, significant differences are, above all, typical of both secondary levels of schooling: at the lo-
wer level the preference for integration versus vertical (bi-partite or tri-partite) structuring, at he upper 
level the specific kind of interrelations between institutions of general (liberal) and vocational education. 
In this context particular mention should be made of the pre-school level inside or outside the legally 
established 'education systems'. Finally, the mainstream of diversity had its significant impacts on cur-
ricula and syllabi, time-tables, examination systems and the ways of instruction and education.  

Diversity in modern Europe traces back to the emergence of the 'national education systems' with the 
foundation of schools by absolute princes in Germany in the 17th and 18th centuries, gradually expand-
ing all over Europe. England and Wales joined this trend comparatively late, namely in the end of the 
19th and at the beginning of the 20th centuries. It has been further complicated by the temporal differ-
ences concerning the beginning of nation-states and 'national education systems'. It was only in the 
course of the 20th century that this process was pushed by the collapse of the multinational and multi-
cultural empires at the end of World War I and the constitution of new nation-states on their former 
territories, and completed by the collapse of the Soviet-dominated 'Eastern bloc' and Yugoslavia at the 
beginning of the nineties (Mitter 2004a). 

Observing comparable features of diversity should not, however, obscure the widespread range of com-
monalities interlinking the current education systems. First of all in the whole of Europe compulsory 
school attendance has been enacted, and it is still in the process of expansion. Everywhere schools are 
horizontally structured by primary, secondary and tertiary levels, regardless of their individual exten-
sions and demarcations. It is true that curricula and syllabi are characterised by widespread variety, as 
regards extent, content and sequence of subject matter. Nevertheless they indicate essential similarities 
of their cores. In all countries they are composed of mother tongue (and national literature) teaching, 
mathematics, sciences, history and, nowadays as a rule, foreign languages. In particular, most of the 
national education systems share impacts of the big Educational Reform Movement (Reformpädagogik, 
Éducation nouvelle, etc.) of the beginning 20th century, but at the same time, however, survival and 
obstinacy of its traditional predecessors and its opponents. Finally, it is true that the 'national educa-
tional sovereignty', as monopolised by the modern state, has laid the foundations of all the diversities we 
get aware of in the current period. On the other hand adopting and implementing them has ended up in 
the commonality that formal education is the responsibility of the individual modern states. 

 

                                                 
1 Vorabdruck aus: Döbert, Hörner, v. Kopp, Mitter (eds.): "The Education Systems of Europe". Verlag  Kluwer Aca-
demic Publishers. Im Druck, Erscheinungstermin Oktober 2006 
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Predictions at the beginning of the 21st century 

In the current period education systems are affected by growing influence of global changes, concerning 
both their internal processes and their positions in the perceptions by the society. Since this trend is 
ubiquitous and marked by strong dynamism, exact predictions on times to come are very difficult. The 
following considerations are made on the proviso that they need to be revised even in the near future. 
They are based upon the evaluation of quantitative and qualitative findings whose interpretations are 
restricted to issues of short and medium range. This statement deliberately includes interdependencies 
and overlaps between these two categories. The predictions are focused on six criteria which are inter-
related and do not pretend to any completeness. The combination of both range-bound categories ex-
plains that the present approach is oriented to the claim of empirical legitimacy. On the other hand sub-
jective judgments are not excluded, as far as they are tenable. 

 

Educational sovereignty 

Europe’s schools have been institutionalised in 'education systems' which are subjected to the 'educa-
tional sovereignty' of the modern nation-state. Nowadays, however, this status is relativised by several 
parallel and counter-current trends. Answering the question, if these are to be considered as 'liberating' 
or 'threatening' is dependent on the expounder’s historical, sociological or ideological standpoint. The 
processes indicating relativisation of 'national educational sovereignty' is to be observed in the regional 
and global dimension. As regards the regional level, one has to make a distinction between its intra-
national and international range.  

The intra-national range includes, on the one hand, centuries-old territorial units, to be exemplified by 
Germany with its 'federal states' (Bundeslaender) and Switzerland with its 'cantons'. On the other hand 
modern forms of regional units have been constituted, such as the 'communities' in Belgium and the 
'autonomous provinces' in Spain and Italy. In their status as 'sub-sovereign' legal bodies they bear re-
sponsibility for legislation, administration and supervision of their education systems. In this respect 
they must be demarcated from emerging decentralised units on the map of 'Europe of Regions' in form 
of local self-government with greater or lesser competencies. 'Educational sovereignty', however, re-
mains with the super-ordinate national or regional authorities. Political decentralisation has also stimu-
lated the emergence of border-crossing Euroregions. It is true that they do not question the sovereignty 
of the nation-states involved, but they are initiative in launching educational projects in the field of bilin-
gual instruction and intercultural education (Mitter 2004b). 

The international range of regionalisation is mainly represented by the European Union with its 25 con-
stitutive member states (since May 1st, 2004). In the Treaty of Maastricht (1992) whose essentials were 
confirmed by the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997) education has been explicitly included in the EU’s legal 
responsibilities, with its general and vocational sectors (Mitter 2004a; 2004b). In particular this innova-
tion has become manifest in articles 126 and 127 declaring the contribution of the EU to 'the development 
of an advanced education' as a prior task of European policies. In this respect these agreements go be-
yond the strategy that had been already pursued by the previous European Communities in the field of 
vocational education, including higher education. That strategy had concentrated on the elaboration of 
mutual acknowledgement of professional qualifications and higher education diplomas, achieved in the 
framework of the common employment and labour market policies and oriented to mobility of the work-
force within the EC.  

Compared to the economic competencies that the EU has been provided with in the last decade, its edu-
cational competencies have hitherto remained formally insignificant which is due to the central position, 
allocated to the principle of 'subsidiarity' in article 3b of the Treaty of Maastricht. This formal restriction 
can be regarded as one side of the coin. The other side, however, points to article 149 and to how it has 
been made use of in the past decade. It deals with the EU's contribution to the development of 'quality 
education' which has opened 'something of a loophole that has been more recently used' (Da-
le/Robertson 2002, p. 25). This subcutaneous trend has materialised in the establishment of the separate 
Directorate General for Education and Culture in 1999 and the introduction of the new Open Method of 
Co-ordination (OMC), adopted by the Lisbon Summit in 2000, as a tool to develop common indicators 
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and benchmarks (ibid., p. 26). Furthermore this Summit has also commissioned a report on the future of 
general and vocational education. Based upon the recommendations of that report, the post-Lisbon 
Summits have initiated a working programme (Heidemann 2001; BiBB 2002). 

Furthermore, one has to look at the multifarious activities extending the EU’s sphere of action below the 
upper level of formal decision-making. This 'lower level' is demonstrated by exchange programmes for 
teachers and students in higher education as well as of trainers and trainees in vocational education of 
the secondary and post-secondary levels. Finally, the European Commission continually publishes me-
moranda whose medium-term impacts on the educational policies of the member states should not be 
underestimated, the less so as these publishing activities are getting associated, in particular in the fra-
mework of OMC, with the invasion of international evaluations of achievement into the decision-making 
procedures (see below). In this connection further mention should be made about the comprehensive 
Commission Report of November 2001 containing the programme of 'creating a European space of life-
long learning' (Kommission 2001a; cf. Eurydice 2001 and Kommission 2001b). All these documents reveal 
a change in the self-identification of the EU, namely to grow, beyond economic, social and political inte-
gration, into an 'educational and cultural community' (Hochbaum 1993) and, consequently, into a 'Euro-
pean space' (BMBF 2001).  

The exceptional status of the EU among the international organisations to be described in the following 
paragraphs is rooted in its supra-national competencies within the legal provisions including issues of 
instructions to the member states. It is this supra-national status, which distinctly defines its singular 
position among all the other regional organisations. Among these the Council of Europe can be regarded 
as the 'elder brother' (and rival!) of the EU. It was founded already in 1949. It is true that the absence of 
any 'supra-national' competence certainly curtails its influence on national educational policies. Yet, its 
territorial extension and the greater number of its member states enable the Council of Europe to act as 
a connecting link between the regional and global dimension in the current shift of paradigm. Beside 
the West, Central and all the Southeast European countries the Council of Europe also includes Norway, 
Iceland and Switzerland as well as Russia, Ukraine, Turkey and the Transcaucasian republics.  

The 'governmental level' of the global dimension (Borden/Mc Ginn 1999; Carnoy/Rhoten 2002) is occu-
pied by the educational activities of the big trans-continental world organisations, which are only out-
lined in this chapter, since they are not particularly limited to Europe. To begin with, the numerous pro-
grammes and projects of UNESCO are widespread and multifaceted. In recent years OECD and World 
Bank have attained growing weight in their capacities as promoters of education as well as contributors 
to policy-oriented educational research. Their decisions are dependent on the formal consent of the 
member states concerned, which does not directly affect their educational sovereignty. This restriction, 
however, does not exclude interventions of these world organisations, in form not only of budgetary 
injunctions, resulting from financial grants, but also of recommendations concerning curricular or struc-
tural aspects. In particular educational policies of East European countries (in their widest range) have 
been affected by such interventions. Furthermore, mention has to be made about the informal area of 
restricted national educational sovereignty, arising from the growing acceptance of international find-
ings of educational assessment studies (Astiz/Wiseman/Baker 2002; Benveniste 2002). This is why not 
only the official international organisations, such as OECD, but also international associations, such as 
IEA (International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement), exert, at least indirectly, 
distinct influence on national policies in their capacities as informal informants. 

As regards the concept of 'educational sovereignty' in general, political analysis gives insight into an 
educational map, revealing tension between the traditional 'national sovereignty', in the European Union 
legitimated by the principle of subsidiarity and supported by conservative perseverance, on the one hand 
and by the aforementioned interventions in the regional and global dimensions on the other. Historical 
comparison is offered by the competition between church-bound dominance, inherited from pre-modern 
periods, and the, in the end successful, challenge by the nation-state. 

Educational goals in the tension between quality assurance and equity of educational opportunity 

Promotion of educational achievement and equity (or equality) of educational opportunity has deter-
mined educational policies in their capacities as rivalling goals and tasks to be observed in the introduc-
tion and implementation of curricula and the enactment of school-leaving examinations, distinctly be-
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ginning in the second half of the 20th century. The 1960s and the 1970s were dominated by the priority of 
equality (afterwards equity) of educational opportunity, linked with the foundation of comprehensive 
schools (in the widest meaning) in most European countries. The advancement of neoliberalism and 
globalisation in the nineties of the 20th and its expansion in recent years have, however, entailed a 
wide-reaching change of priority in favour of achievement promotion and quality assurance, this time 
motivated by disclaim of its ties to personality education having dominated educational philosophies in 
former periods, both in selective and elementary schools. Issues of 'economic precedence' in individual 
nation-states play a focal role in current debates, this trend being likely to gain growing importance in 
the predictable future. Advocates of including education in this trend are in a favourable position, insofar 
as empirical evidence of educational achievements have made remarkable progress in the past decades 
and, even more, in recent years with special regard to their international range. Therefore the outcome 
of the TIMS and PISA studies have caused, for example in Germany (Baumert et al. 2000; Deutsches 
Pisa-Konsortium 2002), great attention and even excitement, which is significant, the more so as the 
outcomes of the first mathematics and science study (FIMS) had been accepted by disinterest and resis-
tance three decades before. Emphasis has to be laid on allocating the progress in quantitative achieve-
ment research to the all-European goal of quality assurance. Assessment, benchmarks, ranking and 
league tables, as explicitly underlined by the aforementioned Lisbon Summit (2000), have become ubiq-
uitous tools, conceived by international expert teams and materialised in comparative inquiries. 

Increasing pressure of the global labour markets reinforces the progress of neoliberal educational ide-
ologies propagating one-sided selective policies in education. The 'commercialisation of education', 
hitherto associated with parts of the private school sector only, has recently encroached on the state 
sector too. National policies themselves contributed to this trend, insofar as schools are demanded to 
acquire curricular modules as well as qualification schemes on the 'market'. Further reinforcement is 
indirectly provided by the educational efforts of OECD and World Bank and directly promoted by WTO 
(World Trade Organisation) and, in particular, its associate GATS (General Agreement on Trade and Ser-
vices). According to its policy, defining, developing and implementing curricular modules and qualifica-
tion schemes have become feasible (von Kopp 2002). 

 

Opening of schools 

The criterion dealing with the opening of schools conceals a trend occurring on the micro-level of 
schools and local communities. It has to be derived from the top-bottom reduction of state competencies 
and, at the same time, the desire of a growing civil society for participation in the bottom-top develop-
ment of schools to self-governing bodies in economic-organisational, curricular and pedagogic matters. 
In this desire means of intern evaluation and decision-making play a particular role. Taken as a whole, 
this trend is not at all void of contradictory, ideology-based motivations and objectives. It is rooted in the 
aforementioned neoliberal conceptions and is connected with the global trend of people’s geographical 
and social mobility. On the other hand it reveals attitudes of tradition-oriented persistence, based upon 
demands for 'a return to the good old school'. Finally, it indicates widespread sympathies for overall 
concepts of democratisation and autonomy, in this case related to management and formation of indi-
vidual schools (Döbert/Geißler 1997), whereby the rank of the persons responsible is exposed to contro-
versially discussed approaches. Should self-government be restricted to the 'inner' circle consisting of 
head teachers, teaching staffs and (also) students’ bodies, or should the range be extended to the 'outer' 
circle with local communities, parents’ bodies and governing boards (representing professional, political, 
social or religious interests)? While compromises have to be sought and attained in identifying the par-
ticipating groups and their members, other problems are posed, as regards the range of competencies, 
in particular in the fields of school management and financing as well as of decisions on curricular and 
pedagogic objectives. The appointment (and dismissal) of teachers has become an important item, as 
having been practised in Switzerland for a long time. National (and federal) authorities, in principle, 
support all these efforts aimed at local self-government, whereby, however, not only the encouragement 
of democratisation, but also considerations to delegate budgetary responsibilities play an important role. 
Moreover, the withdrawal of national educational sovereignty is compensated by the advancement of the 
aforementioned 'new sovereigns', exercising external assessment and, at least factually, casting the 
hitherto governmental competencies of inspectorates or other supervisory bodies into the shade. Finally, 
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opening of schools means opening the doors of classrooms to excursions, interdisciplinary projects, 
school festivals and visits on the one hand and invitation of experts from 'outside' to hold special lessons 
or courses on themes of their own professional expertise. 

 

Curriculum development 

Curriculum development is another field indicating various intern tensions and conflicts. Compromises 
are inevitable by the mere fact that the time factor compels compliance with condensations of subject 
matter, even in whole-day schools. Moreover, evidence grows that the years of full-time school atten-
dance, including preschools, primary and secondary levels, should not be prolonged furthermore, but 
rather shortened. It is this pressure to restriction on the whole, however, which makes decisions in the 
concrete case even more crucial.  

Advocates of traditional curriculum conceptions engage in retaining ancient and mediaeval history, an-
cient languages and 'classical canons' in the literature courses concerned. Nevertheless a shift of hith-
erto privileged subject-matter seems to be evident. Firstly, 'new' subjects focused on modern informa-
tion and communication technologies ('computers to all schools!') have been propagated and imple-
mented. Social studies and political education have been admitted to curricula too, even in countries, 
such as England and Wales, where their inclusion had been hitherto thought to be neglected. In this 
context further mention should be made of the extension of foreign languages. The EU and the Council of 
Europe plead for 'trilingualism' of all European citizens, but its implementation raises controversial ar-
gumentations. Advocates of 'open individual choice' (with certain preferences to teaching the languages 
of neighbouring countries) are quarrelling with their opponents who want to give English the exclusive 
and irreplaceable position against all other options. It seems that the latter argument is unbeatable, due 
to options by parents and youngsters as well by the 'market' and irrespective of recommendations by 
official authorities of national or regional status. On the whole debates on curriculum development are 
increasingly reinforced by considerations of standards and their implementation in sets of core curricula 
and examination systems, with reading comprehension (related to the instruction medium), mathemat-
ics, foundation of sciences and one foreign language as obligatory foci. They should occupy the first 
place in the syllabi against the other obligatory and the optional subjects. 

Beyond the debate on priorities concerning content and sequence within individual subjects, current 
considerations signalise a regression, if not the end of the monopoly of the traditional curriculum, based 
upon individual subjects. The 'canonisation' of subjects which had arisen from academic disciplines in 
the course of the 19th century, has led to the present state that a few topical academic disciplines are not 
reflected in the school curricula, such as law and economics, appearing there only as components within 
history or social sciences, frequently taught by unqualified teachers. Psychology, to mention another 
example, has not got any entry into the curriculum. There has not been any consistent conceptualisation 
of subject-crossing curricula so far, but reforms in the (natural) sciences and social sciences areas indi-
cate partial alternatives at least. Comparable approaches can be discerned in foreign languages tuition, 
aimed at developing this sector into a coherent learning area. It is based upon elementary courses in the 
tuition of the first foreign language including methodical foundations for the students’ acquiring further 
languages without having always to start from the 'bottom' of elementary rules. Within the current cur-
ricular structures there is still too much space for duplication and inconsistency which need to be over-
come. 

Innovations in knowledge teaching are reinforced by progress in imparting creative and critical thinking, 
constructive learning and, as a consequence of its implementation, practical action (e.g. in the planning 
and execution of action-oriented projects or the application of computers in all subjects). In this context 
particular attention is called to the outcomes of the international assessment inquiries, the more so as 
these explicitly underscore the interdependence between knowledge acquisition and problem solving. 
Finally, the list of curricular deficits includes necessary gaps in organising classroom instruction, such as 
excess of frontal teaching and underestimation of group and individual learning. These deficits are re-
markable, the more so as the aforementioned alternatives were demanded and practised by the promi-
nent innovators of the European Reform Movement and pioneers of Progressive Education in the United 
States and other countries one hundred years ago. The 'study house', as recently identified as the organ-
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isational focus at the university-bound sector of upper secondary education in the Netherlands points the 
way to revival and advancement of those 'old' projects. 

How are the prospects of a 'European Curriculum' to be estimated (LcLean 1993; Mitter 1996; Lowe 1999; 
Astiz et al. 2002)? Short-term and also medium-term predictions should be rather cautious, as regards 
formal harmonisation. The aforementioned trends, however, suggest that border-crossing mobility of 
students and teachers, linked with the overall cross-national developments in economy, science, tech-
nology and political co-operation, are likely to accelerate 'Europe-oriented' networks in certain learning 
areas. Such tendencies are to be expected in the sciences rather than in the humanities, due to their 
tradition-bound roots in national cultures. On the other hand the various projects aimed at harmonising 
national history syllabi textbooks, mainly initiated by Deutsches Schulbuch-Institut (German Textbook 
Institute) in Brunswick, are worth to call particular appreciation. 

 

Intercultural socialisation and education 

In Western Europe the streams of border-crossing migrant workforce have expanded, for a long time 
already, by those of refugees and asylum seekers. Central Europe is likely to be included in this trend 
rather soon. The Russian Federation is worth mentioning too in this connection, because it is confronted 
with the challenge to integrate millions of ethnic Russians 'returning' from former non-Russian Soviet 
republics. The receiving countries have initiated more or less effective strategies to integrate the new-
comers into their new surroundings. On the whole the effects hitherto attained are far from meeting the 
migrants’ needs and reaching acceptance among the nationals. Nevertheless intra-European mobility 
and intercontinental migration, affecting Europe to a growing degree too, exercise continuous impacts 
on the receiving national societies, as regards the compatibility of national and ethnic (and cultural) 
identities and the (re-) stabilisation of national cohesion. Anyway, multiculturality and, consequently, the 
need for multicultural education, have become real phenomena in many European countries, even whe-
re national governments or political parties are reluctant to transfer this reality to political programmes 
and legal measures. Schools are immediately affected by this development, in particular by the task to 
provide adequate education and instruction in 'mixed' classrooms, apart from the growing existence of 
classes attended by 100% or so of 'foreigners': 

Recent inquiries have given evidence that the, frequently expressed, hope for coping with the 'migrant 
issue' merely by legal and administrative provisions, turns out to be illusory in the everyday reality, un-
less they are supported by permanent educational efforts. They concentrate on imparting the language 
of the receiving nation to the migrants’ children by systematised efforts without neglecting the promo-
tion of competencies in their vernacular as a basis for building up stable 'dual' identities in the chil-
dren’s personalities. (Gogolin et al.1991 ; Tulasiewicz 2001; Weber 2004). One-sided actions leaving their 
socio-cultural background disregarded are hardly helpful. On the other hand promoting awareness of 
'multiculturality' needs to apply not only to the newcomers, but also to the 'locals' (in the widest mean-
ing). Strategies of bilingual education, differentiated to specific existential and co-existential conditions, 
needs and aims, can benefit from countries having, frequently long-lasting, experiences with language 
instruction in schools of indigenous ethnic minorities (Mitter 2003). It is true that intercultural socialisa-
tion and education are distinctly dependent on efforts related to language competencies. However, they 
are doomed to failure, unless they are extended by further fields of educational action, such as teaching 
of history and social studies related to the 'European dimension'; human rights and peace education; 
provision for religious instruction (outside or inside the classroom); parents’ participation; finally teacher 
training and education for the special requirements of intercultural education. 

 

Teaching profession and teacher education 

All the critical statements and innovative approaches, related to the present criteria and their interde-
pendencies lead to the focal criterion concerning the 'teacher’s future'. The outcomes of the PISA studies 
and the conclusions to be drawn from them for the improvement of education and instruction have in-
tensified the particular relevance of this criterion, The debates concentrate on the quality of pre-service 
teacher education, the teacher’s professional activity and the needs for comprehensive and continuous 
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in-service training. The more or less controversially discussed individual themes are oriented to the fol-
lowing issues to be only outlined in this context: differentiation of training profiles according to school 
types or (horizontal) school levels; interrelation among subject-bound, curriculum-bound (didactic) and 
pedagogic training (to be completed by psychological, sociological and political science study units); 
interdisciplinary orientation of subject courses (as a base for the trainees’ abilities to hold subject-
crossing classes in schools); concurrent versus consecutive organization of the training on the whole. 
Special attention is furthermore called to modular models, as recently introduced into the Swedish tea-
cher training and conceived as an overall approach by the Bologna Declaration of 1999 (on the reform of 
higher education; Kirkwood-Tucker 2004) and the corresponding devices. Prospective teacher training 
needs to be based upon a solid balance of the training components between theory studies and practice-
oriented exercises (in particular by practica). Finally, today’s training is widely suffering from the fact 
that trainees are not tested in proving basic pedagogic abilities before beginning their studies; the Fin-
nish example offers the alternative way, apparently with remarkable success (Välijärvi et al. 2002). Up to 
now most training schemes are related to a teacher’s profile, which is limited to his classroom work. 
Alternative models to be observed and discussed, are aimed at the roles of a teacher who, beside his 
abilities to teach and to fulfil pedagogic services in the whole school institution, has acquired social 
competencies enabling him to co-operate with parents and other members of the local community on 
the one hand, and to fulfil diagnostic tasks in his everyday practice. 

The range of these desiderata is wide-reaching, and the tasks to be solved require knowledge, initiative 
and commitment, let alone that intuitive capacity that qualifies the teacher to cope with unexpected 
challenges in and outside his classroom. However, warnings of illusory expectations are imperative, if 
they are associated with images of the 'good old village teacher' who, though under pre-modern cir-
cumstances, was helpful to his local community because of his particular knowledge (literacy, numeracy, 
reading comprehension etc.). Nevertheless this analogy is useful to a certain degree, since it highlights 
the complementary relationship between specialised knowledge and all-round informative and social 
competencies in situations where quick decisions are required. The ability to handle drug abuse in class-
room and school can be taken as another example in this context. All teachers should be familiar with 
the basic requirements to recognise drug problems in a given case and to call in the school psycholo-
gists or a colleague who has acquired special knowledge in this field during his pre-service or in-service 
training. Intercultural education could be tackled in a similar way. It would be unrealistic to expect ex-
tensive competence of every teacher; on the other hand his training must have enabled him to act in 
'mixed' classrooms even in emergencies which make sudden reactions necessary – before calling an 
'experienced' colleague for help or referring himself to handbooks or other information materials. All 
these considerations end up in paying growing attention to efforts and projects in the field of in-service 
training to accompany the teacher throughout his professional career. Beside the usual forms of extern 
courses in in-service training centres or at universities, the alternative of intern efforts and projects have 
recently emerged and are likely to expand. Prospects of modern teaching should be concluded by refer-
ence to the need for promoting teachers’ mobility in geographical (including border-crossing) and pro-
fessional terms; in this context the recruitment of people with required experience gained in other pro-
fessional fields has turned out to enrich the competencies of the teaching staff. 

Whether all the aforementioned requirements and expectations are realistic and tenable, widely de-
pends on the conditions under which the teacher exercises his everyday tasks and, moreover, on the 
status he enjoys in the national and international community. In this context his professional satisfaction 
needs to be considered as an essential which consists of adequate remuneration on the one hand and 
social prestige on the other. In this respect the school map of Europe is still full of dark spots, not only in 
its Eastern, but also in its Western regions. Deficiencies in school reality are often caused by people un-
derestimating the challenges the teacher has to cope with in his everyday work, and, furthermore by 
tendencies to make him a scapegoat for evils whose roots must be sought not with teachers, but with the 
society on the whole, parents included.  This particular remark is legitimate in regard of the widespread 
burnout syndrome and of early retirement. To sum up, for the sake of progress and dynamism in educa-
tion teachers need encouragement and care to be continuously confirmed by the local, national and 
international community. Needless to add that in a good number of European countries special qualify-
ing measures for head-teachers, supervisors and inspectors have been taken as a further contribution to 
amelioration. 
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An exemplary comparative excursion: United States, Australia, Canada 

 

The analysed criteria mirror trends to be observed in all European education systems. They do not yet 
allow the conclusion that they appear everywhere in equal intensity and simultaneousness. Therefore 
investigations into individual national systems will remain to be an essential subject of educational re-
search and assessment to explore not only integrative trends, but also relapses, conflicts and overlaps 
within the national systems and in the all-European dimension. In this context a few exemplary thoughts 
should be devoted to the demarcation of Europe as educational space in its own right against the 'rest of 
the world'. The following comparative approach, though in rough outlines, concentrates on the United 
States, Australia and Canada as comparative counterparts. This choice seems to be legitimate, since 
these three countries have managed to constitute themselves as independent nations equipped with 
democratic political institutions and national identities of their citizens and, at the same time, to retain 
their 'European heritage' in philosophical and cultural terms. This peculiarity can be regarded as a dis-
tinctive mark, when being compared to nation-states having emerged from indigenous cultural roots, 
such as China and Japan, or from colonial rule without constituting any substantial ties to a European 
heritage. The Latin American countries with continuing ties to their Hispanic or Lusitanian cultural roots, 
take an intermediate position between both configurations. 

Which are the main constitutive marks of Europe in the present comparison? 

History: Europe, in particular the European Union, is about to grow into a region provided with trans-
national or even supra-national responsibilities. This process, however, is based upon a history of more 
than one thousand years (to begin, in this context, with the early Middle Ages), characterised by wide-
reaching political diversity of principalities and, later on, nation-states with sovereignties of their own. 
This historical diversity explains why it has never become a 'nation' with 'national education systems' as 
essential components, unlike its comparative counterparts in the ‘New World’ (in this context including 
Australia). Irrespective of the recent trends towards harmonising quality standards and qualifying certifi-
cates, there is no substantial change in sight indicating readiness of European states to dispense with 
their inherited – or even recently obtained – educational sovereignties. Consequently, education in Eu-
rope (more correctly: in the European nation-states) must be defined as an 'association of national edu-
cation systems', though on the way to be restricted towards border-crossing co-operative tendencies. 

Governance: It seems that the European Union is developing into a supra-national federation of sover-
eign countries. Some of them retain or develop intern federal structures, which indicate distinct similari-
ties to the intern federal structures of the three comparative counterparts. However, differences show up 
in regard of existence and degree of decentralisation and delegation of self-government to the local 
(communal) levels of school governance. It is true that recent developments in Europe signalise increase 
in this direction too, but up to now national and regional authorities have asserted their constitutionally 
based competencies to a comparatively high degree. 

Structure: Let alone the establishment of uniform schools in the former communist countries (with their 
impacts on the post-communist development), the history of education in Western Europe indicates the 
foundation of integrated schools consisting of primary and lower secondary levels and opening wide 
access to the upper level of secondary education. This trend has reached its most distinct form in the 
Nordic region. On the other hand the centuries-old dualism  of selective academic schools (Grammar 
Schools, Lycées, Gymnasien etc., originally connected with special preparatory institutions or classes) 
and non-selective elementary schools (Volksschulen etc.) has given way to pervious structures. However, 
as a fundamental principle it has survived in many countries, above all in Germany, Austria and the 
German-speaking cantons of Switzerland. The education system of the United States is essentially based 
upon idea and reality of 'common schools' (Horace Mann) for all members of the young generation to be 
traced back to the first schools in the early colonial period. This system starts with integrated kindergar-
tens and elementary schools and is centred in the comprehensive high school which John Gardner – in 
his exemplary definition – called 'a peculiarly American phenomenon…, because it offers, under one 
administration and under one roof (or series of roofs), secondary education for almost all the high 
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school age children of one town or neighbourhood… It is responsible for educating the bright and not so 
bright children…, both academic and vocational…' (quoted in Conant 1967, p. 3). Australia and Canada 
share this ‘American phenomenon’ by having established comparable ‘common schools’.  

Curriculum: The PISA studies have demonstrated the world-wide progress of the demand for competen-
cies-based curricula, according to the output-oriented concept of learning aims and objectives. In Euro-
pe this recent trend, though to various degrees, has to cope with the perseverance of the traditional 
content-based and input-oriented principle of curriculum development. This shift of paradigm  is closely 
connected with the trendsetting replacement of the separate teaching of individual subjects (derived 
from the academic discipline structure of the ‘classical’ universities) by the introduction of subject-
crossing and practice-oriented learning units. In this respect the three education systems in comparison, 
with their articulate preference for project instruction (based on subject-crossing approaches) seem to 
be better ‘prepared’ for the new challenges that characterise the current shift of paradigm. This trend, 
however, should not be mistaken for any assumption saying that the continuous tension of content ver-
sus method, to be discerned in modern history of education, has come to an end. 

Culture: The United States and Australia share the eminent contribution their education systems make to 
the national coherence and stability. In both cases they have significantly contributed to the formation of 
national unity and solidarity, in spite of their multi-ethnic composition. In both cases educational poli-
cies are focused on efforts of cross-curricular range including national history, citizenship education 
(social studies) and, not to forget, the transmission of one national language as the official and nation-
wide medium of communication. It is the language criterion that may be awarded the highest rank in 
the identity-building endeavours of the education systems. In comparison with this achievement, Euro-
pean history gives ample evidence of the enormous role language diversity and language conflicts have 
played in the interrelations among European nations, let alone the troubles to integrate indigenous eth-
nic minorities or, in the current period, migrants with national ties to their home countries. Taken as a 
whole, these are much stronger and more pronounced than similar appearances in the nations com-
pared. This is, of course, a rough statement, concentrating on the mainstream and deliberately neglect-
ing 'exceptional' trends having recently emerged, such as the United States’, confrontation with the ad-
vancement of the Spanish language as a concomitant of mass immigration 'from the neighbouring 
South'. While this process, however, can be considered as a ‘particular’ item, language diversity is con-
stitutive for many European countries and, moreover, Europe on the whole. In this respect the Canadian 
case with its English-French bilingualism comes near the European model, the more so as it has become 
closely linked with the issue of migrants’ (in Canada: immigrants’) languages.  

 

Concluding remarks: The global dimension of European education 

 

The concise excursion into the comparative domain, as discussed in the preceding part, immediately 
points the way to the global dimension of European education. The present considerations have been 
focused on the assumption that educational developments of short or medium range will continue to 
take place in the framework of education systems, as established with the emergence of the modern 
state. This assumption entails the prediction that education will be, in principle, transmitted in well-
organised schools (in the widest meaning), though gradually relaxing into intern diversification with 
regard to regulations of compulsory attendance, intern organisation (in classrooms and other groupings), 
temporal sequence (with advanced placement arrangements, etc.). The ubiquitous progress of culture, 
economy and technology suggests doubts that society will manage without compulsory school atten-
dance per se in the predictable future. However, there are signs indicating radical innovations within the 
'traditional' education systems, as to be concluded from the current trends already. These are, for exam-
ple, related to wider-reaching remodelling of instruction patterns with individualised learning (focused 
on the students’ different learning speeds) and enhanced use of electronic media, distance learning and 
early beginning of elementary learning in various forms. There cannot be any doubt that progress in 
research of learning psychology and learning theory will accelerate such changes, let alone findings in 
the domain of brain research to be expected. Finally, reorganisation of the customary curriculum sys-
tems, in particular the definition of core, obligatory and optional subjects, will become more urgent as a 
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consequence of changes in the academic teaching and vocational education, in form of the projection of 
new subjects and learning areas, etc. 

Can globalisation, pluralisation and individualisation be regarded as driving forces stimulating the 'end 
of schools', as predicted by the 'deschoolers' a few decades ago (Illich 1971)? While Illich’s argumenta-
tions were based upon socio-philosophical theorems, the range of such considerations have been re-
cently extended to empirical research, embedded in theoretical analyses, first of all in genetics and in-
formatics. At this spot, however, we enter the domain of speculation. Is a 'world without schools' con-
ceivable in the sense of 'Real Utopia'? As long as we limit the concept of 'school' to the customary insti-
tutionalised school, the answer can, in principle, be in the affirmative indeed, although predictions of 
short or medium range do not indicate the probability of such radical shift. However, respective predic-
tions of long range are unrealistic as well. Posterior generations are unlikely to manage without 
'schools', for even educational institutions having realised all the aforementioned alternatives will re-
main to be 'schools' in the fundamental meaning of learning places (even in their distance variation) 
with targeted categories. These considerations end up in the prediction that the topic of 'educational 
sovereignty' is unlikely to disappear from the agenda, although radical changes will pose new questions 
enforced by changes in the economic, political and cultural domains. The editors and authors of 'Educa-
tion systems in Europe' (respectively their successors) will have to cope with all these new questions, 
when being asked to revise their chapters and to end up in an entire re-conception of the present hand-
book.  

 

 10



TiBi Nr. 13: „The Education Systems of Europe“  September 2006 

 

References 

 

Astiz, M. F./Wiseman, A. F./Baker, D. P.: Slouching toward decentralization: Consequences of globaliza-
tion for curricular control in national education systems. In: Comparative Education Review 46 (2002) 
1, pp. 66-88. 

Baumert, J./Bos, W./Lehmann, R. (Eds): TIMSS/III. Dritte Internationale Mathematik- und Naturwissen-
schaftsstudie – Mathematische und naturwissenschaftliche Bildung am Ende der Schullaufbahn. 
Third international mathematics- and science study – Mathematical education at the end of school 
career (TIMSS/III). Volumes I and II. Opladen 2000. 

Benveniste, L.: The Political situation of assessment: Negotiating state power and legitimacy. In: Compa-
rative Education Review 26 (2002) 1, pp. 89-118. 

Borden, A. M./McGinn, N. F.: Bereit zum Wandel? Bildung und Erziehung am Ende des 20. Jahrhunderts 
(Ready for change? Education at the end of the 20th century). In: Bildung und Erziehung 52 (1999) 4, 
pp. 395-410. 

Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung (BMBF) (Ed.): Europäischer Bildungsraum. Grenzenloses 
Lernen und Arbeiten (European educational space. Learning and working without borders). Bonn 
2001. 

Carnoy, M./Rhoten, D.: What does globalization mean for educational change? A comparative approach. 
In: Comparative Education Review 46 (2002) 1, pp. 1-9. 

Conant, J. B.: The comprehensive high school. A second report to interested citizens. New York 1967. 

Dale, R./Robertson, S. L.: The varying effects of regional organizations as subjects of globalization of 
education. In: Comparative Education Review 46 (2002) 1, pp. 10-36.  

Deutsches PISA-Konsortium (Ed.): PISA 2000. Basiskompetenzen von Schülerinnen und Schülern im 
internationalen Vergleich (PISA 2000. Basic competencies of students in international comparison). 
Opladen 2001. 

Döbert, H./Geissler, G. (Eds).: Schulautonomie in Europa (School autonomy in Europe.) Baden-Baden 
1997. 

Eurydice European Unit (Ed.): National actions to implement lifelong learning in Europe. Brussels 2001. 

Fernández-Armesto, F.: The European civilization: is there such a thing?. In: European Review 10 (2002) 1, 
pp. 3-13. 

Gogolin, I./Kroon, S./Krüger-Potratz, M. (Eds): Kultur- und Sprachenvielfalt in Europa (Cultural and lan-
guage diversity in Europe). Münster 1991. 

Heidemann, W.: Europäischer Rat Stockholm: Neue Ziele für die Bildungssysteme. Weitere Europäis-
ierung der Bildungspolitik (European Council of Stockholm: New goals for the education systems. 
Contuining Europeanisation of educational policies). Frankfurt am Main 2001. 

Hochbaum, I.: Neue Wege der Zusammenarbeit. Die Bildungs- und Berufsbildungspolitik in Europa nach 
Maastricht (New ways of co-operation: The educational and vocational-education policy in Europe 
after Maastricht). In: Bildung und Erziehung 46 (1993) 1, pp. 19-37. 

Illich, I.: Deschooling society. New York 1971. 

Kirkwood-Tucker, T. F.: Toward a European model of higher education. Processes, problems and promi-
ses. In: European Education 2004, pp. 51-69. 

Kommission der Europäischen Gemeinschaften (Commission of the European Communities): Die konkre-
ten künftigen Ziele der Bildungssysteme. Bericht der Kommission (The concrete future goals of the 
education systems. Report of the Commission), 31 January 2001. KOM(2001) 59 final. 2001a. 

 11



TiBi Nr. 13: „The Education Systems of Europe“  September 2006 

 

Kommission der Europäischen Gemeinschaften (Commission of the European Communities): Einen euro-
päischen Raum des lebenslangen Lernens schaffen. Mitteilung der Kommission (Creating a Euro-
pean space of lifelong learning. Information of the Commission), 21 November 2001. KOM(2001)678. 
Manuskriptdruck (manuscript printing). 2001b. 

von Kopp, B.:Education, transformation and GATS-New paradigms in government and administration. In: 
Reuter, L./Doebert, H. (Eds): After communism and apartheid. Transformation of Education in Ger-
many and South Africa. Frankfurt am Main 2002, pp. 207-229. 
 

Lowe, J.: International Examinations, national systems and the global market. In: Compare 29 (1999), pp. 
315-330.  

McLean, M.: Das europäische Curriculum (The European curriculum). In: Schleicher, K. (Ed.): Zukunft der 
Bildung in Europa. Nationale Vielfalt und europäische Einheit (The future of education in Europe. 
National diversity and European unity). Darmstadt 1993, pp. 261-276. 

Mitter, W.: Bildungspolitik nach Maastricht – Die Konsequenzen und Herausforderungen der europäi-
schen Einigung für das Bildungswesen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (Educational policy after 
Maastricht – The consequences and challenges of the European unification to the education system 
of the Federal Republic of Germany). In: Knoll, J. H. (Ed.): Internationales Jahrbuch der Erwachse-
nenbildung (International yearbook of adult education), vol. 22. Köln;Weimar;Wien 1994, pp. 63-81. 

Mitter, W.: European curriculum. Reality or dream? In: Winther-Jensen, Th. (Ed.): Challenges to Euro-
pean education. Cultural values, national identities and global responsibilities. Frankfurt am Main et 
al. 1996, pp. 295-312. 

Mitter, W.: Sprachenfragen und Sprachenkonflikte in europäischen Bildungssystemen (Language issues 
and language conflicts in European education systems). In: Döbert, H. et al.(Eds): Bildung vor neuen 
Herausforderungen (Education facing new challenges). Neuwied 2003, pp. 322-331. 

Mitter, W.: Rise and decline of education systems: a contribution to the history of the modern state. In: 
Compare 34 (2004a) 4, pp. 347-369.  

Mitter, W.: Nation-states versus regions in European education. In: European Education 36 (2004b) 3, pp. 
5-12. 

Tulasiewicz, W.: Language diversity. Implications from international communication and language edu-
cation. In: Beck, C./Sofos, A. (Eds): Neue Medien in der pädagogischen Kontroverse (New media in 
educational controversy). Mainz 2001, pp. 170-184. 

Välijärvi, J./Linnakylä, P./Kupari, P./Reinikainen, P./Arffman, I.: The Finnish success in PISA – and some 
reasons behind it. Jyväskylä 2000. 

Weber, P.J.: Bildungspolitik und Sprachenpluralismus in der Europäischen Union – Notßwendigkeiten 
einer transnationalen und plurizentrischen Bildungspolitik (Educational policy and language plural-
ism in the European Union – Necessities of a trans-national and pluricentrist educational, policy). In: 
Bildung und Erziehung 57 (2004) 1, pp. 5-25. 

 

 12


