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1.  Conference overview  
 

Developing key competences for all is at the heart of the  European Education Area  where 

everyone should have access to high quality education, training and lifelong learning. In 

today's world, young people need a broad ran ge of competences to find fulfilling jobs and 

become independent, active citizens.  

 

The European  Council adopted Recommendation on Key Competences for Lif elong Learning  

on 22nd May 2018  and set out eight key competences we all need for personal fulfilment 

and development, employability, active citizenship and social inclusion . The 

Recommendation urges Member States to ensure that everybody develops  key 

comp etences throughout life  by using variety of learning approaches and environments, 

supporting their teachers  and trainers  and assessing and validating  key competences .  

 

The European Commission organised the international conference on Supporting Key 

Competence Development: Learning approaches and environments in school education , in 

Brussels on 12 -13 November 2019.  The aim of the conference  was to encourage 

participants to develop and implement concrete school policy actions  to support the 

development  of key competences.  Participants discussed learning approaches and 

environments in school education, including Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 

and initial Vocational Education and Training (IVET).  

 

The conference gathered over 230 participants  including policymakers , EU level 

stakeholders, practitioners, researchers and experts involved in school education policies 

and reforms  (Annex 4: Participant list).  Participants represented over 30 European 

countries and sixty -six participants  were offici al representatives of 23 EU Member States 

and Norway. Representatives of 3 Eastern partnership countries (Moldova, Georgia, 

Ukraine) also took part .   

 

The conference was opened by Themis Christophidou, Director General for Education, 

Youth, Sport and Culture  and the conference programme  (Annex 1) included keynote 

speakers, panel discussions and workshops. The participatory approach  to the 

conference provided many opportunities to engage with the speakers and with each other 

through workshops, plenary sessions, a Pro -Action Café and a Gallery Walk. Participants 

were invited to contribute to the discussions by voting on topics in real - time through 

Mentimeter (mentimeter.com). There were also opportunities to engage with relevant 

EUROPEAN COMMISSION  

https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018H0604(01)&from=EN
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Erasmus+, eTwinning and Horizon 2020  projects in the conference exhibition area. Local 

Performance Art group, Zikit  (zikit.be) added a fresh perspective to the  proceedings by 

involving the audience in an artistic performance to get the energy flowing. Participants 

welcomed the opportunity to hear more about the cultural heritage of the La Plaza hotel in 

the very interesting Cinema Room where the conference was h eld.  

 

There was strong support through the conference for encouraging a broadening of learning 

approaches and environments, both within schools and classrooms and through interacting 

with the world outside, whether that be through virtual means (Maker edu cation, 

Beaconing or Online labs and virtual simulators for engineering education ) or physically 

(Collaborating with external organisations or Outdoor learning).  

 

In considering how policy actions, that support the development of learning approaches 

and e nvironments, can be developed and implemented a number of key messages  were 

drawn from the discussions. These are:  

1.  Focus on system -wide developments.  

2.  Recognise the central role of teachers.  

3.  Encourage flexible approaches to curriculum and assessment.  

4.  Suppor t stakeholder engagement and collaboratio n.  

5.  Develop a clear vision and purpose for the use of digital technologies.  

6.  Embrace and promote language diversity .  

 

We invite you to read this report to find out more about the conference discussions and 

key messages.  

 

An input paper and other materials relating to the conference can be found on the 

conference website .  

 

  

https://ec.europa.eu/education/events/supporting-key-competence-development-learning-approaches-and-environments-in-school-education_en
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2.  Keynotes  
 

Themis Christophidou , Director General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture 

welcomed participants and set the agenda for the two days by emphasising the need to 

drive transitions rather than being driven by them. Mrs. Chrisrophidou focused on two of 

these transitions: the transitions to a digitalised society and to an inclusive society.  

 

Dr. Tiina Silander , Director, Department for Higher Education and Social Policy and 

General Upper Secondary Education of the Ministry of Education, Finland outlined some 

recent reforms in the Finnish education system, where a new core curriculum has been in 

place since 2016 with a strong emphasis on values based on four pillars:  

Á Respect the uniqueness of each student  

Á Promoting each student as individual  

Á Valuing cultural diversity  

Á Understanding the necessity to develop a sustainable way of living.   

She highlighted professional development of teachers as key to implementing change with 

focus points on peer support, res earch -based education, collaboration, participation in 

national and international research and a Teacher Education Forum.  

 

Dr. Alexandre Pachulski  brought conference participants on a tour of the workplace of 

the future where work is going ómultiô ï multi ple people, multiple projects, multiple 

employers and multiple expectations and posed the question, ñhow are we going to adapt 

to these changes?ò Added to this is the beginning of órobulationô ï the introduction of robots 

and artificial intelligence to the  world of work and life in general and whether we should be 

worried about the impact of these technological advances or whether we should see them 

as opportunities. Dr. Pachulski encourag ed participants to work together by building a 

society that works wit h everyoneôs uniqueness and to really start thinking about how to 

develop an ethical and regulatory framework for the technology and for artificial 

intelligence.   

 

Cesar Bona , teacher and Global finalist in the 2014 Global Teacher Awards questioned the 

current approach to education, where the focus is on preparing children for the future, to 

be employable beings and for jobs that donôt exist yet. He asked participants to reflect on 

education as providing the tools we need to get to know ourselves, to socia lise, and to 

interact with the environment. What is important is that children learn to create networks 

and to find ways to share; that they learn from each other.  
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Peter Tabichi , 2019 Global Teacher Prize Winner, spoke to the conference through video 

abou t the importance of good teaching. Hi s message was that to be a great teacher you 

have to be creative and you have to embrace technology and to promote modern ways of 

teaching. Teachers need to enable students to think beyond the confines of the classroom 

and understand that what they learn applies to and impacts their lives outside of school.  

 

Hugo Stanbury  from European School Brussels III spoke on behalf of the students present 

at the conference. He said that there is a need to support subjects that are  sometimes not 

valued in education systems. Many of these subjects are important for developing 

competences such as debating and critical thinking. He referenced Art for the development 

of collaboration and perseverance and Music for discipline. Competence s make healthy, 

well rounded and good human beings and therefore these are the types of subjects that 

we should promote and value more.  
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Themis Christophidou, Director 

General for Education, Youth 

and Culture  

Alexandre Pachulski, Talentsoft: 

Talents of tomorrow  

ñWe want high quality, innovative 
and inclusive education all across 
Europe. And, key competences can 

support this visionò. 

ñWe are at the beginning of 
órobulationô ï the introduction of 
robots and artificial intelligence to the 

world of work and life in general. 
Should we be worried about t he 
impact of these technological 
advances or should we see them as 
opportunities?ò 
 
ñWe need to start thinking about how 

to develop an ethical and regulatory 
framework for new technology and for 
artificial intelligenceò. 
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Tiina Silander, Ministry of 
Education, Finland  

Cesar Bona, teacher and author. 

Finalist of Global Teacher Prize 
2014  

ñThere is a strong emphasis on values 
and the development of a 
collaborative school culture in Finnish 
schools.ò  
 

ñAs schools are changing, teacher 
education must  change also. In 
Finland the focus points are peer 
support, research -based education, 
collaboration, participation in national 
and international research and a 
Teacher education forumò. 

ñChildren go to school to nourish 
curiosity, to fulfil their own Pot ential, 
to discover intellectual pleasure, to 

spark their creativity, to learn the joy 
of learning, to make new friends and 
to socialiseò.  
 
ñLetôs make the school a place that 
children decide to go every dayò. 



 

13  
 

3.  Panel Discussion  

National educational reform s supporting key competences development 
in school education in Europe  

Four panelists discussed national educational reforms supporting key competences 

development in school education. This was followed by questions from conference 

participants. The quotat ions give a sense of the key themes of this discussion.  

 

Dr. Harold Hislop , Chief Inspector from the Department of Education and Skills in 

Ireland  described the Irish experience of implementing curriculum and assessment 

reforms that incorporated competence -based approaches to teaching and learning and 

assessment. His strong message for the conference was that stakehold er engagement and 

capacity building in the system were the most important  factors and he cited teachers as 

the main group of change agents who need support to understand the changes being 

introduced.  

 

Lidija Kralj , Assistant Minister, Croatia  followed with an account of the reforms 

currently underway in Croatia. Key competences are mirrored and easily recognised in the 

curriculum. She  reinforced the need to work closely with teachers, parents , students and 

the wider community. Croatia designed  a model based on a whole school approach and 

worked on active learning and also on assessment. Effort was put into teacher professional 

development  and  building key competence development with the teachers. It will take time 

to embed this work in the whol e system but to have sustainable reform all teachers  need 

to be involved .  

 

Margit Timakov, Head of the Estonian Teacher Association  brought a óreality checkô 

to the discussions stating that policy makers need to consider the impact of policies on 

 

ñThere are many success 
factors to reform processes, 
but stakeholder engage ment  
and capacity building were 
the most important in 
Irelandò. 

 
Harold Hislop, Chief 
Inspector, Ireland  

ñTo see reform happen we 
have to work with the 
teachers, parents, students 
and wider communityò. 

 
Lidija Kralj, Assistant 

Minister, Croatia  

ñTeachers as active 
participants, engaged 
stakeholders, involved in 
the process and not just 
end consumersò. 

 
Margit Timakov, Hea d of 
Estonia Teacher 
Association  
 

ñWe should not be 
focusing on individual 
teachers; we should be 

focusing on a whole -
school approachò. 

 
Kris van den Branden,  
KU Leuven, Belgium  

 

 



 

14  
 

teachers and schools. Policy makers should  pay attention to what kind of policies they are 

developing  and use c riteria for ensuring ógood policies ô are  in place . These criteria could 

include:  

Á What is the scope of the policy versus what is happening in clas srooms;  

Á Will the policy increase t he teacherôs workload or help them to deal with it; 

Á What is the balance between theory and practice and the óidealô or óreal-worldô? 

 

Prof. Kris van den Branden, from KU Leuven in Belgium  told the conference that if 

we are  taking the development of key competences seriously, we will have to take teacher 

education seriously as this is a key factor  for success . Research tells us that we should 

focus  on a whole -school approach  to professional development rather than on individ ual 

teachers and that s chools should be supported to develop  agency. Teachers professional 

development needs to be firmly embedded in the classroom context, rather than going out 

to expert centres to get expert advice.  

 

4.  Exhibition projects  
 

Twenty - four pro jects from Erasmus+, eTwinning and Horizon 2020 (Annex 2) were on 

display in the exhibition area throughout the conference. These projects presented  dynamic 

displays and co -ordinators were on hand to discuss the activities with participants. The  

projects helped participants to learn about innovative approaches supporting competence 

development that are already underway.   

 

Projects ranged from gamified lesson plans, using stories and narratives (Beaconing) to 

art entrepreneurial projects (Find you r way through Art). A project entitled óPollution! Find 

a Stem Solution ô increases studentsô interest in STEM, while óCO-LABô is all about 

collaborative learning.  
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The projects informed the conference discussions by helping participants to envisage 

cre ative approaches to competence development. Photographs on the next page give a 

flavour of the engagement with the projects.  

 

  



 

16  
 

5.  Workshops  
 

Six parallel workshops had inclusion and high quality education and training as their 

underlying concepts. The workshops explored conference themes further and gave 

participants the opportunity to explore relevant topics in greater depth.  

 

Outputs from th e workshops included key messages and practical actions. The key 

messages were shared with all conference participants in a plenary on Day 2. Practical 

actions were presented and discussed further at the Pro -Action café (Day 2). Overview of 

practical actio ns is presented in Annex 3.  
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