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School system sucks!
Have you ever wondered why such signs are written on walls all across Europe? We did.
That is why you are holding this magazine in your hands full of stories about education.
About students forced to prostitute themselves in order to finance their studies. About
students left unprepared for adult life. About students still segregated in their schools
after the end of a religious war. About highly educated people moving abroad in order to
get a better future. To find these (and a lot more) stories we travelled to France, Finland,
United Kingdom and Lithuania.
One of us met a pilot for the first time and decided not too fly anymore. Some of us
enjoyed a free ride in a roaring Porsche. One of us was terrified by the guards in front
of Notre Dame carrying machine guns. Others shot with AK-47s in Lithuania. One of us
almost got killed trying to cross a street in Britain.
We are curious people from all over the world searching together for answers and the
right questions. We take part in Europe In the World. a program that makes us understand Europe through reading, writing, travelling and living in two European countries.
Because we are different people with different personalities and different perspectives,
we have great fun, great discussions and also great fights. However, we have something in
common, otherwise the coctail would not be complete – we want people to think about
what is going on. These are the ingredients for Euroviews.

Enjoy the reading!
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Finnish students left
unprepared for adult life
Given top rankings in the PISA surveys, the Finnish schools are called the best of the
best. Yet still, youth unemployment is on the rise, as young Finns are unready for the
transition after primary school.
By Morten Refsgaard

I

n international media Finland
is often described as having possibly the greatest educational
system in the World – and rightly
so. In the OECD Programme for
International Student Assessment
(PISA), which compares the level of
ninth grade students, Finland can
be found among the top runners with South Korea being the only other OECD country to match
the Finnish level.

school teachers have quite a big level of freedom
on how to go about their teaching. There is not a
lot of measuring and testing of the students in the
early years and the teacher can choose quite freely
the methods he or she would like to use to reach
the result described in the national curriculum.
“The other thing apart from the teacher having
freedom is that all teachers have a university degree. Students who would like to become teachers
are usually well performing students, so when you
look at the entry exams for the teachers college,
they get to choose from very bright people. They
are not kind of leftovers that did not find a thing
to do,” says Georg Henrik Wrede, Youth Director
of the Finnish Minister of Education and Culture.

High youth unemployment
Despite the highly regarded primary school system, many young Finns are falling through the system. The youth unemployment has been growing
and reached 21.5 per cent as of February 2013,
0.9 per cent higher than a year earlier, according to Statistics Finland, accounting for 64,000
unemployed Finns between the age of 15 and 24
– seemingly a rather small number, but quite substantial when considereingFinland is the home of
only 5.4 million people.
Compared to the youth unemployment statistics
of the rest of the EU and especially southern European countries like Italy, Greece and Spain, the
Finnish numbers are not dangerously high. But
when compared to countries like Austria, Denmark and the Netherlands, countries demographically relatively similar to Finland, the numbers
suddenly seem very high, catching the attention of
many Finns.

Youth unemployment rate February 2013.
Note that Eurostat rates Finland at 19.9 per cent, whereas
Statistics Finland lists it at 21.58 per cent.
Source: Eurostat
But it seems not everything is as it should be. Inadequately prepared for the first meeting with
adult life, a growing number of young Finns are
failing to obtain any education above the compulsory ninth grade level and are ending up in the
unemployment statistics along with many other
youngsters.

Freedom for teachers
The reasons to why Finland has settled in the top
flight position in the PISA survey are many, but
some things stand out clearer than others. Finnish

“I think the PISA success has been harmful for us,
because we have become slightly complacent. The
problem in Finland is the transition into the high
schools and
the vocational
schools
that
come
after
the
ninth grade.
There are a
lot of kids
who finish
their ninth
grade
and
do not continue their education. Every year there is a big
proportion of the kids who do this and for some
reason we have not been able to find a way to integrate these kids,” says Ohto Kanninen, Senior
Researcher at the Labour Institute for Economic
Research.

As Youth Director at the Finnish Ministry of Education and
Culture, Georg Henrik Wrede sits at the center of the work
with the Youth Guarantee.
		
Photo: Morten Refsgaard

Problem in the secondary school system
With only a small part of the youngsters, according to the Ministry of Education and Culture, not
obtaining their required primary school exams,
the vast majority is theoretically ready to go on
with their education. But every year, thousands either drop out of their upper secondary education
or simply just fail to enrol, maintaining the ninth
grade
exams as their
academically
high point.

“I think the PISA
success has been
harmful for us, because we have become
slightly complacent.”

“Now we are
talking after
the point of
the primary
schools – this
system goes
up to the age
of 15. All the stuff about PISA and the talking
about the best educational system in the World, we
are talking up to the age of 15. After that, as such
it is free to choose to go on with education, it is not
compulsory after ninth grade. But jobs today require at least a secondary degree, either vocational
or the theoretical gymnasium. A few thousand are
lost there. There must be some problems linked to
5

Peter Rolin and Johanna Baarman from the SVEPS Youth Workshop are both working first-hand with the unemployed youngsters. 		

the next phase of the school system,” says Georg
Henrik Wrede.

tee on January 1st of this year. In short, the aim
of this programme is that all young Finns under
the age of 25, or 30 have they just recently gotten their exams, should get something meaningful

Photo: Morten Refsgaard

the possibility to be enrolled into one of the Finnish Youth Workshops. The workshops are running programmes to help young people preparing
themselves to and finding jobs and education, or
at a lower level, helping
them with the everyday
problems they encounter.

“This is definitely a big weakness and something
that PISA does not measure. I would like to see a
comprehensive study of
the whole cohort when
One of these Youth
the youngsters are 18
Workshops is SVEPS, a
years old for example.
workshop directed to the
How the Finnish chilSwedish speaking minordren would compare to
ity of Finland. Founded
the rest of the World. I
back in 1996, the people
do not think that comat SVEPS have seen
parison would look as
a development in the
good as when we comyoungsters, who use the
pare the 15-year olds.
workshop.
It has not been done so
it is just a guess. But I
“We get a lot of the easy
believe the weakness of
customers. When times
the Finnish educational
are good, they are the
system is exactly there,
first to be employed, but
between 15 and 18.
when the times are bad,
And if you let people
they are the first to be
get socially excluded by
kicked out. But now we
this age, you have done
have a situation, where
something wrong ala lot of young people
ready. So I think we need
have, I do not want to
to work with the educa- In the PISA rankings 2009 - the last time, a survey was made public - Finland ranked third overall. Compared to countries
talk about problems, but
tional system, which is demographically similar, the high score is even more evident. 				
Source: OECD
they have multi chalgood, but it is obviously
lenges. They need a lot
not good enough,” says
Ohto Kanninen.
to do, either being a job, further education, going of different kinds of support. They need help with
into youth workshop or another type of activity, the social bureau – they might not have a flat and
within three months of reporting to the unem- other thing like that that needs that to be solved,
Youth guaranteed meaning by politicians
before they can go to work practice or start studyIn response to the rising youth unemployment and ployment office.
ing and things like that,” says Peter Rolin, Forethe issues with dropouts after primary school, the
Finnish Government launched the Youth Guaran- One of the offers put into the Youth Guarantee is man at SVEPS.
6

“I think at the point
where they are 15 to 24
and socially excluded,
at that point it is
already difficult to do
something.”
At the SVEPS youth workshop in Helsinki, the
young people who are part of the programme
are divided into two groups. One group where
the problems are mainly practical, regarding how
they will find a suitable job or education. And another group where the issues become a little more
personal.

Young people with social issues
“In one of our groups the youngsters have quite
a lot of social problems. They do not like to be
in social groups, so they will train that part. And
quite a lot of them suffer from depression. They
have a big problem with going into schools and to
perform there. So they train in a group where they
do not need to do that,” says Johanna Baarman,
Outreach Youth Worker at SVEPS in Helsinki.
Having seen first-hand the issues that the youngsters are experiencing after they leave the primary
school system and have to take the next step, she
thinks that not enough is being done to prepare
the young Finns for the World that awaits them.
“The Finnish people are not very social and we
need to do more about that in the schools. You
need to produce in the schools, you need good
merits and so on, but they do not help the ones
who need the social skills more. That is one of the
reasons, why the youngsters end up here,” she says.
Though the workshops seem full and the youngsters seem satisfied with their services, the work-

shops are not running at full speed. It is still not
perfectly clear, what needs to be done to help
those, who are having the hardest times. And neither are the ambitions from the Ministry of Education and Culture perfectly balanced with the
capabilities of the workshops.
“We have done a lot of good things, but maybe
now the following step is what to do with those,
who are not able to go immediately to work or
studies. And we need to discuss with the Ministry
and the cities we are working in, how long a process this really is. We are scheduled to work with
50 youngsters each year in Helsinki. Last year we
worked hard, but we only worked with 29,” says
Peter Rolin.

Full schedules and discouraging numbers
Having run only since January 1st, it is still much
too early to say what impact, the Youth Guarantee
will have. But going through the few results that
have come in through the first three and a half
months is not exactly a triumphant march.

It might be too early to call the Youth Guarantee either a success or a failure. But it could be
that it should not stand alone as the tool to secure the wellness of students and prevent growing youth unemployment, but that a change in
the educational system would be required as well.
The current system might be brilliant for teaching mathematics, physics and reading, but it seems
inadequate in preparing the youngsters for the
World around them.
“I think at the point where they are 15 to 24 and
socially excluded, at that point it is already difficult
to do something. I think it is the educational system that needs to be improved in a way that there
would be a minimal amount of people who drop
out of the educational system at any point. And at
least 15 years of age is way too early for them to
do this in the current world, where you need complicated skills,” says Ohto Kanninen.

“We have some numbers and some of them have
been discouraging. The number of unemployed
youth has been rising, so at least it has not turned
into new jobs, but of course that was not what the
youth guarantee promised. It has not promised to
create jobs but to get young people into jobs that
are already there, if there are any. And there have
been fewer jobs, which has been a problem with
the implementation. But it is still too early to say, if
it is working,” says Georg Henrik Wrede.

“We have some numbers
and some of them have
been discouraging. The
number of unemployed
youth has been rising,
so at least it has not
turned into new jobs.”
7

Finnish teachers hitting the
streets in Helsinki
Trouble is brewing in the Finnish schools. After a teacher got fired because of a 
commotion with a pupil, his colleagues have been voicing their concern of teachers’ 
rights, demonstrating in the streets of Helsinki.
By Barbora Pilna and Morten Refsgaard

W

hen Antti
Korhonen,
a
middle
school teacher in
Helsinki,
physically
removed a disturbing
pupil from the school
cafeteria, he set in
motion a chain of events he hardly could have
foreseen.
First, he was fired for endangering the pupil’s
right to a safe working environment. This sparked
8

a discussion about teacher’s rights in Finland and
the online petition “Save teacher Antti Korhonen” gathered more than 150,000 signatures.
Petitioners are calling for the country’s education
authorities to restore discipline to schools by laying down common guidelines for handling difficult situations. On Wednesday 10th of April, the
case hit its climax so far, when teachers in Helsinki
rallied in support of their colleague.
“I sympathise with the teacher. There is far too
little discussion about the conditions in schools,”
says Marko Skyttä, a teacher in a secondary
school for visual arts.

“There is far
to little discussion about
the conditions
in schools.”
Brewing concern among teachers
Jouko Saaringen, a teacher for 10 years in Helsinki, thinks the incident is just the spark that lit
the fire. The discontent has been growing among
the teachers for years.

Left: Hundreds of teachers demonstrating at the Helsinki Senate Square to voice their support for Antti Korhonen, a teacher fired for physically removing a disturbing pupil.
The event sparked a debate about the conditions in Finnish schools and about the working conditions for teachers. Photo: Morten Refsgaard
Upper right: Jouko Saarinen and Lotta Hartikainen, both teachers in Helsinki, are among the teachers protesting for better working conditions. The sign reads
‘Teacher, naughty words are your reward’. Photo: Morten Refsgaard
Lower right: Teaching in a secondary school for visual arts, Marko Skyttä is not a direct part of the conflict, but he wants to show his support to those of his colleagues who are.
Photo: Morten Refsgaard

“People are worried about what is happening in
the schools. The kids in the schools have a lot of
freedom, but there is no responsibility. We would
like those two things to get in balance,” he says.

take against an employee - is illegal and will lead
the city into court and to paying damages. I do
hope that at the first opportunity, the city will cancel the dismissal,” Eero Heinäluoma wrote.

Political support
It is not only among the teachers that Antti Korhonen finds his allies. Also the Speaker of Parliament, Eero Heinäluoma, has been voicing his
support in a column on the website of Finnish TVchannel MTV3.

With Finland consistently scoring high in the PISA
surveys, bad conditions for teachers might be news
for the outside world, but not for those in the midst
of it:

“Common sense says that if a pupil is pushed out
of a cafeteria, it is not a case of assault. In light of
published reports, I consider it quite evident that
the dismissal - the harshest action an employer can

“You could say that this is the price we are paying
for the PISA results,” Jouko Saaringen says.

“You could say
that this is
the price we
are paying for
the PISA
results.”
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Finland In Danger
Never Stop
Trusting
Your
Teachers
Finnish society has been facing a great danger
of losing its trust for teachers, as one of them has
been fired in Helsinki, because he used physical
force to remove a disturbing student from
a cafeteria. It has opened a discussion of what
will happen if Finnish society stops trusting their
teachers. As there is neither respect, nor trust for
teachers in the Czech Republic, it can easily help
as an example which can show an answer to that
question.

Finnish teachers in the streets of Helsinki to support their colleague.

Photo: Morten Refsgaard

By Barbora Pilná

P

eople all around the world
ask themselves the same
question of what the rest of
the World can learn from Finland
and its educational system, which
is supposed to be among the best
in the World. When you enter
the primary school classrooms in
Finland and in the Czech Republic, you cannot
see much of a difference. Curious eyes of young
pupils, colourful pictures on the walls, a teacher
at the front interacting with those children, trying
10

to motivate them and make it fun. After talking
to the teachers over a cup of coffee however, you
discover the biggest difference in the World: they
are seen by their societies in a completely different way. The Finnish one respected professional
happy with the job, the Czech one at the edge of
a society.
Yet, there has been a feeling spreading among the
teachers in Finland - they have have been losing
the feeling of trust. A discussion about teachers´
rights and professionalism has arisen and the ex-

ample of the Czech Republic proves that Finland
should take these discussions seriously, as there is
nothing as important for a teacher´s motivation as
trust and appreciation by the society.

A perfect educational system
Finland is famous for its great PISA results, in
which Finnish children have reached the TOP 5
ever since the year 2000. According to the PISA
results is therefore Finnish educational system one
of the best in the World. However, when you look
closely at the PISA results and compare Finnish

results from years 2000-2003, 2006 and 2009, you
easily find, that Finnish PISA results have been
worsening since 2009. The results are still pretty
good, but compared to the previous years, Finland did not make it even to the TOP 5 in Math
in 2009. To find out what has changed in Finland
and what are the circumstances of those changes,
we first need to understand, why had been Finland doing so well after its educational reform in
1970’s.

he removed the pupil from the cafeteria. And Rea
Ristola agrees that a teacher is allowed to touch a
student, if he is disturbing.
Annti Korhonen definitely does not fight his battle
for the teachers’ right alone. There have been a
huge support from the teachers´ public. It has not
been shown only by the online petittion, teachers
also gathered in the streets of Helsinki to show
their symphathy for a colleague.

Zbyněk earns only 750 €.
However, money is not the main reason for desperation among teachers’ public in the Czech Republic. And there is no doubt there is a desperation. Teachers who are around 45 years old are
desperate when they think of 20 years of teaching
in front of them and dream of a retirement.
‘‘When I talk to teachers, the main finding is, that
they completely lost their hope and they do not
trust anyone and anything,’’ says
Feřtek, a Co-Founder of EDUin, a
non-profit organization focused on
education.

”Teachers must be
more careful as
they have become
less respected by
parents.”

Equality is a main point of
the Finnish educational system, as there are no tuition
fees whatsoever and no private schools in this Nordic
country. All the primary
schools are comprehensive,
children do not take any
exams to be accepted, and
the first entrance exams
are taken at the age of 16.
According to Rea Ristola,
a primary school teacher
from Helsinki, they also try to keep problematic
children and children who need special treatment
in the normal classes as long as possible, while having special assistance for the teachers.

The very next pillar of the successful Finnish
educational system is a teacher. All the teachers,
no matter where they teach, must have a Masters
degree. Finnish teachers are also very well motivated as the job is appreciated by the society like
for example doctors or lawyers. Therefore most of
the teachers do the best they can to do a perfect
job. And as teaching is such a prestige job, only a
small percentage of the interested are accepted to
the university and only 10% of the graduated find
work. Therefore only the best of the best become
teachers in the end.
‘‘However, I feel that it has been changing a bit
lately. Teachers must be more careful as they have
become less respected by parents,’’ Rea Ristola
says.

A teacher fired in Helsinki
You do not have to try hard to find a proof of
her words. Only a week ago The Helsinki Department of Education dismissed a teacher at the Alppila middle school over an incident in which the
teacher forcibly removed a pupil, who was causing
a disturbance, from the school’s cafeteria. When
Annti Korhonen decided to use a physical force,
he probably did not have a clue that he would
actually put fuel on fire of the discussion about
teachers’ rights in Finland.
According to the Department of Education, the
action was inappropriate and indefensible. Antti
Korhonen argues that he was acting in accordance
with the letter of the law on basic education when

Teachers’ authority being questioned
Apparently Finnish authorities are very well aware
of the importance of trust between teachers and
the society. According to the experience of Rea
Ristola however, it is not only a current issue of
Annti Korhonen, the discontent has been growing
among the teachers for years:
‘‘Bad grades used to be a student’s fault, today they
are a teacher’s fault. So it has really changed,’’ she
says.
A teachers’ society has started to feel the changes
and tries to explain that a trust is the most important part of a teacher’s motivation. According to
Rea Ristola, it would be difficult for her to work
if a society and parents kept questioning her. The
need of understanding that they are professionals
and know how to do their job is essential for the
teachers’ community.‘‘It is necessary for teachers to have some rights concerning behavior in
schools,’’ said Henrika Zilliacus, Vice Rector at
University of Helsinki, ‘‘and my impression is that
the teacher handled in a way that can be justified.’’

No respect, czeched
Can the rising trend of questioning the teachers
authority and the discussion of teachers’ rights be
the reason, why the Finnish PISA result have been
slightly worsening?
Zbyněk Vrána is a primary school teacher in
the capital city of the Czech Republic, Prague.
Zbyněk has been teaching Math and PE for three
years. Czech Republic is one of the developed
countries in OECD, which invest least money
into education (together with Brazil, Mexico and
Hungary). Average salary of a teacher in Finland
is 2500 €, a Czech teacher earns 950 € in average,

As Zbyněk feels it, the way a society treat a teacher is the main part
of teachers’ motivation, and therefore the main part of a successful
educational system. But teachers
in the Czech society are not respected at all.

‘‘Everyone trusts children, everything is about the
pupils’ rights. No one trusts a teacher, who is an
educated professional,’’ says Zbyněk.
What more, it is not only parents who disrespect
their children’s teachers, it is also the official authorities supporting this situation. ČOSIV, Czech
Professional Society for Inclusive Education, made
a short video in order to support the idea of an
inclusive education. In this spot, there is an annoying teacher complaining about the students. Students simply gang up against the teacher and put
a wet sponge on her chair, so she will be punished
for her demands, when she sits. Sounds like fun,
until Tomáš Feřtek uses this video as a perfect illustration of how the Czech society sees its teachers:‘
‘The teacher is the bad one and children have to
gang up to punish them. It is a common thing, that
teachers are shown as idiots, who can be blamed
for everything. Everybody likes to spit on them,
so they have this almost irrational need of someone speaking about them in a positive way,’’ says
Feřtek.

It is about trust
Nobody really knows, what to do with such a situation in the Czech Republic. There is a long way
for the Czech Republic since it understands, how
important teachers are for the society and how
important is to trust them. Since teachers agree,
it is not the money, what makes a happy, motivated teacher and a successful educational system.
Therefore, Finland should take these doubts of
not trusting teachers spreading among the teachers’ public seriously, as The Helsinki Department
of Education questioned a teacher’s authority and
professionalism by firing Annti Korhonen.

”Teachers are shown as
idiots, who can be blamed
for everything. Everybody
likes to spit on them.”
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Through Teachers’ Eyes
Two countries, two cities, two primary school teachers.
Both young, with similar experience, both Masters of
Pedagogic. However, there is a huge difference between
them as they are seen by their societies in a completely
different way. Rea Ristola, a teacher from Finland, and
Zbyněk Vrána, a teacher from the Czech Republic, explain the differences and how such a thing effects the
quality of an educational system.
By Barbora Pilná
Which age group do you teach and what is
your specialization?
Rea: I work for my second year and I have the
second graders, 8-9 year old children. I work in
Espoo, which is the second largest city in Finland,
next to Helsinki, in a Swedish speaking school. I’m
also an art teacher.
Zbyněk: I’ve been teaching six graders Math and
PE for three years now.
Why have you become a teacher?
Rea: When I was a child, I had a teacher on my list
of dream jobs. My father is a teacher and I have a
lot of other teacher relatives and people I know. I
was thinking about the various qualities of different jobs and when I thought about it, an elementary school teacher had a lot of things that I like
- I did not have to choose only one thing, like
becoming an artist or a writer, the teacher’s job
combines lot of different things. And of course I
always liked working with children.
Zbyněk: I’ve always enjoyed sport and I’ve wanted
to share my experience and knowledge with children.

What did your relatives or friend say, when
you told them you wanted to become a
teacher?
Rea: It was actually my parents’ idea, they suggested I could try that, that it could be good for me.
Zbyněk: When I told my former teachers that I
wanted to become a teacher, they said: “Are you a
fool? Choose something else for your own sake!”
Because teachers do not do that well in the Czech
Republic. And then when I told my friends, at first
they made fun of me.
What is a teacher’s position in a society in
your country? Do you feel appreciated by
the society?
Rea: Teachers in Finland are quite appreciated
and it’s an attractive job, there is a lot of people
applying for the pedagogical education.
Zbyněk: A teacher is neither respected, nor has a
high social status. He is not appreciated at all.
How much do you earn?
Rea: 2500 € per month. It is ok, but compared to
other jobs with a same need of education, we do

”It would be really
difficult to work if
parents would
always be
questioning me.”
Did teaching surprise you or is it the way
you expected it to be?

Rea: I was kind of relieved that it was almost better than I thought it would be.

Rea Ristola, a Finnish teacher. Photo: Barbora Pilna
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Zbyněk: I did not expect it to be this way. Of
course I did not have an illusion that it would be
easy, I knew children nowadays have been much
worse than we used to be. So I expected it to be
difficult. What I did not expect was parents fighting against teachers. They do not support us.

not get much. Doctors get much more. There was
a research in Helsinki some weeks ago about what
to study to get as much money as possible without
any effort - teachers were at the list of long education plus low salary. But it could be worse. In general, all teachers think that we are underpaid. But
maybe all people think they are.
Zbyněk: 750 € per month. It is too much stress and
responsibility for such money.

”I hear parents in
the corridors often
talking to their
children about my
colleague: “You do
not have to listen to
her, she is
an idiot.”
Do you feel trusted by parents and the society in general?

What would you change in order to become
a happier teacher?

Rea: Yes, I think so. It would be really difficult to
work if parents would always be questioning me.
I need their trust that I am a professional and I
can do my job. I think the trust is one of the most
important things.

Rea: Nothing I can think of right now. I love it
and I think that I have also time to express myself
for example during summer, when I have a long
vacation.

Zbyněk: I hear parents talking about my colleague
in the corridors often, telling their children: “You
do not have to listen to her, she is an idiot.” So
parents do not respect teachers, they are always on
their children’s side. This insolence from parents
is just not right.
Can you see any changes?
Rea: I feel that it has been changing a bit lately.
A teacher got fired here in Helsinki, because he
tried to remove a noisy student from a cafeteria.
The principal thought he was too aggressive, although it is in the law that the teacher is allowed
to touch a student, if he is disturbing. Nowadays
students and parents are so aware of their rights
and they question the teacher’s work much more
than before. Teachers must be much more careful
as they are becoming less respected by parents. I
think it is a trend nowadays that it is always about
the student rights.
Zbyněk: It used to be different, a teacher was a
highly respected part of the society, not any more,
though.
Describe your job in five words.
Rea: Creative - you have to come up with new
ideas. Fast decisions - one has to be quick in making decisions. Multitasking - there is so much going on, you have to know what every student is
doing and think about lots of things at the same
time. Children - to like being with them and enjoy
it. Humor - for me at least it is an important part
that you can joke with the kids. Because it is supposed to be fun.
Zbyněk: An effort to educate uneducable with less
respect.

Zbyněk: I do not need more money, I just need
more respect from parents, children and the society.
If you could go back in time and choose a
different job, would you do that or are you
happy with your job?
Rea: No, I wouldn’t change. I’m really happy with
my choice. It is so diversify, I am never bored at
work, it is always interesting and I feel that I do
something with a meaning, something that is important. I enjoy it, I like those children and they
like me.
Zbyněk: No. It is a bit too late by now.
Why is the Finnish educational system
among the best in the world?
Rea: It is equal, it is free, so in theory everybody
has a same chance to get any education they
want. I suppose we have also quite good special
education for those who need, we support children who need any kind of special help. There are
teachers with a Masters degree in every school and
I think most of the teachers are quite motivated
and like their job. Try to do the best they can. I
think it is because it is quite appreciated after all,
so people want to make it work.
Zbyněk: Because they realize that education is the
most important part of our future and they respect
the people working on it.
Could the motivation of a teacher come
from the society, from its appreciation?
Rea: Well, partly yes. And also teachers do it because they want to teach and make the children
to learn - I guess that is valuable itself, no matter
what anybody else says.

Zbynek Vrana, a Czech teacher.

Photo: Barbora Pilna
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When the bell rings
It has been almost ten years since I sat at a school desk in a primary school for the last
time. Classrooms are not the same any more, as university students discuss parties
and other grown-up issues during breaks. No more colourful pictures on the walls, no
more self-planted flowers on the window. No more naive faces wondering what this
foreign woman is doing here, at the back of their classroom. Do you remember what
the feeling was like, desperately waiting for the end of a lesson to play rock paper
scissors or exchange stickers from your collection with your BFF? And then, finally,
the bell rings…
By Barbora Pilná

I

met Rea Ristola
and Zbyněk Vrána,
both primary school
teachers, to interview
them about their job
and motivation in order
to find out more about
the Finnish and Czech
educational systems through teachers’
eyes. However, as there are two sides
of the classroom, I felt a desire to join
the other one as well, otherwise the
picture would not be complete. They
both agreed to let me join their class
and I could have not been more excited
about seeing the systems through my
own eyes. Prague was first in the line.

Math inspires respect
‘‘My colleague here visits us today to
watch and see how you are doing with
triangles,’’ says Zbyněk Vrána, a Czech
teacher in a primary school in Prague,
in order to answer the hungry children’s eyes full of suspicion.
What he said, was not really true. I actually came to observe him as I wanted
to find out whether a Czech educa- A Finnish classroom waiting for pupils.
tional system in praxis is up to date,
or same as years ago. This fact did not stop the there are some young Czech teachers who still
children, however, to start proving to me how big have motivation although their disappointment
their knowledge of triangles is. Two findings: It is coming from the society. ‘‘Math inspires respect
definitely bigger than mine and I have never seen itself,’’ Zbyněk thinks.
such active students in my life. Their hands were
up in the air even though they did not know what Espoo searching for an Idol
the next question would be, they just did not put Rea Ristola kept complaining about the current
them down to make sure they were ready.
building her school has been in now for the whole
journey to Espoo. The original building has been
After short oral revision comes the time for excus- under reconstruction for half a year, so they had
es. Poor little girl at the front desk, she brought her to move to another one for that period. According
Biology notebook instead of the Math one without to Rea’s complains, the current building was suprealizing that one day she will have all her files in posed to be really old and stinky. What a surprise it
one laptop. It was a Math lesson and I have never was, when I entered the building, from which they
been interested in triangles like that before. I was all look forward to moving out, and found out it
amazed that Zbyněk was using all those wonderful was actually nicer than most of the schools in the
tools, which I used to envy the teacher when I was Czech Republic.
a pupil. Giant rulers and an enormous compasses
- as good as new, exactly as I remember them.
‘‘We have a student of Journalism here with us
today,’’ says Rea Ristola, a Finnish teacher in a
In order to achieve my original goal, I stopped ob- primary school in Espoo, the second biggest city in
serving children, flowers and tools and focused on Finland, which is just over a bridge from Helsinki.
Zbyněk and the lesson itself. It was very interactive, no teacher-speaking-only model as during my Or at least I thought that might be what she said,
school years. Zbyněk was also walking around the as I was sitting at the back of a classroom of a
classroom and when he saw a mistake in some- Swedish speaking school in Finland. So it was eione’s notebook, he helped them individually. And ther Finnish or Swedish, hard to say for a Czech
last, but not least, he had no trouble with main- girl, who understands only “student” and “Jourtaining discipline. It gave me a bit of hope that nalism”. You could easily recognize that Rea is
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also an art teacher, as the classroom was really
creatively decorated. There were 10 computers
in the classroom and according to Rea, students
work with them all the time, no matter what the
subject is.
This time I attended a class of Religion for children from atheistic families. As Rea smartly explained me in advance, she teaches them about
the different religions in the world and about ethics and morals. Today is time for Judaism. It was
a special class of children of different ages - from
first to fifth graders. It was also a special day, there
was an Idol competition taking place that day. So
after this lesson, children were free to join others
in the gym, while the contestants were trying to
prove their talent to be the best one.
When I was watching the show where the children
were dancing and singing and doing all kinds of
magic, it was not important that I did not speak
their language. Suddenly, I understood.

France

Photo: Helen Arnd
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Lilou M - student, 25
Side job - prostitution
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In the European Union more and more people get
exploited as prostitutes. This has been shown by a new
EU-study about human trafficking. What is not mentioned
in these statistics however, is the number of people who
prostitute themselves out of desperation. In France a lot
of students take extreme measures because they cannot
afford their study so they prostitute themselves.
Lilou M. is one of them.
By Stefanie Zilnner

I

t is four o’clock, Lilou’s friends
are sitting in a lecture about
macro-economics, and she
should be there as well. Instead, she
takes the metro to a completely different place. Lilou is going to meet
Gabriel. She answered his advertisement on the internet; he called himself “sponsor for students” and will
give her 150 Euros for one hour – money that she
needs to pay for her food.
Lilou is one of 40,000 French students that have
a special side job: prostitution. The number was
published by the French study organisation SUD.
It is only an estimate; nobody knows exactly how
many students are actually prostituting themselves.
Lilou’s life does not seem very different from her
fellow students’, but taking a look under the surface it is.
“I think it is common knowledge that students often have money problems. But
sometimes when I talk to friends I feel really pissed. They talk about these jeans which
they can’t afford or that jacket they would
buy if they won the lottery. Then I just
think: oh my god girls, shut up! If I won
the lottery I could stop sleeping with men
for money! Who cares about jeans, clothes,
parties? All I want is to be able to pay my
rent, have food and all this without living a
double life”, says Lilou.

“The government gives grants to some poor students who depend on the parents revenues. They
also give access to some rooms and flats for a moderate rent and offer a service of Social Restoration
where students can eat for 3.10 Euro. For emergency situations, they also give special grants”,
says Maxence Lagalle.
The French organisation OVE (Observatoire de
la Vie Étudiante; an organisation that observates
the student life in France) found that in France
100,000 students live below the poverty line. 1.5 %
of the students are in a serious, insecure situation.
According to the “National student fee and suport system” report of the European Commission
2011/12, approximately 30 % of the students receive a grant. They are also exempt from fees.
Grants are awarded on the basis of financial need
to students under the age of 28. The amount
awarded for the need-based grant depends on the
assessment of social criteria, and varies between

Just because studying is expensive does not automatically mean that you need to earn money by
prostitution. Still for some, it is the last resort.
According to Maxence Lagalle, “normal” side
jobs are sometimes no option.
“In situation of crisis these jobs are very hard to
get, a lot of students apply for and only a few are
selected. Moreover, the student life asks a lot of
time and energy, and it is hard to work beside. So,
prostitution should appear as a quicker -not easierway to have the money needed to live decently.”

Prostitution and the internet
Lilou works part-time at a call center. But even
with this job she still did not earn enough there
to pay the rent.
“I worked fifteen hours per week at the company, I
had twenty hours of university and I had to learn
a lot in addition to that at home or at the library.
I did not have time to work more, but I also did
not earn enough. The day came that I could not
pay my rent to the friend I shared my flat with.
I tried to find something cheaper, but it was impossible. I was really desperate. I remember how
I was sitting at the library’s computer and typing
in “student quick easy money”. When I saw what
suggestions google gave me I immediately shut it
down and went. On the way home I started thinking though.”
In her hotly debated essay “La prostitution étudiante à l’heure des nouvelles technologies de communication” (student prostitution at times of new
communication technologies), Eva Clouet, sociology master student, states that through the internet, a lot of students can easily do the
first step of prostituting themselves.
It is easy and quick and most importantly creates a feeling of protection
while communicating with potential
clients anonymously.

“As soon as we entered the
room he laid on the bed and
looked at me waiting for
something. I didn’t know
what to do but I thought
I should undress. We did
it and I felt absolutely
nothing.”

Money is the problem according to Maxence Lagalle, vice president of the communications department of AFEP, the “Association Fédérative
des Etudiants de Poitiers” (federal association of
students in Poitiers).
“Generally, prostitution is seen as a last solution
to face off misery. Most concerned students are
in a very poor financial situation, often having less
than 1 € each day to live when they have paid their
rents and bills.”

Affordable tuition fees in France
Even though studying in France is not for free like
it is in other European countries as Denmark, Austria or Sweden, it is still not as expensive as it is in
England. Tuition fees at universities are relatively
low.
They are only the initial hurdles though. In order
to study students often move to a big city where
the monthly rent is high. In addition to that students must pay for their books, public transport
ticket and daily expenses.
For Lilou this was all a surprise.
“I went to Paris and I knew that it can’t be as cheap
as it is in my hometown. But just finding a room
was nearly impossible. When I got a list with books
I had to buy for my first semester I nearly cried. I
saved some money but within weeks it was gone.”
The French government offers help for students.

1,606 and 4,600 Euro per year. Still there are
students like Lilou who do not benefit from this
system.
“My dad is a worker, my mum is a nurse. They
earn enough to get by. But they are not poor
enough so that I can get a government grant. I am
not wealthy at all, but my parents, according to
the government, are too rich to get support. They
are supposed to pay for my education. But they
cannot. They pay my tuition fee and sometimes
they give me extra-money when they can. But how
could they send me money each month?”

Student loans - available but unused
Student loans from the government are available
with a maximum amount of 15,000 Euro. However, less than 0.1 % of university students take out
such a loan. Neither does Lilou.
“A loan means that I have a huge amount of debt,
even before I get to work. I was afraid of that. And
I thought I would get by with my money, so I did
not really consider doing it in the beginning. It is
just not an option.”
Problems with money can also stem from alternative reasons.
“There are also for example of some situations of
family breakdown affecting some students”, says
Maxence Lagalle from AFEP.
In some cases parents just do not want to support
their children.

Lilou got in contact with her first client via internet.
“After about one week thinking “shall
I do it or not?” my flatmate somehow
made the decision for me. She said either I paid the rent or I had to leave.
I decided to do it at this moment and I swore to
me that it will be the only time. I clicked through
hundreds of contact advertisements until I chose
Joseph. He was waiting for me at a hotel lobby, he
looked totally normal. A normal, middle aged man
with brown hair and a little beer belly. As soon as
we entered the room he laid on the bed and looked
at me like waiting for something. I didn’t know
what to do but I thought, well, I should undress.
We did it and I was feeling absolutely nothing. He
gave me an envelope with 200 Euro, I took it and
left. When I stepped outside of the hotel I cried. I
cried on my way back home. I gave the money to
my flatmate and it felt like a miracle, as if someone
took away a big sorrow from me.”

The life of a prostitute
Since then, Lilou occasionally has sex for money.
Together with her call center job she earns enough
to make ends meet.
“I do it three or four times a month. I would not
say that it became routine, but I am used to it. I
kind of turn my brain off when I do it. My best
friends know what I do, my family and acquaintances do not of course. I will finish my study and
hopefully forget that time.”
Not every student prostitute can cope with this life
as well as Lilou can.
Maxence Lagalle knows cases where the students
get serious psychological problems.
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“They say that they progressively loss their sensations, emotions and become fade, as a way to
protect themselves for the clients. Some clients are
also violent, so the physical injuries are added to
these sufferings. It is also a very hidden life, with
the stress of being caught or denounced.”
Lilou does not know any other prostitutes personally but she heard of cases where girls have experienced problems.
“I
know “One day I want that what
I do is dan- to be rich. I g e r o u s .
Maybe I am want to do a too naïve or
something,
work that I but I don’t
think any- like and where thing will
happen to I earn enough me. I think
I can filter
to live without the advertisements
are
any sorrow!” that
serious. Of
course you
hear stories what happened to other girls. One
time somebody told me about a girl who was
raped and who died. I did not know what to respond, but the girl just laughed and said ‘There
you can see how happy we are’. I just thought: if
you knew… But I am okay with it. I don’t have a
choice anyway.”

Alternatives?
The question remains though why students resort
to prostituting themselves just to be able to study.
For Lilou that was never a debate.
“Of course it is worth it. One day I want to be
rich. I want to do a job that I like and where I earn
enough to live without any sorrow. That is actually the goal in my life. That I don’t have to worry
about money every single day, how to pay my rent
or my food. Just to enjoy life free from worry.”
Lilou is 25 years old. She studies economics in Paris. She didn’t want her last name to be published to
not be identified. The contact with her took place
via Facebook.
Front page: Lilou M. Photo: Lilou M.
Page 3 left: Lilou M. Photo: Lilou M.
Page 3 right: Flyer “Osons en Parler”, contact details of AFEP and partner
organizations. Photo: AFEP
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Let's dare
to speak
about it
In order to help student
prostitutes, the AFEP, the
“Association Fédérative des
Etudiants de Poitiers”
(federal association of students
in Poitiers), set up a campaign
called “Osons en Parler”
(Let’s dare to speak about it).
“In “Osons en Parler” our main objective is to
promote the services of the Preventive Medicine.
In fact, the Preventive Medicine has built a service where student prostitutes are welcome and
are listened. Then, the Preventive Medicine bring
them a psychological support and try to find financial helps to allow them to quit prostitution;
they also provide a long-term follow-up to help
them to start over”, Maxence Lagalle, the vice
president of the communications department of
AFEP, explains.
To promote this service, AFEP set up different actions: They distributed flyers about the problem
and the service. They also made a video (“Osons
en Parler”) showing two testimonials of former
prostitutes.
The video has been viewed more than 18 500
times and was promoted in the media. It can be
found in Youtube searching for “Osons en parler”. The aim is to incite students in prostitution

or thinking about it to speak and seek assistance.
That this way is a successful one tells the story of
Amélie. She took part in the Preventive Medicine
programme.
“Suffering of a very poor financial situation, she
prostituted herself during two years. She suffered
violence from clients and went to the Preventive
Medicine to get reassurance and help. She is now
23, out of prostitution since two years, and follows a successful syllabus in Poitiers”, says Maxence Lagalle.
In order to prevent student prostitution it is important to get to the root of the problem - the
money. Therefore, the AFEP is claiming for a reform of the grant system in France.
“In our opinion, the French system of grants suffers two issues: First, it works with levels of grants,
so a variation in revenue of 10 Euro should decrease the grants of more than 1,000 Euro. Then,
it depends on the parents revenues and does not
take in account the situations of family breakdowns.”
If the system in France changes is still an open
question. Meanwhile it is up to organizations like
the AFEP to help the students.

Political views about prostitution in
France
The government and some Some other NGOs see
NGOs view prostitution as prostitution as a choice.
a crime and prostitutes as
victims.
They want to help by
claiming a worker status
They want to help them by and social protection for
penalizing clients and by
prostitutes.
giving assistance to quit
prostitution.
They also give self-defence
lessons and empowerment
advices.
(Source: Maxence Lagalle,
AFEP)

The next businesspeople

Fouzia, Jean-David, Samir and David study entrepreneurship at the Aix Marseille University and plan to launch their own businesses.
						
		
Photo: Vívian Soares

Young entrepreneurs are
one of the key solutions to
the future of Europe. They
bring innovation, create
jobs and promote economic growth. However,
the lack of entrepreneurship culture needs to be
changed – and education
projects are part of the
strategy to do so.
By Vívian Soares

T

he classroom is not a traditional one. Instead of chairs,
tables and blackboard, the
learning space is a garden with trees,
animals and a neighbour vineyard.
The assignments are not listening to
a teacher or taking notes, but meditation and physical activities. Based
on unusual techniques like psychotherapy, leadership coaching and group feedback, the “Devenir
Entrepreneur” course is an example of a new type
of education focused on developing entrepreneurship skills in young students which is becoming
popular in France.
Promoted by the Aix Marseille University, in southern France, the course was launched last year by a
group of teachers and entrepreneurs who wanted
to give a different approach to the traditional business education. It is a 4 month program which focuses participants like the 21-years-old Jean-David
Lacombe, who is working on the creation of his
first company. Holding a BA in international marketing and some experience in traditional companies, he never thought about becoming an entrepreneur until he lost the deadlines for applying for
trainee programs in big companies.
“Since I missed this opportunity, I thought that a
course about entrepreneurship would be a good

complement to my education and I decided to do
it”, he says. He is now working on four entrepreneurship ventures with different approaches, from
an environmental consulting company with two
more partners to an elderly accessibility project in
the Provence region.
Practical education
Besides the theoretical classes about law, accountability, business plans and marketing, the
Devenir Entrepreneur course has a different approach from regular business schools. During the
last two months of the course, the participants
have work group activities to discuss, criticize and
develop each other projects and coaching sessions which help them with their leadership skills.
Marc Pavageau, a psychotherapist who is one of

a regional institute for promotion of entrepreneurship: the “Les entrepreneuriales” program. Focused
on bachelor students, it is a one semester specialization which intends to give coaching sessions
and provide network meetings with possible business partners and entrepreneurs. At the end of the
course, the participants develop their own business
plan and are evaluated by judges before receiving
their diploma. Launched in 2004, the program is
in its first year in Provence region and gathered 57
students from different backgrounds.
Entrepreneurship education increases
Despite sounding like unique courses, the Devenir
Entrepreneur and Les Entrepreneuriales are not
the only training alternatives focused on startups that young students and professionals have

“The course is really useful to make
us think about real
world challenges.”

the teachers and coach of the program, explains
that its purpose is to help them to transform an
idea that normally looks like a dream in an attainable project.
“We work with the experience-based teaching,
which is a tool for developing their projects not
only intellectually but also emotionally and spiritually. It is interesting to see the ideas changing
and they becoming more confident and focused
on their projects with the coaching work”, he says.
Fouzia Aziza and Samir Makboul are partners in
a new venture called MED consulting, an environmental consulting company that recently won an
international prize for its business project. They
are students in the “Devenir Entrepreneur” course
and believe that its method helped them to focus
in more practical aspects of their company.
“During the coaching sessions, we changed a lot
the first ideas we had for our company. The course
is really useful to make us think about real world
challenges”, says Fouzia Aziza.
They are also participants of another initiative of
Aix Marseille University in partnership with IRCE,

in France. Since the economic crisis affected the
unemployment rates in the country, especially
among young professionals, the interest about selfemployment has increased and as well as the related education programs and supporting projects.
The public policy which focuses on small and medium entrepreneurs, especially the young ones, is part
of a broader strategy run by the European Union
and all its member states to tackle two problems: the
youth unemployment and the low start up rates in
all European countries. The vice-president of the
European Commission, Antonio Tajani, considers
them the “engine of innovation and growth of the
economy and (…) the most important source of
new jobs” – all of them essentials that might rescue
Europe from the crisis. (see interview on page 3).

Youth Unemployment in France*
2010: 23,6%
2011: 22,8%
2012: 24,3%
Source: Eurostat.
*Unemployed persons aged 15 to 24
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One of the government-funded biggest initiatives
in France is Pôle Emploi, an organization which
helps unemployed people to find jobs but in the
last few years is also focusing on recognizing and
stimulating potential entrepreneurs. According to
Jean-Pierre Jouberjean, Pôle Emploi councilor of
entrepreneurship, the organization visits business
and vocational schools in order to motivate young
students to consider the possibility of launching
their own companies. They also provide short
courses about the subject, orientation and coaching in business plans and even funding.
“It is very important that the young people are
informed about the alternative of creating their
businesses. The unemployment has grown regularly in France and in Europe and many of them
will have difficulties to start their professional lives
if they only consider a traditional job in a company”, says Jouberjean.
However, promoting entrepreneurship as a solution for youth unemployment is only part of the
objectives of the institutions. Initiatives as Aix en
Marseille University and Pôle Emploi ones are
looking for discover talents more than convincing
people. According to Lucia Cusmano and Matthias Buerker, both from SME and entrepreneurship
division on OECD, start-ups are is not a ‘panacea’
for solving the problem.
“Appropriately designed government programs
can have significant impacts on increasing the exit
rate of young people from unemployment. However, to successfully tap the full potential, the youth
entrepreneurship policy landscape still needs to
evolve on its coverage and comprehensiveness
and the quality of the approaches used”, say the
OECD spokesperson.
Money prizes for good projects
Understanding the entrepreneur spirit is part of
the job of Accede, a student organization which is
part of Euromed, one of the most prestigious business schools from Marseille, in southern France.
Founded in 1996, the organization has been supporting potential business creators in the region
though events, trainings and even funding. Less
than a month ago, Accede organized a contest
that gave a prize of 35,000 euros to a best start-up
project. The prize exists since 1998 and this year
was focused on youth entrepreneurship initiatives.
“We are always very surprised with the innovative aspect of the projects. Particularly the young
students companies are strongly focused on social
entrepreneurship”, says Agathe Leprun, general
secretary of Accede. “This year, for example, the
winner of the prize was a girl who created an ecommerce company which sells shoes made by

Marc Pavageau is a psychotherapist who teaches leadership skills using unusual techniques like coaching and meditation.
							
Photo: Vívian Soares
craft workers from Maghreb, in Africa. And her
profit helps those workers to improve their living
conditions”, she tells.
The contest includes not only French participants,
but also Mediterranean French-speaking countries as Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. According
to her, another aspect of the contest is that it is
not only about giving money to good projects. All
candidates receive a feedback from their projects
and advices about how to improve it.
“It is important to us not sending an email saying
that they did not pass but giving recommendations.
We want them to keep working on their dream and
improve to become successful”, says Agathe Leprun.
The six final candidates are invited to present their
business case to a selected audience – successful
entrepreneurs, teachers and specialists are there to
evaluate their projects, talk about their own experiences and give advices. The final event, which
includes the prizing of the winner, is opened to the
general audience. “On this information day, we
give lectures about many subjects related to successful entrepreneurship like how to find financial
help and how to conciliate with studies”, says the
general secretary.
Filling an educational gap
Initiatives like that are filling a gap that the education system still has in France – it does not
prepare the students to open their own businesses, only for traditional careers like being an
employee of a big company. It is not enough for

Pôle Emploi is a public organisation which gives financial support and advises potential entrepreneurs in France.
					
Photo: Vívian Soares
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young professionals like the 25-year-old David
Marn, who has a BA in Business but has never
had a deeper training about entrepreneurship.
“I worked for a few months for a very innovative British company. This experience made me
feel that I could innovate to and I realized that
I could be an entrepreneur. All I got from my
former education, though, was some theory and
some books to read. Entrepreneurship is about
doing, and unfortunately we do not have it at
school and neither at the university”, says.
Marn is also one of the students of the Devenir
Entrepreneur course. He already have some experience as a business man, when he and a partner created a new company a few years ago. The partnership did not work but the dream of developing his
own business plan was kept. David is now creating
a new company, DAMOtech, which will launch an
application to help restaurants to take orders more
efficiently. It is the first step for his career as an entrepreneur.
Entrepreneurship in France
Being one of the priorities of public policies in
France, the youth entrepreneurship seems to be
growing in the country. According to an OECD
report published last year, the number of startups
in France has grown more than 50% since 2009,
when the government launched auto-entrepreneur,
an official program which simplified the process to
open a company and changed the taxation system
to the self-employed professionals.
It is a very controversial initiative, though. Yahn
Alès, Project Manager of “Business Launching” in
IRCE believes it is a political tool to decrease rapidly the unemployment rate in France and, at the
same time, to increase the number of new small
enterprises. “It doesn´t work in the long term because you only have the benefits if your company’s
income stays below a very small level. It is interesting if you want to test an activity or have another
source of money”, says. The maximum level of
income to access the auto-entrepreneur benefits is
32,600 euros a year for service or commerce companies and 81,500 euros a year for industries. “It is
nothing”, criticizes Alès.
Despite the evaluation of the program is not always
optimistic, OECD report considers France as one
of the good examples of public policies of small
business support. The scheme that creates a legal
framework to the self-employed people is mentioned in their report as a tool to help companies to
survive, especially in their first year of activity.

“Education has an essential role to play if we want to
attract more young people to an entrepreneurial career”
With this statement, the vice-president of the European Commission to Industry and
Entrepreneurship, Antonio Tajani, shows how the EU is prioritising the future
entrepreneurs. According to him, the 2020 strategy considers small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) as the motor of economic recovery. And promoting the innovative
spirit is only possible through one essential tool: education.
What is the current situation of the entrepreneurship rate in Europe and what is
the Commission’s objective?

mes in Europe that promote entrepreneurial
learning in schools and universities. What we
need to do is to make this type of learning a
basic feature in our education systems. The Entrepreneurship 2020 Action Plan calls for EU
Member States to embed the key competence
“entrepreneurship” into school curricula before
the end of 2015. This is an ambitious goal.

Antonio Tajani: Latest statistics show that start-up
rates remain below pre-crisis levels in most Euro
area economies for which data are available.
However the level of entrepreneurship and its
nature varies: some countries with higher levels
of entrepreneurship are less successful than others at helping new and small enterprises to grow.
The Commission has recently adopted an Action
Plan aiming to re-ignite the entrepreneurial spirit
and to lead Europe out of the crisis. The plan
stresses the key role of education and training to
nurture new generations of entrepreneurs, and
proposes ambitious measures to facilitate startups and new businesses, make transfers of business ownership more successful, improve access
to finance, and give honest entrepreneurs a second chance after bankruptcy.

The European Commission plan to support young entrepreneurs is part of a
joint strategy to stimulate new enterprises and at the same time combating
youth unemployment?

What is the importance of having small
entrepreneurs in Europe?
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) create
85% of all new jobs and we need to sow the seeds
to unlock fully the enormous potential for jobs
and growth that they represent. Within SMEs
particular attention must be paid to new companies. They are the engine of innovation and
growth of the economy but, crucially, they represent the most important source of new jobs: they
create 4.1 million new jobs every year.
Europeans are not exactly famous for their
‘entrepreneurship spirit’ and are normally seen as people who avoid risks. Europe
seems to be lagging behind the rest of the
world concerning start up rates. In what
extent is it a myth or a true story?
It is true that self-employment is not a popular
enough option in Europe. According to the latest Eurobarometer survey on Entrepreneurship,
a majority (58%) of Europeans would prefer to
work as an employee; only 37% would rather
be self-employed. And self-employment has become an even less attractive prospect than it was
in 2009: then, 45% said they would prefer to be
self-employed.
Elsewhere, these figures are different: more than
half of US citizens and 63% of Brazilians would
like to be their own boss. This shows clearly
that we have a gap of entrepreneurial spirit in
Europe. While a friendly environment for companies plays an important role, education is key
to building the necessary entrepreneurial knowhow and skills as well as to stimulating more
entrepreneurial attitudes and behaviours in our
young people.

Antonio Tajani, vice-president of the European Commission
		
Photo: EC Audiovisual Service

“SMEs are the engine of innovation
and growth of the
economy but,
crucially, they
represent the most
important source of
new jobs.”
Do you think the decreasing entrepreneurship rate in Europe occurs due to the lack
of specific education and training?
Education has an essential role to play if we want
to attract more young people to an entrepreneurial career. Therefore embedding entrepreneurial
learning into all levels and types of education is
the first step. Evidence supports the notion that
those who benefit from entrepreneurship education are more likely than other groups to engage
in entrepreneurship.
According to a recent study so far six countries
have launched a specific strategy for entrepreneur ship education, while 13 others include it as
part of their national lifelong learning, youth or
growth strategies. There are excellent program-

If we hope to be successful in promoting a new
age of entrepreneurship in Europe, we need
necessarily to start from young people, from
their enthusiasms and their abilities. A study
published by the Commission last year shows
that young people who went through entrepreneurial programmes and activities during
their education display more entrepreneurial
attitudes and intentions, get a job earlier after
finishing their studies, innovate more even as
employees in a firm, and start more companies.
The same study shows that 78% of those who
followed an entrepreneurship course at university started their first period of employment
directly after graduation.
The support for small and medium enterprises is one of the main goals to Europe 2020. What are the practical developments on this subject?
The priorities are reducing administrative burden for SMEs, creating the right conditions for
SMEs’ access to finance and promoting access
to markets, including the Single Market and
third-country markets. Involving stakeholders,
and in particular the Member States in the
implementation of the SME policy actions is
absolutely necessary if we want to translate our
policies in tangible results felt by entrepreneurs.

“78% of those who
followed an entrepreneurship course
at university
started their first
period of employment
directly after
graduation.”
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Belgian Eldorado?
The reasons behind the French students exodus

For many French students, crossing the border to go study abroad has become a
common practice. Each year, more than 15,000 students go to the northern neighbour
Belgium to carry out studies in the health professions or the relative sectors. It is not
rare to see that French students enrolled in these courses are often more numerous
than Belgian students. The Belgian authorities are increasingly concerned about these
high figures and are currently trying to control the influx of French students through a
system of quota and draw.
Photos and Text by Alexandre Tabankia

E

very year many French
leave their country for their
studies. According to the
OECD statistics, nearly 90,000
French go to study abroad. Studying, yes, but where? Still according
to the OECD, 25% of these French
students choose Belgium, then
comes UK, USA and Canada. While some of
these seem relatively remote destinations, Belgium
is yet different.
For Robert Muller, Dean of the Faculty of Medicine and Pharmacy at the University of Mons (20
km from the French border), there are multiple
reasons for French students to leave the country
for studying.
“First of all, the influx is due to the selection
system in France. There are competitions to enter some schools and a fixed number of students
who can attend these studies; we don’t have the
same organisation in Belgium. There is also the
proximity with France, which leads many locals to
come here. I like the fact that we have a mix of students with diverse backgrounds even though I still
feel that most French students come back home
at the end of their journey”, says Robert Muller.
This competition often requires a preparatory
year and is not always related to the curriculum.
The success rate is particularly low, around 5%.
Moreover, what is less known to the public is that
some French schools have often prohibitive scholarship fees of about 5 or 6000 euros per year. Also,
the views about higher education are somehow
different in France and in Belgium. While France
encourages studies up to the level of ‘baccalaureate’ and make it almost as a ‘compulsory’ thing,
Belgians are more open about access to higher
22

education. Thus, when they finish their ‘humanities’ (high school diploma equivalent to the French
baccalaureate), they easily get access to the majority of schools in the section of their choice. This is
often at the end of this first year at the university
that a selection is made. The advantage of this system is that the students have the opportunity to be
in direct contact with the topics of their choice as
compared to a pre-selection.

Greater accesibility
Bérangère Playoust is a 21-year French student
who studies physiotherapy for 4 years at the
University of Liege, another Belgian institute
‘invaded’ by the French students. Originally from
Crolles, Isere (800 km from Liège), she is one of
the non-resident students to have benefited from
the draw (see below).
“I wanted to
leave my city
and
Belgium
seemed to me
as country with
friendly people
and good living
standards. I already had very
good feedbacks
from some people who studied
there. I got information from the
forums about the
quality of eduBérangère Playoust is a 21-year cation and life
French student who studies in Belgium in Belgium and
since 4 years. Photo : Alex Tabankia they all looked
quite
positive.
So, Belgium was my first choice. At the same
time, I had registered for a one-year preparation
course at Grenoble (FR) but as soon as I knew

that I had been selected, I did not hesitate for a
second. If I had not won my place, I’d have probably remained in Grenoble and I would have
worked tirelessly to succeed the “concours”.
Arnaud Krementscki was born in Saint Pee
sur Nivelle, Pyrenees Atlantiques (1200km of
Liège). It is also his fourth year at the University of Liège. Besides the fact that part of his
family is Belgian, Arnaud decided to study
physiotherapy in Belgium for a good reason.
“Access to the profession of physiotherapy in
France is really complicated. And private schools
are really expensive. Limited number of places
is another issue. You have to go through medical
school where there are thousands of entries and
only dozens of places. On the other hand, studies of physiotherapy in Belgium are quite well
recognized abroad. I think it is better here and
certainly more efficient (…) In France, we rather
correspond to a “number.” (note: means one of
the amount)

Difficult studies to cope with
In France, medical studies are among the longest
in higher education. They constitute both theoretical and practical courses, more theoretical at
first, more practical then. The courses take place
in three cycles within a university with a Training
Unit and Research (UFR) of Medicine, associated
with one of 44 university hospital centres. Their total duration varies from 9 years (general medicine)
to 11 years (+ other sub-specializations). The undergraduate medical cycle take two years before a
competition at the end of the first year (the famous
‘preparation year’ also called ‘prepa’) to select students admitted to pursue medical or dental. Called
PCEM1 (or P1), the first year is mostly theoretical,
and ends with a particularly selective competition,
allowing access to the specialities such as medicine, dentistry, midwifery, physiotherapy and oc-

other modality; in my
opinion, it’s just fair. At
least, with the competition entry, motivation,
intellectual capacity and
resistance to fatigue and
chronic stress are evaluated and these key factors are among the most
important to be able to
continue to do this job.”

This graph shows that Belgium is the number 1 destination
among French students.
Source: OECD

cupational therapy. By its complexity, the PCEM 1
appears as an extremely difficult year and for some
students, a psychologically difficult to cope with.
Camille Piat is French and studied for six years at
the facutlty of Medicine Rene Descartes in Paris.
She is currently preparing to take the ECN, a very
complicated national competition. For her, there
was never any question to study in Belgium.

A restricted access
The number of students
admitted to these health
related studies in France
is set by ‘numerus clausus’. This refers to the
fixed number of students
enrolled in certain courses every year, mainly in health professions. Since the
introduction of a numerus clausus in 1971, those
willing to become a doctor primarily follows a cruel
equation: 7500 seats in 2012 for more than 50,000
candidates. The profession is attracting more and
more students according to Robert Muller.
“A competition after a year of medicine has
perverse effects. This can for example create an
unhealthy atmosphere among students, only
based on competitiveness, says Robert Muller.
A fellow student becomes a competitor. Yet the absence of numerus clausus is not necessarily a good

“I think the educational system in
France is not good because it does
not offer the opportunity to everyone
to do what they want.”
“At this point, if I fail, I will still be a doctor, but
not at the place I want or in a case that I would
have made a serious mistake leading me to be
removed from the Order. In both cases, there
would be no interest to start all over in Belgium
again. And I doubt that there is a place where
becoming a doctor is quick and easy! In any
case, to become a good doctor is neither quick

thing because there is a curious phenomenon in
Belgium: The enthusiasm for health studies is very
strong and we are left with a large number of students who come to study in Belgium. I’ve always
said that if someone has the ability to study medicine, we shall not prevent him to do so. Now, politicians say that we can’t train more doctors than is
necessary. Yet France is undergoing one of the perverse effects of the numerus clausus. There may be
a shortage of doctors as well as regions where there
will be no more doctors.” (note: ‘medical deserts’)
For Philip Cordery, the French deputy for expatriates in Benelux (Belgium, Netherlands, Luxembourg) the problem is not new. He even questioned
the Minister of Higher Education, Geneviève
Fioraso on this issue.

nor easy as there are too many things to learn,
intellectually and humanely to use shortcuts.”

“There’s this year, like the previous years, an influx of French students in Belgium. For some of
them, it is a choice, but for others, on the contrary, it rather looks like forced mobility because
there are not enough places in France. This poses
a problem when classes are overloaded. This also
creates problem of cost and shortage in these
specialties for Belgium as French students return
to France after their studies. This is obviously
not simple for French students either as they are
somehow ‘forced’ to come to Belgium because
the selection process is too tough in France”.

Regarding the French superior educational system, she does not seem to find it too severe. “I
do not think it is too strict. Everyone cannot do
medicine, so there must be a selection. If this was
not the contest after the first year, it would be an-

Better quality of life and lower cost
En route to Belgium, French students consequently avoid the traditional entrance contest. They can
therefore directly access certain sectors in Belgium
(veterinary medicine, etc.), or resort to the inclu-

The University of Mons, 20km from the French Border is one
of the establishements stormed out by french students.
Photo: Alex Tabankia

sion in the country after suffering from a failure
in French schools or universities. In addition, the
European harmonization of qualifications and diploma allows students who have done their studies
abroad to return and work in France.
In Belgium, there are few students who live in very
costly places. Student campuses are rather numerous and accommodations are more affordable and
much larger than those used by students in France.

Belgian campuses are often more cheaper and accessible
than the places for student provided in France.
Photo: Alex Tabankia
Additionally, French is widely spoken in Belgium
(one of the three national languages) and the overall living cost is lower than in France, as we already
pointed out. If Bérangère Playoust does not regret
her choice, she still finds many flaws in the French
education system.

Robert Muller, Dean of the Faculty of Medicine and Pharmacy at Mons University.
Photo: Alex Tabankia
“It is clear that the system is too rigorous in France.
And the prices are exorbitant in private schools.
This can sometimes go up to 7000 euros in some
private schools. Here, I pay about 835 euros (and
a few extras)! I like my classes and I feel that I’m
well formed, that I’ve got some good foundations.
I feel that serious people provide us tutoring. In
any case, I plan to stay here and practice my profession in Belgium. I think the educational system
in France is not good because it does not offer the
opportunity to everyone to do what they want.
In France, we “buy” our diploma. Most studies
are very expensive; it is a lot of years of study.
Regarding universities (cheaper), it does not always necessarily lead to a sufficient degree to
practice afterwards. I still feel that the Belgian
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How to play “Belgian roulette”
French youth wishing to take their
studies in physiotherapy, veterinary
medicine, or general dentistry in Belgium must:
First make a request for equivalence
of their baccalaureate degree from the
Wallonia-Brussels Federation before
July 15 and provide
•Their diploma,
•Their transcript,
•An extract of birth certificate
•A letter of motivation and administrative costs (around 174 euros.)
They must appear in person at the
host school. After enrolment, a lottery called “Belgian roulette” will
be performed under the supervision of
a bailiff
The non-resident students have the opportunity to try this procedure in a
single school or university in Belgium. If one tries to join another
institute to multiply his chances, the
file will be automatically rejected!

system is better and gives us more chances.”
The paradox is striking. On one hand, France
shows a serious shortage of doctors and on the
other hand, it has hundreds of young people who
are prevented from entering into the studies and
then, the profession. For many French students,
the choice is simple a going to Belgium is a reliable solution. But lately, things have changed.
Since September 2012, the faculties of Medicine
and Dentistry in the French speaking part of Belgium no longer accept first year students of more
than 30% of “Non-residents” which means that
the students that cannot justify three years of presence in Belgium. Let’s put this in a little context.

Quota and draw to face the ‘invasion’
Since the early 1990s, in Belgium, some fields of
study have gradually been taken over by French
students reaching unprecedented proportions for
some specific studies. Given that these students
chose the Belgian registration after missing the

foreign students.
What is the decree about? It states that for all nonresident students in Belgium (all nationalities combined) in nine sectors (physiotherapy, veterinary,
occupational therapist, midwife, speech therapist,
podiatrist, audiologist and educator), an entry
quota will be applied: the foreign students may not
exceed 30% of the total student community in the
first year. Selection is made by a draw.
Even if she is aware that the system of draw has
been favourable to some, unlike many other students, Bérangère Playoust thinks that these measures are justified.
“For the French, this lottery system is necessarily damageable but at the same time, it is a good
thing because the classes are completely invaded
by the French, who are more numerous than
the Belgians. In the end it is Belgium who pays
studies and France
did not pay a dime
for French students
who are trained and
who then come back
to work in France.
I think it is normal
to have such a system
implemented
even if it is sometimes unfair”, Arnaud Krementscki’s
opinions
on
the lottery system and quota are mitigated.

Medicine students. Photo : Creative Commons Mercy Health
eign students, there’s also a debate. Because there’s
only Belgium that pays a penny for french students
when France doesn’t. It is therefore the French
Community of Belgium (Wallonia-Brussels Federation) who pays on
average between 5
and 6000 euros per
year per student; an
inappropriate cost
in times of crisis
while the French
students are accused
of ‘stealing’ the
places of Belgian
students in schools.
The
Department
of French higher
education did not want to answer our questions
(“too much work at the moment”) on measures
that could be taken to limit the exodus to Belgium.
Still, the French students continue each year to
cross the border in search of a more accessible
education.

“It`s not great
to play your
studies, your future
on a lottery...”

“ I have mixed feelings. First of all, I think they
introduced it because there was a hellish amount
of French that filed the lecture halls, and secondly because more and more of the French remained in Belgium after their studies and “stole”
a place to locals. So I find it normal to control
this flow, but perhaps not through a lottery. I’ve
been lucky, but playing your studies, your future on a lottery shot, I do not find it great.
It might be better to select case by case …”
The European Commission has recently announced that Belgium granted the right to maintain until 2016 quotas of places reserved for their
own students to counter the influx of young people from France in their medical schools:

“France is undergoing one of the perverse effects of the numerus clausus.
There may be a shortage of doctors as
well as regions where there will be
no more doctors.”
competition in France, and after having gone
through the years of high level preparation, this
may consider as disadvantage for Belgians who
study in the same university. The rumour began
to spread in the media and Belgian students got
mobilized against the long registration queus in
front of the universities were largely composed of
French students. Marie-Dominique Simonet, the
former Belgian Minister of Higher Education,
proposed a decree that, after many hesitations,
got approval on 16 Jun 2006. Aiming at limiting
the number of foreign students, the decree was directly criticized and even has caused panic among
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“We listened carefully to the arguments put forward by Belgium (…) and we have adopted a
balanced position,” assured the European Commissioner for Education Androulla Vassiliou.
In 2010, the European Court of Justice, on application by a French student who invoked the discriminatory nature of this measure, had already
agreed with the Belgian State. The European
Court of Justice had still lifted in 2011 these quotas
in six sectors, including orthophony or midwives,
believing that this risk was not sufficiently justified.
Regarding the financing of studies of these for-

The Ministry of French higher education in Paris.
Photo: Alex Tabankia

“The fruits produced by the
cooperation are definitely
worth the work.”
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Exchange culture at its best
2013 is a year of celebration! The Elysée Contract is commemorating its 50th anniversary and more than ever the Franco-German friendship takes the center stage.
Political and economical attachment of the two countries has always played a big role
in the media. But something else is happening also on a more cultural and youthful
level: the Assistant Teacher program.
By Helen Arnd

The Elysée Contract (1963)

T

he door of the classroom
opens and a young, small
woman enters the room.
“Good morning kids, I hope you are
all fine! Today I am going to show
you a famous German song, the
‘Fliegerlied’ “, she says in German.
The pupils cheer and raise their
arms up in the air: “Yeah, finally we are learning
another song”, somebody in the back benches exclaims.
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Students go abroad for teaching
This is just an ordinary day for the young, small
woman Anna Prisca Lohse. She is a 21-year-old
German student training to become a teacher of
French and English at the Ludwig-MaximiliansUniversity in Munich. After her 4th term, she
went abroad. Now she is a participant of the Assistant Teacher program. Within this program,
young students take a break from their ordinary
study for one semester, move to a foreign country
and teach their mother language at a school there.

of the two governments

According to the Pedagogical Exchange Service
in Germany (PAD) the receiver side pays, which
means that in Germany the respective federal state
bears the costs for the assistant and in France the
state pays. The Assistant Teachers get a salary of
around 800 Euros, which allows them to pay for
their rent and living expenses.

located in foreign countries

The work of an Assistant Teacher
Anna Lohse applied for France and was sent to the
Lycée Uruguay France, a secondary school (pupils
from 15-18) in Avon, which is located around 70
km away from Paris and counts around 14.000 inhabitants. Every Assistant Teacher is allocated to
one or sometimes two language teachers, the so
called tutors.
One of Anna Lohse’s tutors, Annemarie Richard,
explains her role:
“I greeted Anna upon her arrival. I am responsible
for her, she teaches in my classes. I help her with
the integration into our school and also with administrative questions during her whole stay.”
It all happens on a pedagogical as well as on a personal level.
“It is very important to begin with a human relationship and to make the Assistant Teacher feel
welcomed and accepted as a part of the teaching
staff ”, says the tutor.
During the first two weeks, Anna Lohse shadowed
Annemarie Richard in her classes, in order to get
to know the pupils, their behavior, the curriculum
and the different language levels. After this initial
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Basis for the present political, economical and cultural
cooperation

period, she was allowed to teach the classes by herself. The young teacher describes her role for the
pupils:
“The task of an Assistant Teacher is not to teach
grammar, but to practice the verbal abilities, enhance communicative competencies and to convey my culture to the pupils.I think about how I
can combine those two elements of my work here
and how it can be fun. I research and sometimes
just an idea pops into my head.”
So, learning the German song ‘Fliegerlied’ (meaning: airplane/pilot song) is one element of bringing the culture closer to the pupils. “I let the pupils
listen to the song a few times and they tell me what
they understand so far. Then I hand out the lyrics
and explain unknown words”, Anna explains.

*

Assistant Teachers 2012/2013
* 1200 German Assistants were

* 400 of them were located in
France
* 950 foreign Assistants were
located in Germany
* 200 of them were French Assistants

Role of an Assistant Teacher
* Assistance for teachers,

A break in German
Günter Jacob, Head of the Division of the International Exchange for Foreign Language Assistants within the PAD says:
“Young pupils get the great chance to work with
a young native speaker, with whom they can identify themselves easily. Mostly, an Assistant Teacher
does not need to force a lesson plan, but can provide current information about current topics the
pupils are interested in. This has a positive effect
on learning a foreign language.”
Téo Valais, one of Anna’s pupils, talks enthusiastically about the lessons with the Assistant Teacher.
He thinks, he can evaluate the German culture
better:
“We learned German and had fun at the same
time. Anna showed us German series and talked
a lot about the Munich culture. We even made
a movie by ourselves about the Franco-Germanrelationship in celebration of the Elysée Contract.
I think I have improved my language skills despite
the fact that Anna did not teach us grammar.”
His classmate Baptiste Bataille adds: “With Anna,
it was not a normal lesson. It was more like a
break, a break in German.”

whether with the teacher or on
their own, 12 hours/week
* Introducing of the own culture to pupils with multifaceted
methods
* Practicing the language skills
of the pupils: Listening and
speaking
* No grading and no disciplinary
measures

Practise is the name of the game
Jean-Pierre Bernardy, Inspector d’Allemagne, is
responsible for the German students who come to
France and are selected to teach within the Académie Créteil. He emphasizes the program’s meaning for the students:
“They come to a foreign country, live there and
gather practical experience. Of course, their own
foreign language knowledge gets better, because
they have contacts with fellow countrymen.”
Günter Jacob agrees:
“The combination of living in a foreign country,
having linguistic and pedagogical experiences at
the same time is not offered in any other program

Teachers in this field of work as very important:
“The oral skills, namely listening, comprehension
and speaking, can be practiced in a better way
with a native speaker. It can be an additional help
for the teacher.”
Anna’s tutor, Annemarie Richard agrees: “Anna
helped me a lot with the graduating class. She was
able to do things I simply have not got the time
for and she probably has advantages because she
is a native speaker and she has a different access
to the pupils.”
In this class Anna needed to stick to the lesson plan
concerning the final exam, which meant that she
could not be as creative and free as she could be
in other classes. “We, the graduating class, choke
under the curriculum; there is not much time for
learning additional stuff about German football,
beer, food or cars. But I know that Anna did a lot
of funny things in the other classes”, Corentin Dubois, one pupil of the graduation class says.
Anna (in the middle) and her two tutors, Annemarie Richard
(right) and Susanne Peutot (left) Photo: Helen Arnd
for students. Not even in the Erasmus program,
where students do not have an insight into the everyday work.”
But the everyday work of a teacher is not completely comparable with the work of the Assistant
Teacher.
“During my time in Avon, I mostly experienced
the cherry on top of the cake. In most classes, I did
not need to stick to the lesson plan and was able to
do funny, extraordinary things that were interesting to the students and me. I did not need to grade
my students either and I was not required to meet
the parents to talk about issues”, Anna Lohse describes her personal view.
Günter Jacob explains the reason for this: “The
main responsiblity for the pupils lies with the
teachers and not with the Assistant. You cannot
expect an Assistant to take the same responsibility
as a fully qualified teacher. At their current status
in their study, it would be an excessive demand
to entrust them with grading, teaching grammar
or taking disciplinary measures. The Assistant
Teachers have a reduced extent of work, more liberties in their work and of course a smaller income
than an ordinary teacher.”
Nevertheless, Anna Lohse clearly sees her great
experiences and advantages the program has to
offer: “Even if I have not got the main responsibility, I sometimes needed to solve small problems
with the pupils. I also learned a lot about time
management and how to prepare for the teaching lessons. How to motivate young people and to
get their attention during multiple hours is something you can only learn by standing in front of
the class. When it comes to teaching, there are a
lot of small details which you only get to know by
having a lot of praxis.”

Some times are hard times
From time to time, it was not only fun and games
for Anna. She did not only have classes in which
she could teach whatever she wanted, but also the
graduating class, where she actually needed to
stick to the curriculum of the French ‘baccalauréat’. There is a novelty in the French final graduating exam: Pupils need to do a written exam and
also an oral exam in their foreign language.
Jean-Pierre Bernardy sees the role of the Assistant

“I think even if sometimes the classes here were
a little bit frustrating for me and the pupils, it was
still a good experience for me. Of course it was
more fun in other classes. But later in my occupation, there will also be lessons plans to stick to,
difficult times and the preparation of graduating
classes”, Anna tries to see the positive side of it.
One of the funny things Corentin Dubois is referring to is making dances to songs and film that.
“After I showed the pupils the lyrics of the ‘Fliegerlied’, I showed them videos of scenes when people are playing that song and do the special performance to it. The pupils were so excited about
the performance, so we learned the dance moves
together and made a video out of it”, Anna Lohse
laughs.

Challenges for the program
All positive sides of the program do not hide thefact that according to the PAD and the Académie
Créteil there is at least a slightly decrease of applicants. A general reason for that is the failed aim
of the Bologna process spreading mobility among
Europe. Günter Jacob explains: “The decided
unification of the European higher Education
Area results in tightly coordinated study modules.
The current study system hardly allows time for
flexibility, even though mobility and flexibility
were strong objectives.”
When doing a semester as an Assistant Teacher
there is no possibility to earn credit points for your
home study – in contrast to the Erasmus program
– so some students may consider it as a waste of
time.

Anna and one of her classes, eating typical German pretzels

Jean-Pierre Bernardy explains: “For German Assistant Teachers we have already reduced the time
of the program from seven to six months, so they
only lose one semester at their home university.
Maybe the program should count as an internship, what some universities demand from their
students anyways.
In France there is another problem: there are
fewer pupils and fewer students who learn the
German language. According to LexioPhiles in
2010 only 15% of students at school as well as at
universities that studied German. For example, in
the 1970’s this amount was 36% of studying German. That brings about an even higher decrease
of French students going to Germany as an Assistant Teacher.
Jean-Pierre Bernardy points out another but less
hard challenge: “At some universities there is a
lack of information about the existence of the Assistant Teacher program. Some students just do
not know about this great possibilty. We need to
work on the spread of information together with
the universities.”

A tradition needs to be continued
The problems aside, most participants see a very
important and positive impact of the program.
“Some stereotypes are still spread among the generations about the neighboring country. The Assistant Teacher program helps to overcome them
on different levels, namely pupils, students and
teachers. It is a long tradition in France; even I
had an Assistant Teacher when I was a pupil. This
wonderful tradition needs to be continued, there is
the need of showing that Germany and France are
actually good neighbors, says Annemarie Richard
to explain the fruits of the longtime cooperation.
Susanne Peutot, also a German teacher at the
Lycée Uruguay, deployed Anna as well for some
of her classes. She sees the effect of the Assistant
Teachers in a greater picture: “The Assistant
Teacher program is part of a big exchange culture
between France and Germany. To this exchange
culture also belong pupils and teacher exchanges.
Learning a foreign language lives through such
contacts and they lead to a better familiarity with
the foreign culture.”
Susanne Peutot admits that an Assistant Teacher
is not only additional help, but also additional
work for the tutors, who have to organize the Assistant’s timetable and have to assist if problems
occur: “The ordinary procedure is interrupted but
the Assistant Teachers, especially the ones from
Germany, have such great ideas. Pupils and students gain so much from the program. The fruits

Photo: Helen Arnd
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produced by the cooperation are definitely worth
the work.”
Günter Jacob states: “The Assistant Teacher program is a way of continuing the Franco-German
exchange connection by learning the other language and supported by a native speaker, pupils
get introduced to that connection. During the year
of 2013 and its celebration of the 50th anniversary of the Elysée Contract, it is this fact which we
should accentuate most of all.”

Do it like the French pupils!
Translation and movements of the German song “Fliegerlied”

		

A long-term and future-oriented result
Not only is the Teaching Assistant program a great
possibility to get involved with another culture and
gain work experience but the program also has a
long-term and future-oriented result:
“I can definitely imagine coming back to France
later to work here again”, Anna Lohse considers.
And she is not the only one with this opinion.
Actually, Susanne Peutot was once an Assistant
Teacher in France herself and after completing
her studies in Germany; she came back to France
and is now working at Lycée Uruguay France as a
German teacher and a tutor for Assistant Teachers. She is happy to see what the Assistant Teachers are up to organize nowadays: “I have never
seen an Assistant Teacher making a dancing video
with French pupils to a German song. That is fantastic and what an exchange culture today should
come along with.”

Lyrics

Movement

And I fly, fly, fly like a plane

Raise your arms to the side and
pretend to be a plane

I am strong, strong, strong like
a tiger

Raise your arms and show your
muscles

And so tall, tall, tall like a
giraffe

Raise your arms to the sky

And I spring, spring, spring
again and again

Spring again and again

And I swim, swim, swim over to
you

Do swimming movements with your
arms

And I take, take, take your hand
because I like you

Take the hands of your co-dancers
Spring and dance around

And I scream: today is beautiful
day lalalalala

Outcome for the pupils: Some voices about Anna
“I thought every German girl is blonde,
has bright skin and blue eyes. Anna looks
completely different. I learned a lot about

“We learned a lot about the
German culture. I can imagine
myself studying there.”

Germany. I know now that Germans not only

Téo Valais, 11. grade

eat sausages and sourcrout.”
Lina Banabi, 10. grade

“It was not about grades, more

“Anna was a friend and a person

about learning something in a funny

of authority at the same time. It

way. I learned a lot about

was fun with her.”

Germany.”

Lara Griebel, 11. grade

Paul Boveyron, 10. grade

“Anna is a young person, rather at
our age; she had fun herself while
teaching us. We discussed a lot of
interesting things, which is very
rare here normally.”
Rosa Scokolaski, 11. grade
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Anna Prisca Lohse, Assistant Teacher in France
Photo: Helen Arnd

“With Anna we were more free in our

classes. I think you cannot always work
like that but it is a nice variation
and a good compensation to the otherwise
school lessons.”
Emile Voisin, 10. grade

French Assistant Teacher in Germany

She does not only
have an appetite for
German lunch
Interview with Margot Ratel (21), study of literature in France, Assistant Teacher from October 2012 until May 2013 at the Ricarda Huch
grammar school.

Margot Ratel

Photo: Magali Baudelet

by Helen Arnd

How do you like the
Assistant Teacher program
in general?
In my opinion, the Assistant
Teacher program is very beneficial for the education.
You meet a lot of different people
and there is enough time for the Assistant Teachers to embrace the German culture outside the
classroom. The salary of around 800 Euros allows
a comfortable way of living.
What is the best part of the program?
Personally, that you discover the foreign culture
each day a little bit more. Pedagogically, if you
have prepared the lessons for hours and then it
works. The pupils are interested and participate.
What is your typical day during your time
as an Assistant Techer?
I have between six and eight hours each day. I am
not living far away from school, so during a longer
break I can go home for lunch.
When I assist the teacher, I take action when the
pupils make mistakes and I explain them. Sometimes the teacher asks me to illustrate the use of an
expression or to practise the pronunciation of the
pupils’ language. Or I teach on my own in a class
or the half of it.
The pupils do some fun exercises I have prepared
for them, for example playing a game or presentation of a French way of living. I need to prepare
those exercises before at home. The cooperative
support of the different Assistant Teachers via in-

ternet for example is very useful here.
Apart from those guidelines, no school day is the
same. You need to be very flexible as an Assistant
Teacher.

You are confronted with the same linguistical and
pedagogical problems as a teacher and you have
the same aim: that the pupils have learnend something at the end of the day.

What do the pupils gain from the
program?

However, the teacher knows the class a lot better,
an Assistant Teacher is not there all the time and
does not grade the pupils. That results in another
relationship between pupils and Assistant Teacher
than between pupils and teacher. I am young, so
I can empathise with them and they can identify
themselves with me. As an Assistan Teacher you
are something between a techer and a friend.

I try not to teach theory, but concrete and useful
stuff, which they can use in their daily life, something which brought the French culture closer to
them. Many pupils have not met a young French
native speaker so far in their lives.
It is a completely new experience for some of
them.
So, by having the lessons with me, an authentic
echo to the learned knowledge is created for them.
What are the problems you are
confronted with?
It was not easy to find accommodation and it
was difficult for me to meet other young people
in order to practice my German. Maybe it is a
disadvantage compared to the Erasmus program,
where you have a real student life and the classes
are in German. If you are an Assistant Teacher,
you speak a lot of times in your mother language,
also with the French teachers.
Therefore the progress of my German was slow.
You need to be very active to encourage that progress, for example by visiting the university, taking
language lessons, doing sports or finding a shared
apartment with Germans.
Do you think the work of an Assistant
Teacher is comparable with work of a
full-qualified teacher?
In my opinion, you learn a lot like time managment and which exercise fits to which kind of class.

What are the benefits for the
Franco-German friendship?
The organization of the program is good, which
means that the experiences have been very good
in general. That provokes the Assistant Teacher’s
appetite and I am not referring only to the good
German lunch.
I mean rather to stay in contact with the people
from the other country and to travel a lot between
France and Germany.
Besides, we can consider if we want to work in the
other country later.
You know both the French and the German
school system now to a certain extent.
What can they learn from each other?
I think, in France you are more trimmed to learn
facts, which will be tested. So there is a solid creating of basic knowledge. In Germany there is a
more flexible and more motivated creation of the
lessons. Interaction and discussions between the
teacher and the pupils are normal. A combination
of both way of teachings would be great.
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Lithuania

Photo: Agnete Vestergaard-Kristensen

Creativity outshines gloomy dictatorial past
Walking through the halls
of Vilniaus Salomėjos
Nėries Gimnazija in the
heart of Vilnius Old Town,
it is obvious this school is
nearly a century old. There
is no modern architecture
or art decorating the walls
and the cracks of missing
plaster running from one
end of the uniformed hall to
the other are well
pronounced.
By Annastashia Goolsby

I

t is not until the melodic sound
of children singing and laughing that this high school actually
seems to be in session. As if mesmerised by the musical notes floating through the air, it is like a dream
being led thoughtlessly to the source
of the Lithuanian harmonics.
In one classroom, students are recording their
classmates singing, dancing and making theatrical
performances of Lithuanian folk theme. Just across
the hall, a physics class is divided into groups and
in an uproar of laughter they all huddle together
trying to figure out how to make a soda can stand
tilted on its edge.
Not far from this school, an elated Russianspeaking class at Vilniaus Sofijos Kovalevskajos
Vidurinė Mokykla is conducting enthusiastic interviews with two professional basketball players
for their Lithuanian lesson of the day.
It was not always like this. Under Soviet
rule, a classroom filled with ecstatic children laughing, singing and experimenting
with a can of Coca-Cola would never be
tolerated.
Not less than 25 years ago, the classroom
atmosphere in Lithuania was extremely
strict. Questions were not encouraged,
noise was not allowed and challenging the
knowledge and authority of teachers was
preposterous.

A Russian-speaking class at Sofijos Kovalevskajos Secondary School being taught Lithuanian through journalistic creativity.
Photo: Lina Pavalkytė
considering the average age of instructors in the
school system.
The demographic change in European societies
strongly affects the teaching professions in Europe.
In many member states, the majority of teachers
currently in employment are in the highest age
groups of 40-49 years old and older than 50, according to the Commission Staff Working Document released by the European Commission in
November 2012.
Lithuania is no exception. The average age of
teachers at Vilniaus Salomėjos Nėries Gimnazija
is 50 years old and having gone to school during
Soviet times, they were taught that there was just
one path and one rule to live by; to do what they’re
told and not to question it, says Julija Ladygienė.

through a few classes and they are just so boring.
I left thinking to myself, ‘what have I learned?’ I
was sitting there for 45 minutes and I’m a focused
adult, but it just went in one ear and out the other,”
says Julija Ladygienė. “The teachers are so rushed
to go through a chapter, it seems as if it’s their job
just to say things and get through a book in four
months regardless if anyone understands it.”

Why the change? Why now?
In order to see a system with a strong school community that has the ability to cooperate and constantly rethink and review learning practices to
make them meaningful to the pupils, a change has
to occur.
“Modern educational paradigms direct the attention to the student and their skill development.
However, in Lithuania there are many teachers
who are seeking in teaching knowledge
and the majority of learning is still rote
memorisation,” says Donatas Kriukas,
Creative Partnerships supervising teacher
at Vilniaus Salomėjos Nėries Gimnazija.

“The teacher was
there radiating like
a god and we were
there, just little
little students.”

“I finished school that was very old fashion and
now looking back, I realize a lot was lost: The
courage to say what you think, to be different and
to know what you’re good at. The teachers had
their opinion already and it was our job to correctly answer what they were thinking. Just the general
interaction between the teachers and students;
the teacher was there radiating like a god and we
were there, just little, little students,” says Julija
Ladygienė, creative agent at Vilniaus Salomėjos
Nėries Gimnazija.

Soviet rule still prevalent in Lithuania
It does not come as much a surprise that some
of these teaching methods are still in tact today

“It has already been 25 years, yet some of this is
still deeply rooted and there are moments when
they don’t even deny it. They have this nostalgia
for old times when everything was in order and familiar; there was one book, one truth and one way.
There was one parted path for your whole life and
you just follow it. It is in this kind of environment
where everyone is cut in the same way. They work
with 30 children but act as if it was just one,” says
Julija Ladygienė.
In such a changing world, this way of thinking and
teaching is no longer as effective as it used to be.
“The blackboard, the chalk, the books; the teaching methods themselves are quite limited. I sat

A critical problem faced in the school
system today is the imbalance of teaching methods. There is a big gap between
theory and practice and a lack of encouraged imagination.

One of the most fundamental general
competences in determining successful individual
activities in a modern dynamic society and the
successful evolution of the society is creativity.
This is interpreted as the ability to wonder, doubt,
think critically, cooperate, search for connections
and resolve problems by creating novelties, according to the Education Development Centre of
Lithuania.
“If you want to prepare a child for the future, suddenly they don’t need to know every mathematical
equation; they need to be able to adapt, to find
information, to use that information for their benefit and to be able to work with others,” says Julija
Ladygienė.
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Creative agent role description

Lithium and going to lakes and rivers for handson biology experiments.

Creative agents are specially trained representatives
chosen based on their creativity and management
skills from the creative sector who play a key role
bringing together schools and creative practitioners
and acting as catalysts to accelerate change, according to the Creative Partnerships brochure.

Creative Partnerships is a €4.6 million program
that was implemented as an initiative by the Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of
Lithuania in October 2011. This three-year project is financed by the European Social Fund and
state budget of Lithuania to change and expand
the views from theory-based and conventional
learning processes at school.

At the beginning of the school year, an agent goes to
their assigned school that is in need of improvement,
and working with the creating teacher they draw a
plan of action under clear guidance from Creative
Partnerships. Then, the first step is the self-evaluation process that takes about one month, in which
the creative agent and teacher organise a series of
seminars regarding different areas of learning, school
structure and organisation.
After that, the teachers who are interested and want
to participate further, decide which students will get
involved in the project. On deciding which students,
there are two requirements: they have to have problems, such as behavioral, subject wise or learning
difficulty, and they have to have potential for solving
the problem.
“At Vilniaus Salomėjos Nėries Gimnazija, we chose
the ninth grade because they are students who
came from all different schools; they don’t have class
identity or class mentality and usually find it difficult
to adapt in a new environment. Another group is a
class of students who come from families of divorce,”
says Julija Ladygienė.
With the selected classes, the creative agent and
teacher work until December creating projects that
are not yet specifically targeted to one group. Then
depending on the school, a number of projects are
chosen for approval by the Creative Partnerships
office; Specific specialists are chosen to get familiar
with the projects, make any suggestions and after a
final approval by the Creative Partnerships office, the
specific projects begin in the classroom in February
until the second week of May.
Depending on what each school wants to personally achieve, they can have one big project, two
projects or even three. At Vilniaus Salomėjos Nėries
Gimnazija in the heart of the capital, there are three
different projects for three classes, 90 students, 15
teachers and three creative practitioners.
Now more than ever, the future is unpredictable.
In a time where information is easily accessible
and new media is constantly being developed, students need to learn to acclimate to the necessary
skills but are unable to with such ancient teaching
methods.

It is a serious investment into the Lithuanian
school system with the objectives to develop the
creativity of learners and teachers, enhance the
past Soviet teaching methods and develop new
creative approaches to teaching, according to the
Creative Partnerships brochure.
The project, fully titled “Creative Partnerships
Development of Creativity in General Education
Schools of Lithuania by Applying and Implementing the Model of Creative Partnerships,”
will allow participants to better understand how
creative learning can actually enhance school’s
general education
process.

Although all participating teachers are volunteers,
there is such a strong reluctance to try new methods that there is a huge lack of agreement between
teachers and creative practitioners.
“There was a moment when I couldn’t communicate with this one teacher and I felt her aversion
toward me. Poor relations between the teacher
and practitioner make the project a very difficult
job and at this point the students do not appreciate
the teacher and the teacher does not appreciate
the children. It is very difficult to work together
when there is no mutual respect and the teacher
does not want to work with me; but I try to make
every effort to focus on the children,” says Laurita Peleniūtė, creative practitioner at Vilniaus
Salomėjos Nėries Gimnazija.
The biggest problem of the program is the shifting of roles in the classroom. Only when there is
a well-established partnership between a teacher
and practitioner and they work together that big
change can happen, says Milda Laužikaitė.

“The students do
not appreciate
the teacher and
the teacher does
not appreciate
the children.”

“The program is
about
bringing
professional
creative agents into the
schools. They might
be artists, educators
or other professionals engaged with
unlocking children
and young people’s
creativity,”
says
Milda Laužikaitė. “They collaborate closely with
pupils and teachers, and together they develop
projects and learning methods that contribute to
important overall learning goals.”
Through the three-year process, the program is
expected to investigate the conditions in which
children learn the best, what motivates them, how
and when they become responsible for their own
learning and to search for creative ways to deal
with typical challenges at school.

The Lithuanian initiative was developed in collaboration with the British Creativity, Culture and
Education and is based on the positive experience
of the United Kingdom Creative Partnerships program, which was originally implemented in 2002
with nearly 6,000 participating schools, more than
125,000 teachers and 1.4 million students.

“It has been acknowledged over the world for
more than a decade that traditional educational
systems cease to respond to the needs of the society and need some very essential changes,” says
Milda Laužikaitė, Project Manager of Creative
Partnerships in Lithuania.

As a result of the eight-year UK project, 92 percent of head teachers have seen an improvement
in pupils’ confidence and communication skills, 87
percent have seen improvement in pupils’ motivation and 94 percent of head teachers have seen an
improvement in the teaching skills of their teachers, according to a survey by the British Market
Research Bureau.

In an attempt to alter the Soviet way of thinking
that has been engrained into minds for decades,
the educational system of Lithuania is undergoing a transformation with the implementation of
a project intended to bring more creative teaching
techniques into primary and secondary schools.

For every solution there is a problem
While there have been some positive results, not
everything comes as easily as hoped for. Many
teachers are used to working with their own methods and see no reason for change; some even refer
to Creative Partnerships as games.

How to speed up the clock
Through learning, students are encouraged to explore their imagination that has been locked away
for decades. This includes having students reenact
historical events in costume, acting as journalists
by interviewing people on the street to describe

“They say, ‘oh we have no time for playing games
because we have to learn these 200 English words.’
It’s not games; it’s a way of learning. The aim is
the same but the way to get there is different and
sometimes people do, especially teachers, get distracted by the way and forget that it goes to the
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same aim,” says Julija Ladygienė.

In addition, many
teachers take offense
when a creative practitioner comes into
their classroom and
they are expected to
take teaching advice
from someone who is
not even a teacher.

“Just think about it.
If someone comes to
you after working in
doing what you know and what you think is good
for 15 years and suddenly says, ‘you know what,
lets do it differently.’ You’re going to think, ‘get
lost. Who are you to tell me how to do my job.’ On
the other hand, some teachers do agree with the
idea, but not here; not now,” says Julija Ladygienė.
Of course no one can expect an entire education
system to go through metamorphosis over night,
but the job becomes tougher when participants
are so opposed of the idea.
“It is very easy to slip into disbelief when I have
15 people calling me little girl and telling me, ‘oh
sorry dear, that’s not the way it works. That’s not

DJ Alchemists:
How to listen, learn and communicate
through chemistry
Activities:
• Prepare radio programs about
chemistry
• Conduct interviews regarding
chemical elements
• Create reportage recapping
experiments
Subjects associated with the project:
• Chemistry
• English
• Lithuanian
• Physics
Creative Practitioner:
• Radio DJ

Creative practitioner role description
Creative practitioners are professionals from different fields of the creative sector who are working in schools to share their knowledge and creative skills alongside teachers and learners on projects, according to the Creative Partnerships brochure.
For the three projects in place at Vilniaus Salomėjos Nėries Gimnazija, each has its own creative practitioner: a radio DJ for chemistry, a singer for stage performance and
an architect for mathematics.
Every creative practitioner has their own reason and method to applying their professional background in the classroom.
Having worked in radio for 10 years, Lina Pavalkytė, creative practitioner at Vilniaus Salomėjos Nėries Gimnazija and Sofijos Kovalevskajos Secondary School, collaborates with the chemistry teacher to implement her journalistic skills by having the students create a radio reportage. After an instructed experiment with the teacher, she
has the students develop a reportage based on the outcome. They are required to use all the knowledge they learned about chemistry but are also allowed to use their
imagination to create crazy funny stories.
“For me, it is my task is to find motivation for the children; why they should learn chemistry and why it is interesting. The idea is not just to read a book or listen to teachers anymore. It can be interesting and you can tell an interesting story about chemistry. You can use humor, songs, stories and creativity in such a dull topic,” says Lina
Pavalkytė.
Lina Pavalkytė is not the only creative practitioner who wants students to formulate their own opinion and use their imagination. For the stage performance class at
Vilniaus Salomėjos Nėries Gimnazija, the Creative Partnerships office approved a professional singer who has been performing for more than 10 years in the ritual folk
group Kulgrinda.
“I want everyone to feel they can sing, it gives confidence, teaches them to accept criticism, expands their sense of humor, creates talents, teaches improvisation and
songs help express certain ideas. In my class, we are trying to make interesting folklore lessons for kids throughout the course by making movies and theatrical performances in Lithuanian folk themes,” says Laurita Peleniūtė, creative practitioner at Vilniaus Salomėjos Nėries Gimnazija.
real life; in real life you have exams and programs.’
It’s very easy to buy into that and it is challenging but it is so rewarding in the end,” says Julija
Ladygienė.

Positive results are not impossible
With more than 4,000 students, approximately
150 creative practitioners and 70 creative agents,
there are 100 Lithuanian schools that are participating in the Creative Partnerships program and
undergoing changes in teaching methods, according to the Creative Partnerships brochure.
“It is only mid-stage and I can see the depth of
reflection; how teachers can evaluate the work
and look back and wonder why they were we so
obsessed with only getting good results. It’s the
teachers coming up with questions and thinking
with their eyes open that I know progress is being
made,” says Julija Ladygienė.
After being implemented for just a little more than
a year, there are some general trends of changes
that have developed when creative practitioners
start to work at schools.

“Teachers and pupils learn a lot about each other;
the silent children come to the front to take responsibility and leadership, the relationships in
class improve, pupils get more confidence and they
discover abilities that did not manifest in traditional classroom settings,” says Milda Laužikaitė.
“Teachers even begin to explore a wide range of
roles and discover new ways of teaching, exploring unusual learning spaces, connecting theories
to everyday contexts and referring to individual
experiences of the pupils.”
It is all very symptomatic and some instances show
immediately what this initiative is doing for the
classes and the education system in Lithuania.
“There was one teacher who could not believe
that a boy in her class who was not only silent,
but aggressive and not communicative at all, suddenly flourished and became the leader in the
classroom,” says Milda Laužikaitė.

What to expect in the end
Although the future is not entirely predictable, by
the end of the project in 2014 there will be hundreds of creative practitioners and thousands of

Math Other Corners:
How to learn trigonometry by integrat
ing it with art, information technol
ogy and physical objects in relation to
creative thinking skills

POP-Distraught Originality Search:
How to understand pop music and
culture in modern society and how it
can help understand the classical music
genre

Activities:
• Measure every square inch of the
school
• Travel to the city to learn
trigonometry through architecture
• Build a mini school model

Activities:
• Pop concert preparation and presentation for the school community
• Go to pop concerts
• Pop culture integration into other
subjects

Subjects associated with the project:
• Mathematics
• Art
• Information technology

Subjects associated with the project:
• Music
• Lithuanian
• Ethics

Creative Practitioner:
• Architecht

Creative Practitioner:
• Singer

Being Euranet coordinator at Žinių radijuje, Lina
Pavalkytė is responsible for the smooth running of all
journalists, preparing topics of discussion for the show
and communicating with foreign partners.
Photo: Annastashia Goolsby
teachers who have experienced working with creative professionals and exploring new approaches
to learning.
“In my view, their experience and know-how is
going to be one of the main legacies of the project together with very concrete activities, methods
and lesson plans that participating schools will
document and share with others,” says Milda
Laužikaitė.
Despite that fact that it is extremely tough to alter
a way of thinking that has been rooted so deeply
into people for generations, optimism is high within the program.
While one might hope for major changes, Creative
Agent Julija Ladygienė holds on to the hope that
there will be many little changes instead.
“If teachers stop shouting at children or spend
five minutes on creativity in the classroom, it’s
an achievement. If in the middle of the class
where they sat already for 25 minutes, they would
remember that children need to move to get focused and get their attention back, that is a huge
achievement, says Julija Ladygienė. “These little
steps are so valuable and if I ever hear that I succeed in that, I would really cry of happiness.”
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In Lithuania the Roma minority is supposed to be integrated into society via an ambitious Action Plan focused on education and social inclusion. However politicians do not go from A to B with
the strategy. Instead the new government is allocating means to other political areas.
Photo: Agnete Vestergaard-Kristensen

Politicians lack the will to integrate Roma
The Roma minority has been present in Europe for over 800 years. Yet the travelling
people have lived separate lives alongside the Europeans in segregated
communities, discriminated against through times. Over the past years - and still the European Union urges member states to implement national strategies for the
integration of Roma into their western society. However, Lithuania for one, already a
year into their Action Plan sees a lacking political will for the social inclusion the
government originally planned for.
By Agnete Vestergaard-Kristensen

P

lywood upon plywood makeshift houses with plastic covered windows stand fragile
and gloomy dark in sharp contrast
to the light and crisp, white snow
covering the muddy tracks which
make for roads in the small segregated Roma settlement. Five kilometres out
of Vilnius with its’ fine shops nestled in among
ancient churches, the home of 450-500 Roma, is
placed in the industrial suburb of Kirtimai in the
absolute outskirts of the capital city. Their homes
lie side by side with factories and junkyards right
next to the busy train tracks leading to the largest
city in Lithuania.

No ordinary Roma
His hair is well groomed, a light stubble covers his
chin and cheeks, dressed in smart jeans matched
with leather jacket, all contradict the image of a
traditional Roma for whom clothes that separate
the upper part of the body (pure) from the lower
part of the body (impure) is forbidden. By all
means 18 year old Slovomir is no ordinary Roma.
He’s of the younger generation, who mixes up the
best of Roma traditions with a modern lifestyle
including school, work, family - and dreams much
similar to that of an ethnic Lithuanian, Belgian
or Danish adolescent. But he wasn’t always determined to make it into the globalized community.
“I grew up in Ukmergė county 70 kilometres
North of Vilnius. I loved primary school. It was
so much fun, because I was just another pupil in
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class. But when I started secondary school, it all
changed. I was having problems with teachers
from the beginning. I didn’t feel welcome at all
and started to skip out on classes. Either staying at
home or hanging out with other Roma kids,” Slovomir explains in Russian, his second language
after Romani.

in class. When they grow up and are in the search
of a job, they won’t be accepted – even for jobs
as basic as dishwashers or hotel maids, because
the public opinion on the Roma is that they are
criminals in charge of a ‘drug central’,” Mrs.
Grigolovičienė and Mr. Dambrava say referring
to the Vilnius settlement of Kirtimai, notorious
for its’ drug dealers and users.

Nothing but drug dealers and criminals
In Lithuania The Office of the Equal Opportunities Ombudsman was established in 1999 and
has since supervised the implementation of equal
opportunities and investigated complaints relating to direct discrimination based on gender, age,
sexual orientation, disability, racial or ethnic origin, religion or beliefs.

Although Kirtimai is home to only one-fifth of
the Lithuanian Roma of 2,000-3,000 persons, it
is a dark spot on their reputation as a minority
willing to integrate into Lithuanian society. The
suburb is very much segregated from the rest of
the capital.
The Roma here only attend school with other
Roma children, are taught in Russian and speak
Romani at home, leaving them with limited
chances of getting a job in a Lithuanian company
later on in life, as these, even low wage jobs, require spoken Lithuanian.

When it comes to the discrimination of
Roma people, senior legal adviser, Danguolė
Grigolovičienė, and adviser for public relations,
Valdas Dambrava, have seen their share of discrimination throughout the Lithuanian society.
“Even if the law on discrimination covers education and employment, we see that Roma people
are ignored. When they’re young and in school,
the teacher will simply ignore their mere presence

“Roma integration cannot
be left to Sunday speeches that are not followed
up come Monday morning.”

Viviane Reding, Vice-President and EU Justice Commissioner

As an example of clear discrimination of Roma
children The Office of the Equal Opportunities
Ombudsman tell of one state school which created a class for Roma only, calling it ‘č’, the symbol
for ‘čigonai’ meaning gypsies. The class was created as there was no more room in other classes.
However it took a whole three years to relocate
the pupils to other classes and positively integrate
them with other pupils.

Action Plan for a better integration
Lithuania holds around 100 minorities of whom

the Roma has proven to be hardest to integrate.
The older Roma generations hold on to their traditions of purity, male and female roles and food
taboos in segregated communities. Lithuanians
are not eager to include the minority into their society, and the government faces a tough challenge
getting them into other kinds of housing. A GfK
Custom Research Baltic survey from late 2011
shows that 87% would not want Roma people in
their neighbourhood. At the same time a survey
conducted alongside the initiation of the Action
Plan to integrate Roma showed that 83,2% had
no professional qualification and that social benefits comprised the main source of income for
more than one-third of Roma.
In Lithuania the Action Plan aims at promoting
participation of Roma in public life, reducing
social exclusion, enhancing consciousness within
the Roma community as well as increasing public
tolerance with the two specific goals to improve
the social status of Roma and to create conditions
for intercultural dialogue. These goals would be
achieved through measures such as establishing
two teacher assistant positions, organizing qualification improvement programs designated for
those school communities with Roma children
making a constituent part, and by disseminating
information on active labour market policy measures that provide Roma an opportunity for taking active part herein.

Little action ‘Action Plan’
The Lithuanian Action Plan was a part of the
2011 ‘Framework for National Roma Inclusion
Strategies’ in which the European Commission
requests Member States to each elaborate their
own National Roma Inclusion Strategy.
Lithuania finds that most Roma in the Eastern
European country were somewhat integrated,
as they attend the same schools as ethnic Lithuanian and live in smaller villages. Therefore they
chose to focus solely on the Kirtimai settlement,
although the general Roma population do have
socio-economic problems such as unemployment and few have much more than the obligatory comprehensive school; Living off of social
benefits. The Action Plan also lacks health and
housing measures, which is of great concern in
not just Kirtimai. Many live without electricity
and proper heating in homes built of plywood,
tin and plastic covers on land that is not theirs.
However instead of promoting the measures of
the Action Plan in order to better the situation
the new government, elected in autumn 2012
with the Lithuanian Social Democratic Party in
the lead, is down prioritizing the political issues

it? They only attend morning lessons then slip
away. Also they are good at singing and dancing,
but not much else, and when they are not well educated, they end up in their closed community,”
says Rimantas Vaitkus, Vice Minister for Education and Science.
He says that a closer cooperation with families of
the pupils is not helping.
“We do have social workers at the schools working with the families, discussing the children’s
right to school, but it doesn’t work very well and
we can’t force it onto them more than we already
do,” he says, noting that making the Roma teaching assistant positions permanent are on the political agenda, even if measures are being dropped.
In the Ministry of Culture, official Ms. Gražina
Sluško, is responsible for all Lithuanian Roma issues as Chief of the division of National Minority
Issues and also hold the position as Lithuanian
representative in the EU. She finds that the measures for integration of the Lithuanian minority has changed very little since the first political
plans in 2000 – and thereby also show very little
result.

Slovomir is working hard on making a career for himself.
Photo: Agnete Vestergaard-Kristensen
that come with the minority. By dropping measures and goals of the Action Plan the education
and thereby integration of the Roma seem a’
Mission Impossible’, says the numerous Lithuanian organisations working on various integration
projects with the minority.

“We still see Roma children leaving school, or
only reaching low levels of education because
they are met with a poor attitude from the teachers, language barriers and discrimination in society. If the teacher assistant positions were to
be made permanent, they would help mediate
between school and home, helping the Roma to
overcome some of their socio-economic issues already before they begin, namely with the child in
focus,” says Ms Sluško.

Economic means were not an issue when the Action Plan was first initiated. €1,5million partly
from the state budget, partly from EU funds was
set aside to make the integration happen.

She as the only one work with the issues of Roma
in the Ministry of Culture, and sees the Action
Plan disintegrate and the budget being allocated
to other areas before her.

“Investing in Roma might not be politically easy
but it makes economic sense. In these times of
crisis, a better economic and social integration of
all EU citizens is imperative because, otherwise,
potential talent could go to waste. Roma represent
a growing share of the working age population,”
says Viviane Reding, Vice-President and EU Justice Commissioner.

“The political will for making this integration
happen is just not there. The integration comes
down to cooperation between the Ministry of
Culture, The Ministry of Education and Science
and the Municipality of Vilnius. We cannot force
each other to work on the socio-economic issues
that we have with the Lithuanian Roma, we can
only negotiate and discuss. We feel the pressure
from the EU to make this integration happen,
but it is not popular with the national politicians,
who’d much rather win popularity with the demolishing of illegal Roma settlements,” Ms.
Sluško says when referring to the two cases of
demolishing of Kirtimai homes, one in 2004 and
one as late as in 2012,” she says.

Roma people are good dancers and singers
But the attitude of the newly elected Lithuanian
government is less than positive.
“The headmasters explain that the Roma skip out
after the free lunch – and what can we do about

“They are good at singing
and dancing, but not much
else, and when they are not
well educated, they end up
in their closed community.”
Rimantas Vaitkus, Lithuanian Vice Minister for Education and Science

Traditions are very important to the Roma minority. However, dancing and singing can easily be
combined with school and work life, says the younger generations.
Photo: Agnete Vestergaard-Kristensen

A modern day Roma
18 year old Slovomir moved from his traditional
and strict Roma parents in Ukmergė, to live with
his more modern and westernized extended family in Kirtimai South of Vilnius. He has spent the
last two years of his life as what he himself calls a
‘lazy lad’, dissatisfied with the school system.
>>>
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Action Plan for 2012-14 Integration of
Roma:
- Aims at promoting participation of Roma in
public life
- Set out to reduce social exclusion, enhancing
consciousness within the Roma community
- Goal is to increase public tolerance
- Intent to improve the social status of Roma
- Ultimate target is to create conditions for intercultural dialogue
- €1,5million was the original budget
- Means have however been allocated with new
government in charge
(Source: www.ec.europa.eu)
“My parents didn’t allow me to do anything without supervision. I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere
alone. They followed Roma traditions such as
the division of toilets for men and women, and
whereas a woman’s place was in the home, the
man would work – but as real men have their
own business and most Roma are not educated
properly, many are living off of social benefits instead,” the young man says.
Slovomir however soon got bored with the slagger
life, and in Kirtimai decided he wanted to steer
his life into another direction, change his way of
life, and make a career for himself.
“I simply decided it was time to do something
with my life. I wanted an education, because
education means work and work means life,” he
says.
The young Roma therefore decided to get education to be a mechanic with administration skills,
so he can do the paper work himself.
“Slovomir is a good example of the younger generation, who wants to combine some traditions of
Roma life with a more modern life that also leaves
room for education and work,” says Svetlana Novopolskaja, Director at the Roma Community

Centre, in which Slovomir attends workshops and
classes that ultimately enables him to settle as
a mechanic with his own garage.

Community Centre brings hope
to Roma community
Svetlana Novopolskaja has been the director for
the Roma Community Centre based in Kirtimai
since it’s opening in 2001. Here 20 social workers
and many volunteers work to help the Roma with
anything from everyday issues to whole projects
such as preschool for the 4-7 year olds and workshops, like those Slovomir attend.
Ms. Novopolskaja thinks that the lack of Roma
workers in the labour market partly can be explained by the fact that they are not able to enter
due to discrimination.
“Education is not a value or an indicator for
good life with the Roma, but it is slowly changing.
Some actually want to jump the fence and actively participate in Lithuanian society. In general we
give them an opportunity, but it is key that they
want to change themselves too,” the Community
Centre Director says and continues:
“An integration of this minority depends on a
mentality change: An attitude change. Roma need
to be accepted in Lithuania, while they themselves
need to take a different approach to everyday life
too,” Ms. Novopolskaja says.

Roma inclusion key in EU
Roma integration is part of achieving the targets
of the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable
and inclusive growth, the European Commission
states.
“Addressing the inclusion of marginalized Roma
communities by an integrated approach is crucial
in countries with a sizeable Roma population, but
also needed in others where Roma people are
disproportionately affected by unemployment,
extreme poverty, poor housing, low health standards, segregation, discrimination and even violence,” says László Andor, Commissioner for
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion.
Member States have the primary responsibility
and competence to help integrate their marginalised populations. Yet at the European level,
€26.5 billion have been made available to the

Member States to support them in their Roma
integration efforts in 2007-2013.

Roma integration means money in the bank
On 8 April 2013, International Roma Day, the
three EU Commissioners, Androulla Vassiliou,
Commissioner for Education, Culture, Multilingualism and Youth, László Andor, Commissioner
for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion and
Viviane Reding, EU Justice Commissioner called
for decisive action and further efforts by Member States to improve the situation of the Roma
in Europe. They say that policy commitments
and legal obligations should not remain on paper: They must be effectively and systematically
implemented and respected.
“The European Commission stands shoulder-toshoulder with all Roma communities. Together
with the Council of Europe, we are training more
than 1,000 Roma mediators across Europe, helping Roma integrate into their local communities,”
says Androulla Vassiliou, Commissioner for Education, Culture, Multilingualism and Youth.

“Iloved primary school.
It was so much fun, because I was just another
pupil in class.
But when I started secondary school, it all
changed.”
Slovomir, 18 year old Roma, Kirtimai

To the Commissioners it is of great importance
that Member States actually make good use of
the national strategies they originally set out in
order to educate and thereby integrate the Roma
minority. Getting the Roma population to participate in labour markets all over Europe means
money in the bank.
“Research by the World Bank suggests full Roma
integration could be worth around half a billion a year to the economies of some countries
by improving productivity, cutting welfare bills
and boosting tax receipts. Roma integration thus
must not be seen as a cost, but as a benefit to society. Roma integration cannot be left to Sunday
speeches that are not followed up come Monday
morning. What we need is a genuine political
commitment from the Member States to implement national strategies. The drafting of national
strategies was certainly a good start but we still
need more to make changes happen,” says VicePresident and EU Justice Commissioner Viviane
Reding.

Work is better than traditions
18 year old Slovomir is a face of his generation.
A generation of higher hopes for the future, not
much like the elder generations. At the Roma
Community Centre he has a shy smile on his face,
when the younger children circle about his feet,
begging him to play computer games with them.
“If I’m not able to settle in Lithuania, I have
friends in the UK who have already said, they’d
help me set up my own garage. That is the Roma
attitude I’ll take with me; I prefer to work as my
own boss,” he says.
And when Slovomir marries and has kids, he has
a clear plan for them as well.
The make-shift houses in Kirtimai South of Vilnius, Lithuania are mainly built of plywood and tin, most without proper heating and
electricity installed.
Photo: Agnete Vestergaard-Kristensen
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“I will not see my children skip out on school,
the way I did. I will insist they go to school, even

if they find it boring. Education is too important.
But Roma children need to mingle with other children to understand that,” he says.

EU wants to break the cycle
As late as on 20 February 2013 the Social Investment Package was adopted. It urges Member
States to invest in social policies aiming for instance to break the cycle of disadvantage across
generations by eliminating school segregation and
increasing the availability of early childhood education and care. It also aims to ensure the sustainability of social protection systems to better target
those most in need, and to offer individualized
support for those living in extreme marginalization and poor social-economic conditions.

Roma traditions and culture:
- Speak ‘Romani’ – a language related to early modern languages of central and northern India
- In settled communities, members of the extended family share living quarters
- Gender roles tend to be ritualised around ceremonies marking birth, marriage, and death
- The main pillar of Roma morality is an abstract and symbolic distinction between what is sometimes termed “shame” and “good-fortune”/Pure and impure
- The polarity applies to a series of domains including food, cleanliness, the body, and conversation
topics
- Largest minority in EU

In Lithuania, the Roma minority at the moment
see the integration budget vanishing before their
eyes, something the European Commission does
not take lightly:

- Largest Roma communities in Europe can be found in Hungary and Romania

“In line with the EU Framework for National
Roma integration strategies, the Commission is
following very closely the progress made on the
situation of Roma in Europe, including in Lithuania. The Commission expects all Member States,
including Lithuania, to implement the measures
they committed to take, so as to support Roma integration, and, in doing so, address the gaps we
identified in their strategies,” says Dennis Abbott,
Spokesman for the Education, Culture, Multilingualism and Youth Commissioner.

					

Efficiency throughout EU
He also explains that the European Commission

- In total the European minority comes to approximately 10-12 million individuals

will identify - within a Commission proposal for a
Council Recommendation - ways to enhance the
effectiveness of measures to achieve Roma integration.
“We are convinced that this will be an efficient
tool to effectively steer the policy processes further
and we hope the Council, and therefore the Member States themselves, will endorse this proposal.
This would ensure commitment from the Member
States, including Lithuania, to effectively move
further on Roma integration,” he says.

(Source: romafacts.uni-graz.at- Council of Europe)
The European Commission will also during 2013
collect data on the progress made in Member
States as for integrating the Roma minority, making sure their rights as citizens of the Union is
equal to that of any other EU based individual.

Slovomir did not want his surname mentioned in the article.
It is known to the editorial staff.

At the Roma Community Centre children can attend preschool or home work cafes. Teenagers can get more skills at various work shop, and parents can get a helping hand with official documents from the social workers.
Photo: Agnete Vestergaaard-Kristensen
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”If my daughter wants to be a doctor In the segregated community of Kirtimai, no stranger just waltzes in. No ethnic
Lithuanian in sight, only 450-500 Roma make up the population of this little
community five kilometers out of Vilnius. It’s far from the clean streets of neoclassical
buildings and the Rococo spires of the many churches that reach towards the
heavens above – in every which way.
By Agnete Vestergaard-Kristensen

H

eavy snow is falling from a
grey spring sky. It’s finding
its’ way in through every
possible crack in the teeny make
shift house, where 37 year old Tamara lives with her 21 year old son,
her two daughters Amischa (10)
and Milla (7) and her 1.5 year old granddaughter
Kristina. The warmth of the stove which heats
the three rooms, hits you right in the face, when
entering the kitchen. It’s the only heating source
and when the temperature outside hits -13 degrees Celsius mid April, it has to be constantly
burning.
Tamaras’ son is sleeping, so his ten year old
sister takes care of his daughter. As the most
natural thing in the world the young girl handles both an uneasy, somewhat cranky toddler
as well as her screaming pink cell phone that is
ringing off the hook.

The looks of a Lithuanian
Milla and Amischa don’t look your typical Roma. Milla, with her honey blonde hair
tucked in a pink hat, comes inside. She was
playing in the snow, never tired of the wintery
weather. Her blue eyes are shining with life and
happiness as she nestles in next to her mum by
the stove.

Amischa, still with Baby Kristina on her arm,
her light brown hair tied in a pony tail, and the
same piercing blue eyes comes back into the
kitchen. Even though the bed room resembles
that of a princess with the girly pink covers and
pink over bed princess canopies, Baby Kristina
is nowhere tired enough for an afternoon nap.
Tamara considers herself lucky with her girls’
looks.
“Because of their appearance no one thinks
they are Roma. So no one discriminates against
them, as I’ve experienced it, and what my illiterate son has come across in school as well
as when he has looked for a job. I do hope this
is an advantage that can help them to achieve
their goals in life,” says the young mom of five.
Big dreams mean lots of school
Tamara has seen her three oldest children go in
the same direction as herself; no job, no future.
Therefore she has decided that the two younger
ones must strive to become more than just ‘another Roma in Kirtimai’.
“My two girls have to go to school, because an
education gives hopes for the future. I want
them to have a different life than this one. We

have nothing and we see nothing here,” she
says with a sad smile on her lip.
Traditions are important to Tamara, but she is
steadfast; They can be combined with that of
a modern life.
“My daughter Amischa has always wanted to
become a doctor. So I pace her and her sister
Milla to pursue the good life. Of course, I allow
my girls to stay home and cuddle up from time
to time. They know, it can’t happen every day,
if they want to make something out of their
lives,” she says.
As for keeping the Roma traditions alive, Tamara has a different perspective on how that
can be combined with modern jobs as an educated, integrated individual in the Lithuanian
society.
“If my daughter wants to become a doctor, she
will be a doctor – and then her husband can
stay home with the kids and manage the house.
I want her to become everything she wants in
life,” Tamara says.
Tamara did not want her surname mentioned in the article.
It is known to the editorial staff.

Amischa was born in Great Britain, but now lives in the segragated Roma communnity of Kirtimai outside Vilnius. Tamara and her family moved back here, when
Tamara’s mother became ill.
Photo: Agnete Vestergaard-Kristensen
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her husband can stay at home”

Ten year old Amischa helps out around the house, whenever she can. Her niece, 1,5 year old Kristina, happily cuddles on her shoulder, when Amischa comes home from school.
Photo: Agnete Vestergaard-Kristensen
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To the rescue of the
Lithuanian language
Despite having one of the closest links to the ancient Indo European idiom which
created English, French and Spanish, the Lithuanian is one of the most threatened
languages in Europe. According to a paper published by a research network early this
year, the lack of qualified professionals in the language technology field might be one
of the reasons of the problem, which also impacts the whole European Union.
By Alejandro Izquierdo

I

rena Markievicz is a PhD student. She combines her PhD
studies with a part time job in the
Centre of Computational Linguistics
at the Vytautas Magnus University
in Kaunas, where she collaborates
in different projects as a sofware programmer. She shares her office with
five research colleagues at the second floor of the
Faculty of Humanities. On her desktop, there is
nothing apart from her computer and a cup of
tea, an austere view that fits with the researcher
stereotype.
The object of her PhD is the semantic quad. The
semantic quad is a mesh of information linked
up in such a way as to be easily processable by
machines on a global scale. The best well known
examples of this field are semantics web such as
“www”, “http” and “html”.
“Even though if I´m a computer scientist, I have
always been interested by semantics. I know that
it may seem strange, but that is the it is”, says the
student.
Irena Markievicz is a very unusual professional.
Mr. Andrius Utka, head of the research centre
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where she works explains the problems this kind
of organisations are facing nowadays.
“We have a lot of opportunities to get public
founding but not enough competitive people to
start more projects. Here in the centre we are already working the full load. What we need is more
students and professionals” Mr. Andrius Utka
states.

“There is this sometimes a stereotype that researchers are poor people and linguists are even
poorer. The university launched a master programme of digital linguistics in 2006 which is accredited until 2015 but it is not very popular” says
Mr. Andrius Utka.
The second problem is that language technology
is a very interdisciplinary field. There is a part

“There is this sometimes
true stereotype that
researchers are poor
people and linguistcs
are even poorer.”

Not too attractive
According to him, there are two main causes to
explain why it’s so difficult to introduce new students into the language technologies. The first one
is that students just don’t feel very attracted by
these kinds of studies.

of information science and a part of linguistics.
Usually these two fields are seen as opposed ones.
“The computer scientists are afraid of linguistic
matters because they are more into programming
software and such, while the humanitarian st

dents are afraid of computers” Mr. Andrius Utka
explains.

The question is: are European languages ready to
provide these services?

“Fortunately, there are some crazy people such as
Irena that want to do both. If we find them, we try
to hook them into our projects” he says.

The Multilingual Europe Technology Alliance is
a EU funded project that has been studying this
question.

Language tech… what?
Languages technology is the branch of computer
sciences that deals with human language information or, in other words, the science that teaches
computers how to “speak” different languages.

The White Paper Series “Europe’s Languages in
the Digital Age” is a two year work published in
summer 2012 by META network. In these papers,
30 European languages were analysed by a team
of more than 200 experts from academia and industry. The results were alarming. From the 30

“Language technologies
are so expensive that the
market cannot take the
entire responsibility of
developing them.”
People use them without noticing it. Smartphones`
interfaces in different languages, finding information with a search engine, checking spelling and
grammar in computer programs, following the
spoken directions of a navigation system or translating web pages via online services are only a few
examples of how language technology helps us in
our daily life.
Photo: Alejandro Izquierdo

From the 500
million people
living in the EU
only half speak
English.

From the 500 million people who live in the European Union, only about half speak English.
Therefore, given the 23 official EU languages plus
60 or more other languages spoken in the old continent, language learning on its own cannot solve
the problem of cross-border communication or
commerce in the digital world.
And therefore, without technological support such
as machine translation or language databases for
each European language, our linguistic diversity
will be an obstacle.

The Multilingual Europe Technology Aliance
• Definition: A network of 60 members that brings together researchers, private companies, public
institutions, langauge technologies users with the aim to join international effort towards one single
European digital market and information space
• Objective: Create a concerted, substantial continent wide effort in language technology research
and engineering for realizing applications that enable automatic translation, multilingual information and knowledge management and content production
• Funding:
• Total cost: € 7, 616, 670
• EU contribution: 5, 990, 000
• Actions:
• 2011: Are European languages in Danger?
• 2012: White Papers: At least 21 European Langauges in Danger of digital extinction
• 2013: Strategiv Research Agenda 2020: A Europe without langauge barriers

Own resources

European languages analysed, 21 of them are at
risk of digital extinction.
The Institute of the Lithuanian language is one of
the partners of the META-NET project. Its director Jolanta Zabarskaité directly participated in the
writing of the Lithuanian White paper.
“We brought researchers and private companies
together to analyse the current state technological support of Lithuanian language. We saw that
there was a lot of digital content about Lithuanian
language like the Lithuanian language dictionary
of 20 volumes. However, the language structure
and features that appear in the computer for information, for machine translation or for speech
recognition were not enough”.
The study evaluates language support in four different areas: Machines Translation, Speech Processing, Text Analytics and Language Resources
for building LT applications. For each language,
support through language technology was categorized using a five-point scale.

“The big
question is if
we, Lithuanians
will be able to
buy a real
Lithuanian
technology or
just adapted
ones.”
While there are good quality software and resources available for only few larger languages such as
English, French or Spanish, smaller or very small
languages have substantial gaps. Concretely, Lithuanian, Latvian, Icelandic and Maltese were at
the very last place in the four areas analysed and
therefore they are in danger of digital extinction.
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uanian has its own semantic relations and grammatical special features.
“If we try to adapt technologies from other languages there will always be problems. We need to
work in our own language technologies because
the idiom is part of our heritage. I do not know
what younger generations think about this but we
from the older generation, we think that there is
something very special in our language” says the
director of the Institute.
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billion and
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grow by 10%
per year, resulting in
€16,5 billion
in 2015.

Language resources

Preserving the language
According to her, talking about the disappearing
of these languages is a bit metaphoric. However,
she thinks it is something very important for minor
languages.
“Right now, we can buy technologies adapted
from other languages such as English but the big
question is if we, Lithuanians will be able to buy
real Lithuanian technology or adapted ones. Lith-

Good

Machine translation

“For these minor languages the market possibilities are very small. On the other hand, language
technologies are so expensive that the market cannot take the entire responsibility of it”, Mrs. Jolanta Zabarskaité states.

Catalan, Dutch, German, Basque, Bulgarian, CroaHungarian, Italian, Pol- tian, Czech, Danish, Esish, Romanian
tonian, Finnish, Galician,
Greek, Icelandic, Irish,
Latvian,
Lithuanian,
Maltese, Norwegian, Portuguese, Serbian, Slovak,
Slovene, Swedish

Basque, Bulgarian, Cata- Icelandic, Irish, Latvian,
lan, Croatian, Danish Lithuanian, Maltese
Estonian, Finnish, Galician, Greek, Norweigian,
Portuguese, Romanian,
Serbian, Slovak, Slovene

Is your language in danger of digital extinction?
Check the 30 White Papers volumes in http://www.meta-net.eu/whitepapers/overview.

For this reason, one of the aims of the project is to
attract politicians and “kick off their proud about
the language”, Mrs. Jolanta Zabarskaité says. She
gives an example of how the META project is raising awareness of politicians about languages technologies not only in Lithuania but also at EU level.

EU presidency
“In the second half of 2013 Lithuania will be the
first Baltic state to hold the EU presidency. For the
European language day on the 26th of Septem-

Croatian, Estonian, Icelandic, Irish, Latvian,
Lithuanian,
Maltese,
Serbian

Source: Meta-net

ber, they are preparing a special event about language technologies.
Lithuanian politicians want to invite other European politicians from the parliament committees
of information society and cultural development.
The main aim of the meeting will be to discuss
the programme of languages technologies in a EU
level” explains the director.
The Strategic Research Agenda (SRA) published
early this year by META is the reaction to the
White Papers series. It is a research framework
to fight against digital extinction of the European
languages and to overcome the language barriers
within the EU.
According to the SRA, the EU institutions spend
about one billion Euros per year on translation
and interpretation to maintain their policy of
multilingualism.
On the other hand, the overall European market
for translation, interpretation, software localisation and website globalisation was estimated at
€5,7 billion in 2008. The Subtitling and dubbing
sector was at €633 million, language teaching at
€1,6 billion. The overall value of the European
language industry was estimated at €8,3 billion
and expected to grow by 10% per year, resulting
in €16,5 billion in 2015.

“We have never heard about languages technologies” say these students who are seated just a few meters from the Centre of
Computational Linguistics in Faculty of Humanities at the Vytautas Magnus University. Photo: Alejandro Izquierdo
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This SRA also points out the lack of qualified personnel as one of the major challenges in the field.
Language technology and linguistic research, as
well as related fields such as the digital humanities,
social sciences and psychology can significantly
contribute to achieve these goals.

Nevertheless, to raise social awareness and academic interest about this complicate matter is not
always easy.

Lack of awareness
Ernestas Petkericius and Jonas Ignatavicius are
students at the Vitautas Magnun University in the
Lithuanian city of Kaunas. As other students, they
are sitting in the hall of the second floor of the
Faculty of Humanities while they use their computers and smartphones.
Even though they are hanging out just a few meters from the Centre of Computational Linguistics
where Irena Markievicz works, they have never
heard speak about language technologies. Yet,
they use them every day.
“The definition of language technologies is not
clear for me” says Jonas Ignatavicius who is currently studying political sciences.
He likes to write his SMS with the Lithuanian alphabet, uses Lithuanian language for his GPS and
also for editing documents on his computer. He
says that he would like to keep using Lithuanian
language for these issues.
“I have a tablet which does not have Lithuanian
language and it just drives me crazy” says the
student.
Ernestas Petkericius represents the other side
of the coin. He is doing a bachelor’s degree in
East-Asian relations and affirms without hesitation that he does not care about Lithuanian language being preserved from digital extinction.
“I think about my future and I see that there
is not much to use Lithuanian language actually, if I go abroad I will have to speak English
or another language like Japanese, which I am
studding actually”. His computer and mobile
phone interfaces are in English.
As the director of the Institute of Lithuanian
languages says, young generations might not
be very proud or aware of the heritage of the
Lithuanian language. However, older generations feel it is part of their identity.

Historical heritage
Linguists use Lithuanian language to reconstruct the sound system of the Proto-IndoEuropean language because in comparison with
other Indo European languages such as French,
Spanish or Hindu, it has faced fewer changes.
William R. Schmalstieg a researcher from the
Pennsylvania State University states that “even
if the notion of age with regard to a language is
hard to understand, it can be demonstrated that in
comparison with other Indo-European languages,

the sound system of Lithuanian has not changed
very much from that of the Proto-Indo-Europeanlanguage”.

languages. On the other hand, it is important to
make young people understand how unique Europe and its diversity are. Understanding this will
bring us to unity through diversity” she says.

“We have a group of 200
teachers participating
in a project about
innovative teaching of
the Lithuanian language.”
This is why the famous French linguist Antoine
Meillet once said that “anyone who wanted to
hear old Indo-European should go and listen to a
Lithuanian farmer”.
From the Institute of the Lithuanian language,
they try to teach the importance that language
technologies have in preserving this heritage. But
Speaking as a Proto European

Linguists use Lithuanian to reconstruct the sounds
of Proto-Indo-European language by comparing
it with other old Indo-European languages such as
Latin or Sanskrit
Sound systems:
• The sound *m from mother: Greek mētēr, Latin
māter, Sanskrit mātā, Old Irish māthir, Old High
German muoter, Lithuanian motė.
• Sound *s from the verb to sit: Latin sedēre, Sanskrit sadah, Gothic sitan, Lithuanian sėdėti. (The
English word sit is related but notice that we have a
final –t where we might expect a –d on the basis of
other Indo-European languages.
• Sound *d from the word God or divine: Latin divus, Sanskrit dēvá’-h, Old Prussian deiw(a)s, Lithuanian Diẽvas.
Source: The Lithuanian Language
- Past and Present
for the director of the Institute Jolanta Zabarskaité, promoting language technologies is not only a
matter of cultural heritage, but it is also important
for education and democracy.
“The purposes of META project are not only to
prepare language technologies for specialist in this
subject but also for young people and teachers.
These tools can be used to learn native and foreign

“I think about my future and
I see that there is not much
to use Lithuanian language
actually, if I go abroad I
will have to speak English or
another language like
Japanese, which I am studding
actually.”

The fact that the users are able to access products and information in the English language
faster and in a more user-friendly way result in
the relatively low popularity of “Lithuanianised”
software. However, Jolanta Zabarskaité thinks that
people should have the right to have these services
in their own language.
“To push everyone to learn one language,
whatever it is, it entails some kind of force, and
this is against democracy. Young people have
the opportunities to learn other languages but
maybe in small villages they don’t have these
opportunities and yet they have the right to
express themselves in their own language”, she
explains.
However she agrees that learning a second and
even a third language is essential nowadays.

Innovative teachers
Egle Sleinotiene is the president of the Lithuanian association of language teachers. This
association works together with the Institute
of the Lithuanian language to raise awareness
about the importance of language technologies.
“We have a group of 200 teachers that are participating in a project about the innovation of
the Lithuanian language with conferences and
seminars. In this context we introduced the
META project to them.

The Institute is training teachers from the pedagogical university to use the language technologies in the classrooms” says the president of the
language teacher association.
However, Mrs. Egle Sleinotiene doesn’t believe
that language technologies are the only solution
for language development.
“We can’t survive without language technologies
but we can’t think they are at panacea. We also
need to work in other aspects such as teaching
methodology. We can’t only think in one direction” she says.
The old continent has half a billion citizens who
speak more than 80 different languages. Europe
is therefore a multilingual society and its diversity
and cultural heritage is an asset and an opportunity. As the Italian literary Umberto Eco once said
“the language of Europe is translation”.
However, if Europe wants to preserve this diversity in the digital era, it needs to prepare more
skilled professionals like Irena Markievicz. They
are the ones who will prevent Language barriers
hindering the free flow of information, goods,
knowledge, thought and innovation.
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Lithuania´s headache:
The ‘brain drain’

Lithuania has always been an emigration nation. But with 700, 000 people
having left the country within five years, there is a real danger that Lithuania
will fall behind the rest of Europe.
Photo: Alexandria Molony

It was once upon a time the largest country in Europe
but today if you were to approach someone on the street
and ask them its location, they might not be able to tell
you. It’s a country that is characterised by a migratory
history with its people considered to be notorious for
packing their bags and sailing the next ship to a land of
opportunity.
By Alexandria Molony

T

oday the youth of Lithuania is setting upon the
same path as their ancestors: leaving in exorbitant numbers fishing for educational opportunities, bigger salaries and higher
living standards elsewhere. This
has put the country at the face of
a crisis that has been dubbed as
the ‘brain drain’, it is an emigration trend that has
put it in danger of becoming a country absent of
its young and brightest. While it might not sound
all that threatening, the implications of the ‘brain
drain’ trend paints a less than pretty picture of
Lithuania’s future.
According to a 2012 study conducted by Ona
Gražina Rakauskiene, from the Faculty of Economics and Finacial Management at Mykolas
Romeris University, the high emigration rate is
presenting Lithuania with the threat of falling
behind the successfully developing states, with the
population of the country expected to fall under
the 3 million mark by 2035.
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Ona Gražina Rakauskiene concludes in her
study that the decreasing population will have an
inevitable negative impact on the labour market.
With a decreasing supply of labour power and the
number of working inhabitants, it will be harder
to support healthcare and social security systems
funded from tax money, and the need for those
services will increase as the society becomes older,
says Ona Gražina Rakauskiene

A brief history
Lithuania was a part of the Soviet Republic for
almost 50 years, which as a result shaped the country, its resources and its economy.
After 1990, Lithuania regained its statehood and
began a long, arduous process to transform the
state into an independent democracy. In 2004
the country gained accession into the European
Union and NATO which marked the beginning
of a major reform process to bring the country up
to EU standards in every aspect.
Although Lithuania has put in place an action plan
to improve the economy, it still has a high level of
unemployment and one of the lowest minimum
wages in the whole of Europe. According to Eu-

rostat, the minimum wage for Lithuania in 2013
was recorded as €269 euros per month which is
up to an eighth less than the minimum wage of its
European neighbours.
In September 2010 Lithuania experienced an
unemployment rate of 17.6 per cent however the
number was alleviated and reduced to 13.2 per
cent by 2012 largely as a result of the high number
of Lithuanian’s that emigrated to other European
countries to find work.
Akvile Pazarauskite is a biophysics student at Vilnius University who loves living in Lithuania but
knows how difficult it is to find work after spending
two years hunting for a job.

“I would
prefer to
stay in
Lithuania.”
“There could definitely be more job places that
you could attend because for me, finding a job
was very difficult. I’ve been searching for a job for
two years, and after that time I finally got a job.
For some people it’s better to go somewhere else
where they can get a job within a month,” Akvile
Pazarauskaite says.
Additionally her salary is only sufficient enough to
cover the costs of basic necessities which means
that she isn’t able to experience the high quality of

A woman awaits a bus in front of a cinema that was closed down in the capital city,Vilnius. 					
education system was implemented, but it only led
to further discontent among students.
The new system allowed for more of the higher
performing students to receive full state funding,
but it also meant that more students who were previously entitled to semi-funding would have to pay
for their fees in full price.

Askvile Pazarauskite, 19, studies bio-physics at Vilnius
Uniersity.
Photo: Alexandria Molony
life that she could get in other European countries.
“Personally I only make enough to survive. We
need higher salaries because all my salary pays for
is my accommodation, and then I pay for food and
that’s all I can afford. I have no money for going
out, but I guess that’s my choice,” she says.
Despite this, Akvile Pazarauskite insists that if
there were better working opportunities and higher salaries for Lithuanians, it would encourage
them to stay.
“Everybody is just choosing what is best for t
hem, but they all say if they had the possibility
to come back then they would do it for sure,” she
says.
It isn’t only low salaries and lack of work that’s
driving Lithuanian’s to leave the country. The
higher education system has been undergoing major reform in order to meet EU standards.
According to Vaitkus Rimantas, Vice Minister for
Education and Science, financing per student is
2-5 times less in Lithuania then other developed
countries. In an attempt to more efficiently manage resources, a new financial model of the higher

“Financing per
student is 2-5
times less in
Lithuania then
other developed
countries.”
This inevitably has resulted in more Lithuanians
pursuing education in other European countries
such as Denmark, where they can receive education for free and are entitled to social benefits.

A road with a new direction
However there is a possible solution. Lithuania is
putting itself out there on the global stage, performing to the intrigue of an audience of young,
capable prospective students who are on the hunt
for a study abroad destination.
In a rapidly changing Europe characterised by a
push for deeper integration there is an increasing
need for students to develop new skills as a tool
to separate their abilities from other potential
employees in the same field. It has become somewhat common knowledge among students that the
best way to achieve this is through study abroad

Photo: Alexandria Molony

programs which allows them to develop intercultural communication skills as well as an invaluable
experience that will put them at an advantage
against their competitors.
Lithuania might not have the Eiffel tower or the
Berlin wall, but it does have a fascinating history
combined with a unique culture that significantly
departs itself from the rest of Europe.
Nienke Bos is a student from the Netherlands who
was drawn to Lithuania after spending a semester
studying in the neighbouring country of Latvia.
She chose Lithuania to pursue her Master degree
program in Journalism and Media analysis after
having a positive experience spending time in the
Baltics.
“I participated in an Erasmus exchange program
in Riga (Latvia) and in an Erasmus internship program in Tartu (Estonia). I got fascinated by the
Baltic States and therefore decided to find something to do in Lithuania, to complete the puzzle,”
she says.
Another aspect of the country that made it attractive for her to study was the affordability of the
country, which seemingly would put Lithuania at
the top of the list as a choice for international students.
“Education and living are affordable in Lithuania
and the first established contacts with Vytautas
Magnus University were positive straight away.
The people at the international office were very
patient to answer all my questions,” Nienke Bos
says.
In comparing the quality of education of her
home country and Lithuania Nienke Bos said she
was satisfied with the creative approach that her
45

university in Lithuania offers.
“If I compare my Master study Journalism and
Media Analysis in Lithuania with my Bachelor
European Studies in the Netherlands I see that
both programs offer interactive courses. The exams in the Netherlands were a lot harder and emphasized more on detailed factual knowledge than
creativity and problem solving abilities at VMU. I
really love my studies at Vytautas Magnus University since in every assignment I can find my own
field of interest. In Lithuania the grades are a little
higher too,” she says.
Although she doesn’t plan on working in Lithuania once she graduates, she hopes that her experiences will help to build a relationship between
her home country and the Baltic states.
“I hope through my experiences in the Baltic
States that I can fulfill a bridge function between
my future home country and Estonia, Latvia and
Lithuania.”

Internationalisation is the key
Juste Ceckauskaite the international coordinator
at Vytautas Magnus University in Lithuania, emphasises the importance of Lithuanian universities becoming recognised as an attractive place to
study for international students.

Dovile Seduikyte went abroad to broaden her career opportunities and ended up falling in love.

“Being international means being recognized and
competitive in today’s world. We cannot imagine
a recognized, competitive, highly valued university
without international students. It is an inseparable
part of the university,” she says.

It’s not all about economics when it comes to
emigration. Dovile Šeduikyte went abroad from
Lithuania to participate in the Mundus Erasmus
program with the intention of improving her English
skills and creating networks, but ended up deciding
to emigrate after meeting her lover abroad.

Audra Dargyte Burokiene, Head of International
Students Office at Mykolas Romeris University
also believes that the best solution to deal with
decreasing numbers of Lithuanians seeking full
degree programs within the country is further internationalisation of the education system, with a
particular focus on attracting students from third
world countries.

“For me it was a really positive experience and that
factor of getting a boyfriend is actually very common. There is some kind of nationalistic group that
says “Lithuanian women for Lithuania” because a
lot of Lithuanian girls get into relationships abroad.
Erasmus should be re-named ‘education plus
love’,” she laughs.

“I met my boyfriend in the same course studying
abroad and we immediately hit it off. Now we have
this plan that he will finish his studies in his home
country and then to end up emigrating to Brussels
where I can work as correspondent for the European Union, Dovile Šeduikyte says.

She adds that the reason for people leaving the
country is because Lithuanian’s perceive other
European countries as having more to offer, particularly among the more capable students.

“Moldova, Belarus, Ukraine and Georgia are
countries that Lithuania can be marketed to quite
well. These are the countries that Lithuania is
looking at to attract students for full degree programs in response to the emigration problem,”
Audra Dargyte Burokiene says.
She also discussed some of the initiatives that have
been put in place in order to get Lithuania to increase the awareness and perceived attractiveness
of Lithuanian higher education.
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“Erasmus is like education plus love.”

She says that it is not uncommon for Lithuanian’s
to find themselves in relationships when they are
abroad.

“Some initiatives are to unite universities into
marketing activities of the country. The Education Exchanges Support Foundation is the new
initiative in marketing the studying in Lithuania
brand such as educational fairs to try and promote
the country. It’s certainly not as large as it is in
Denmark or the Netherlands which have interna-

“The opportunities of studying abroad are just
undeniably better. Everyone knows that the working
conditions and salaries sre better in another country
so understandably, people just want to make the
best of their abilities, she says.
tional offices all over the world but we are certainly
thinking about doing that,” she says.
In 2007 The Education Exchanges Support Foundation launched the ‘Study Lithuania’ project in
order to help promote some of the educational
areas that are really strong in Lithuania.
“Areas such as medicine, technology and biotechnologies are very strong in Lithuania and they
will be marketed in this way. Of course there are
many more possibilities to market the country and
the higher education of the country, but this is in
development,”says Audra Dargyte Burokiene.
A study presented in 2012 about international
students in Lithuania, showed that the number of
international students being recruited each year is
increasing.
“I’m more then convinced that the number of international students is increasing and will continue
to increase in Lithuania because it is already a tendency,” Audra Dargyte Burokiene says.

Some of the students that decided to pursue their education in Lithuania.
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Additionally, the study presented the results from
a student survey and concluded that up to 56 per
cent of students who pursue higher education
in Lithuania would would consider staying in
Lithuania after they graduate. There is currently
no possibility to stay in Lithuania after graduation however in Parliament, there is a registered

amendment recommending to change this provision of the law and allow students to remain in
Lithuania three more months after graduation and
look for employment.

“The better life”
Despite the proposed measures to make Lithuania a more attractive place to study, there aren’t any
concrete solutions to the emigration problem.
While internationalisation of universities and attracting foreign talent appears to be having a positive impact, there could be more initiatives in place
to sell the ‘study in Lithuania’ brand.
Nienke Bos says that some people are completely
unaware of where the country actually is.
“Unfortunately there doesn’t really seem to be a
very strong bond between my home country and
Lithuania. Many people in the Netherlands have

Five good
reasons why you
might decide to
study
in Lithuania.

no idea where the Baltic States are situated,” says
Nienke Bos.
Juste Cestaukaiste even went as far to say that
some people aren’t aware that Lithuania is a European state.

“Everybody’s
just looking
for the better
life.”
1. Affordability
The cost of living as an exchange student is
relatively cheap in comparison to other European
countries. The average rent price is €160 per month
and pints of beer are around €1. If you want to
study abroad but on a tight budget, Lithuania is the
place to go.
2. High quality of education
Lithuanias education system has undergone comprehensive changes in order to ensure high quality
of education in its universities. Additionally Lithuania
has implemented the European Credit Transfer
System (ECTS).
3. A chance to learn a new language
You will find that in many universities you will be
given the opportunity to take a Lithuanian language
course. If you just want to know enough to get by

“Lithuania is a small country so sometimes we need
to mention where we are located and sometimes
even to inform that Lithuania is in Europe,”saya
Juste Cestaukaiste.
It is also questionable whether or not attracting
international students is a solution that will adequately address the core of the problem: What
is causing Lithuanians to leave and what the consequences of that will be. The general consensus
among Lithuanian youth is that in order to make
it a more attractive place to stay, there needs to
be higher salaries and better career opportunities.
“Here politicians are trying to take people who are
abroad and bring them back; but they aren’t trying
to make it a better place so that people don’t go in
the first place. Everybody’s just looking for the better life,” says Akvile Pazarauskaite.
€

during your study period, or something a little more
comprehensive, there will be something to suit your
needs.
4. Fascinating history and culture
Lithuania has a history that dates back as far as
the 10th century. The country has gone from Pagan
religion to Christianity, survived the holocaust and
been transformed from Soviet communism to a
democratic republic. Either way, Lithuania has many
interesting stories to tell and you will be able to find
people willing to tell them.
5. Friendly people
What better reason to go to a new country than to
meet some of the locals? You will find that Lithuanian’s are very warm and hospitable and have a
generally good perception of foreigners. Additionally, most young people in Lithuania speak English
quite well so it’s easy to make conversation.

Beautiful sights: One of many Russian Orthodox churches that you are able to visit in the capital city of Vilnius. 			

Photo: Alexandria Molony
47

The Lithuanian cadets double skilled professionals
The economic crisis that is hitting Europe leads many young Lithuanians to
choose the army to get a degree for free and to ensure their future job stability.
The Lithuanian Military Academy hosted in Vilnius is forming the next national
army leaders. The studies might be free, but the Academy requires a high sense
of commitment from its cadets.

By Benoît Theunissen

F

or Cadet Tomas Kvietkauskas, who is currently
in his third year of International Relations at the General Jonas Military Academy of
Lithuania, becoming an officer
is a childhood dream. But not
only is it a dream of his it also
represents a duty. “I think that
the military education is every
Lithuanian’s duty. He must know how to defend
his country. It is important because if bad times
come it will be needed to serve in the army”, he
says.
The patriotism concept is well anchored among
the young cadets of the Lithuanian Armed Forces,
especially for Cadet Tomas Kvietkauskas : “In my
opinion, patriotism is a love of your country and
of your history. I am a real Lithuanian and I will
serve for every Lithuanian.”
History and love of the nation
Cadet Kęstutis Kilikevičius is now in his third year
of Personal Management. As a future infantry
officer, he is also very attached to his country’s
past: “In 1945-53, there were the Forest Brothers, Lithuanian freedom fighters against the Soviet
army. My grandmother helped them and I think
that’s a good example of real patriotism.”
Serving under the flag was definitely not a new
discovery for Cadet Kęstutis Kilikevičius when
he took the decision to study at the General Jonas Military Acaemy in Vilnius. He had already
been serving in the National Homeguard for
almost three years. In his opinion, it was very
useful.“There, you have a kind of military training with a basic infantry course. So, it is easier to
enter the Military Academy afterwards”, he says.
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The Lithuanian Ministry of National Defense in Vilnius.
Photo: Benoît Theunissen

Many cadets already have a military experience
when they enter at the Military Academy. That
was also the case of Cadet Monika Šinkunaité.
She is enrolled in her second year of Personal
Management.“I came to this academy mostly
because I was participating in the Riflemen’s
Union. That lasted one year and a half. There
were military trainings and it was very physical,”
she claims. The Lithuanian Riflemen’s Union is
a paramilitary organization with a high historical
significance. Many young Lithuanians with strong
belief in their country take part in it. “I also came
here (at the G. J. Military Academy) because of
patriotism. It is interesting for me to know my
History and that the family tradition continues,”
she adds.
Free studies Versus expensive fees
On one hand, patriotism and historic values
are very important motivations for enrollment
amongst the future leaders of the Lithuanian
Army. On the other hand, there are other students
who are more motivated by the free costs of the
studies. Cadet Ugnius Ragauskas is studying Aircraft Piloting. He is now enrolled in his fifth year.
“Being a pilot has always been a dream. I had the

possibility to be a civil pilot or a military pilot. One
of my reasons to study in the Lithuanian Army is
that it is free,” he says.
Although there is no financial cost for studying
Aircraft Piloting in the Lithuanian Army, enrolment requires a very high commitment from the
students. The only two Aircraft Piloting students
of the General Jonas Military Academy are studying with civil students. While the civil students are
spending summer relaxing, the two students have
to follow military trainings.
Although there is no financial cost for studying
Aircraft Piloting in the Lithuanian Army, enrolment requires a very high commitment from the
students. The only two Aircraft Piloting students
of the General Jonas Military Academy are studying with civil students. While the civil students are
spending summer relaxing, the two students have
to follow military trainings.
The selection process
Selection system to enter in the General Jonas
Military Academy of Lithuania is composed of
three stages: a professional aptitude test, a military
medical screening commission and examination

in this system has been made to select the best of
the best candidates.

soldier career and a third part is coming in the
Army by patriotism.

This selection system has been implemented in the
Lithuanian Armed Forces for ten years. They took
experience from a system that has been working
for fifty years in the United Kingdom Army. It was
adapted in the Lithuanian army for the young
Lithuanians.

A defense internationally oriented
Lithuania became part of the European Union
and NATO in 2004. That put pressure on the
Lithuanian Military Academy to develop its international programs.

Scientific research has been done to monitor
the motivations of the young cadets through
questionnaires answered by candidates. Most
of them want to become officers because of the
good wages, a second part is interested by the job
stability and the social guarantees of an official

The General Jonas Military Academy of
Lithuania cooperates with other military academies abroad. It has developed joint programs
with many of them. For many years the Military
Academy has been cooperating with military
schools of higher education in the United States
of America, Denmark, Great Britain, Germany,
Austria, France, Croatia, Poland and other
Baltic countries.
Many officers are also sent to the Baltic Defense College (BALDEFCOL), a
trilateral Baltic States project. It is financed
by the three Baltic States : Estonia, Latvia
and Lithuania.
Besides
financial
contribution,
the
Lithuanian Army sends some of its
officers as instructors and staff members to
the college. The role of BALDEFCOL is to
educate and further the personal and professional development of military officers
from Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania.

800 young men aged 15-30 years were interviewed in 2008
about their motivations for working in the army.
Datas: Baltic Research.
Own ressources.

The importance for the officers to have an
excellent level of English has never been so
essential since the affiliation to NATO. Colonel
Eugenijus Vosylius, commandant of the Military
Academy, explains : « Since the 90’s many English
centres have been established in the army and all
the
officers had to go there. By the way we are
holdng three courses in English at the Academy. »

tary Academy are proud to insist that they train
officers by developing their leader’s qualities and
intellect. “Our purpose at the Military Academy
is to form commanders and quality soldiers. We
provide officers with theoretical and practical skills
useful for the leader who is motivated and ready to
command in war or peace,” says major Rimvydas
Adomavičius, Chief of Division of Leadership
Training at the Lithuanian Military Academy.
Developing leaders’ qualities represents an important part of the cadets’ education. Is is an
underlying subject during all the study period in
the Military Academy. Eight values are taught
to the cadets during their study period so they
can become effective leaders. These values are:
patriotism, morality, self sacrifice, honesty, respect,
honour, intelligence and courage.
The Lithuanian Military Academy intends to
shape the intellect, the physical presence and the
character of its future leaders. Even during the
daily life of their study period, the young officers
are trained to develop their leadership skills. The
students are divided in battalions and platoons. “I
am a platoon leader. I have twenty subordinates. I
am their commander and I teach them the values
and what they need to do,” says Cadet Kęstutis
Kilikevičius. Cadets are allowed to make mistakes.
The have to learn from it.
The Military Academy hosts very few women.
It may be challenging for these female officers to
command men. Cadet Monika Šinkunaité is one

The leaders of tomorrow
The representatives of the Lithuanian MiliDelegations from all the arms of the Lithuanian Armed Forces. On the left: the infantry; in the middle: air force; on the right: the navy.
Photo: Benoît Theunissen
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or Cadet Tomas Kvietkauskas, who is currently in his third year of International
Relations at the General Jonas Military
Academy of Lithuania, becoming an officer is a
childhood dream. But not only is it a dream of
his it also represents a duty. “I think that the military education is every Lithuanian’s duty. He must
know how to defend his country. It is important
because if bad times come it will be needed to
serve in the army”, he says.
The patriotism concept is well anchored among
the young cadets of the Lithuanian Armed Forces,
especially for Cadet Tomas Kvietkauskas : “In my
opinion, patriotism is a love of your country and
of your history. I am a real Lithuanian and I will
serve for every Lithuanian.”
History and love of the nation
Cadet Kęstutis Kilikevičius is now in his third year
of Personal Management. As a future infantry
officer, he is also very attached to his country’s
past: “In 1945-53, there were the Forest Brothers, Lithuanian freedom fighters against the Soviet
army. My grandmother helped them and I think
that’s a good example of real patriotism.”
Serving under the flag was definitely not a new
discovery for Cadet Kęstutis Kilikevičius when
he took the decision to study at the General Jonas Military Acaemy in Vilnius. He had already
been serving in the National Homeguard for
almost three years. In his opinion, it was very
useful.“There, you have a kind of military training with a basic infantry course. So, it is easier to
enter the Military Academy afterwards”, he says.
Many cadets already have a military experience
when they enter at the Military Academy. That
was also the case of Cadet Monika Šinkunaité.
She is enrolled in her second year of Personal
Management.“I came to this academy mostly
because I was participating in the Riflemen’s
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2008 is the year of the change of the legislation concerning compulsory service. The Lithuani
Armed Forces are now composed of professional soldiers.
Datas: Lithuanian Ministry of National Defens
Own ressource
Union. That lasted one year and a half. There
were military trainings and it was very physical,”
she claims. The Lithuanian Riflemen’s Union is
a paramilitary organization with a high historical significance. Many young Lithuanians with
strong belief in their country take part in it. “I
also came here (at the G. J. Military Academy)

The names of the Lithuanian heroes are written on the walls of the Genocide Museum in Vilnius. The museum is hosted in the
former KGB headquarters. Many of the Lithuanian resistants against the Soviet regime were tortured and executed in the baseme
jail of the building. The memory of these names is a historic heritage that many cadets defend nowadays.
Photo: Benoît Theuniss
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Educating
the sense of
the nation
Lithuania has suffered from
many fights for its independence. The memory of the past
is well anchored in the education of the cadets. Interview of
Colonel Eugenijus Vosylius,
Commandant of the Lithuanian
Military Academy.
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Colonel Eugenijus Vosylius, Commandant of the General Jonas Military Academy of Lithuania.
Photo: Kęstutis Dijokas

“We had a lot of fights for our
independence especially during
the 19th and 20th centuries.”
By Benoît Theunissen
What is the added value of the Military Academy compared
to a civilian University?

to be a cadet because my grandfather was an officer or he was a Partisan ».

We teach our cadets unchangeable universal values: dignity, pride, honour, patriotism, responsibility and courage. These values have to be possessed
by the officers because with a high rank you don’t
receive privileges but more responsibilities. Our
graduated students have to be citizens in uniform;
this is our aim. According to our history, the officer
profession has always been respected. We had a
lot of fights for our independence especially during the 19th and 20th centuries. Our cadets understand the importance of History. We try to put
that into their hearts.

The national identity seems to be very important. How can
you teach it to young people?

The concept of patriotism is something that doesn’t exist
anymore in many European countries.
Let’s compare Belgium and Lithuania. Belgium
has been independent for about 200 years. Lithuania started to lose its independence in 1795 for
more than one hundred years. During the 19th
century we had two revolts: in 1831 and in 1863.
We got our independence in 1918 after WWI for
22 years and we lost it again in 1940. These fights
for independence are still in our blood. One of the
prerequisites to become a cadet is patriotism.
Do you ask any questions about national history to the candidates?
Actually, we ask them simple questions about their
motivations to become an officer. They have to
motivate their answers. For instance: « I would like

They can learn about State and democracy. I have
noticed in Europe that people do not understand
what the State means. They are just trying to get
something from it. The gap between young people
and the State is growing wider and wider.

This is a part of our leadership training. We have
history lessons. The students visit special places
linked to the Lithuanian history.
How does the Military Academy contribute to the civic education in the Lithuanian society?
We try to be active in this field. We have recently
started a project with the Lithuanian University of
Educational Sciences that involves their students.
We have also organized many conferences with
historians and scientists from universities. Finally,
we have invited teachers from secondary schools
at meetings about the importance of teaching patriotism. We try to be seen in the public sphere
as the institution that values national dignity and
patriotism.
Do you have other links with universities?

“The gap
between young
people and
the State is
growing wider
and wider.”

We started last year a programme for preparation
of reserve officers. Civilian students are coming at
the Military Academy during weekends for a three
years period. They receive afterwards their Lieutenant rank. In such way we are trying to make
our citizens a little bit more pro-active in their
citizenship.
What are the motivations?
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Inside the oldest
University of Eastern
Europe

By Benoît Theunissen

Founded in 1579 the University of Vilnius is one of the oldest establishments of
higher education in Eastern and Central Europe. The Jesuits was in charge of the
University during its two first centuries of existence to 1773. In the aftermath of
the Third Partition of Poland (1795) and the November Uprising (1830–1831), the
University was closed. All the courses were suspended until 1919. In the aftermath
of World War I the University saw failed attempts to re-open it by Lithuania and
invading Soviet forces in March 1919. The institution functioned for a long time as
the only higher education establishment in Lithuania. As a result, it preserved the
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The Observatory was build during the 16th century. During the Age of
Enlightenment it became the symbol of the University.
Photo: Benoît Theunissen

n
The Grand Courtyard of the University is famous for its Renaissance arcades
of the old University buildings.
Photos: Benoît Theunissen
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The St Johns’ Church’ and its befry reveals the domination of Baroque, the architectural
style of the Jesuits, in the old ensemble of the University of Vilnius.
Photo: Benoît Theunissen
Photo: Benoît Theunissen

Photo: Benoît Theunissen

54

Photo: Benoît Theunissen

Photo: Benoît Theunissen

Besides the Grand Courtyard the University is composed of many backyard giving a way
to the different Faculties.
Photo: Benoît Theunissen
Photo: Benoît Theunissen
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United
Kingdom

Photo: Alexandria Molony

Student rejected from top British
university for unclear reasons
Student Kelvin James has blasted Cambridge University, deeming them to be one of
the most elitist universities in Britain. The statement comes in the wake of Kelvin’s
application being rejected despite meeting the required criteria for his subject. Leading
him to believe non-academic measures were used to judge his ability.
Written by Adam Sinclair Charles

D

escribed by his teachers
as a quiet and humble
student, Kelvin James has
uncharacteristically launched an
attack on Cambridge University.
Having achieved some of the best
exam results in his school, Kelvin
believed he would be eligible for
a place in one of Britain’s most prestigious educational institutes. But after his application was
turned down he soon found exam results would
not be enough.
“Cambridge was my first choice but I applied to
Bath as a backup. You still need high grades to get
into both and I mostly got A’s in my end of school
exams so I thought everything would be okay said
Kelvin, a student at Beal High School.

After receiving the acceptance letter from Bath,
he believed another one would soon follow from
Cambridge University.
“I got the acceptance letter from Bath and I was
so happy. But then I got rejected from Cambridge
even though I put a lot of effort into my application and I met all the criteria, he continued.
“They’re definitely one of the most elitist universities because they mainly take people from private
schools. I understand they want to maintain their
high status and I don’t know why I wasn’t accepted. I think it’s because I come from a ‘bad’ area”.
Kelvin grew up in The London Borough of Newham, a severely deprived area rife with crime.
Around 7 in 10 children come from low-income
families, making it one of the worst boroughs for
child poverty in Britain. Newham is also home to
one of the lowest ranked Universities in England,
UEL (University of East London).

But Kelvin’s academic skills have allowed him to
set his sights on far more prestigious Universities.
While other 17-year-old boys are playing video
games, watching football or wandering the streets
of Newham, Kelvin has his head buried in books.
His passion for learning has not only set him apart
from those in his age group nationally, but from
peers in his neighborhood also.
“There’s a lot of people I know who aren’t even
going to University at all and the few that did apply haven’t chosen the best ones because they can’t
get accepted. I feel like the odd one out”.

Newham Demographics
Newham is a highly diverse and multi-cultural
area with ethnic groups comprising 65% of the
population. Over a third of the habitants in Newham are young people under the age of 25.
According to Aston Mansfield, only 28% of these
young people try and to go to university, while an
even smaller proportion
57

apply for universities ranked in the top ten (3%).
Lewis truly cuts a unique figure in Newham.

prove the numbers of under-represented groups
in the best universities.

Cambridge Reaction to Lack of Diversity

“Here’s a fact: last year only 40 – four zero –
children who had been on free school meals – in
other words from the more disadvantaged families
in this country – got into either Oxford or Cambridge, and that was a lower number than the year
before, said David Cameron,
leader of the coalition government

Having previously been criticized by MP, David
Lammy, for not accepting more students from
poorer areas, Cambridge have worked hard to
improve the admissions
of such applicants.
In order to charge
€10,000 for tuition fees,
the University are supposed to encourage applications from the best
students in the UK, regardless of background.
They claim to work with
a number of specific
under-represented and
disadvantaged
groups
across the UK to raise aspiration and to improve
access to higher education. Including children
in care, students eligible
for free school meals and
Black & Asian ethnic
minority
students.
As Kelvin meets
the requirements to
study Economics, he
thought he would be
accepted.

“Cambridge
are one of
the most
elitist
universities
because they
mainly take
people from
private
schools”

“So we do need to make real
efforts to say to universities:
if you want to continue to
get support from the taxpayer to educate our younger
people, you’ve got to make
sure that British society is
better reflected in the people
you take into the university
in the first place”
Deputy Prime Minister Nick
Clegg came under scrutiny
for supporting the Coalition’s rise in tuition fees after promising it would not
happen. Mr. Clegg is now
desperate to ensure that
wider ranges of students
are able to make it into
the best universities.
“One of the objectives
behind our controversial
reforms in the funding of
universities is we’re saying to universities: ‘Look,
if you want to charge
graduates more money
for having the benefit of
going to university, you’re
going to have to do a lot,
lot more to get underrepresented youngsters
from poor backgrounds,
from black, minority
ethnic backgrounds into
your university’.

But as part of Cambridge’s application
scheme, students are
required to fill in an
extra questionnaire
with an attached picture.
“They have something called a Supplementary Application
Questionnaire where
you have to provide a
picture with it. That’s
where they differentiate between who’s
black, who’s white
and who’s Asian.
It’s easier for them
to separate the faces
says Kelvin James.
“I don’t really see
why it’s relevant. If I have the right grades for my
subject why does my ethnicity, my race, my sexual
orientation, or my area come into play?”
The British government has sought to address
this problem. By putting pressure on universities
themselves, they have attempted to make the best
education more accessible for under-represented
students.
The creation of The Office for Fair Access (OFFA)
in 2010 is tangible evidence of the government’s
efforts. OFFA acts as an independent public body
helping to safeguard and promote fair access to
education after compulsory high-school school
education. All English universities are subject to
investigation by OFFA and must strike an agreement with the organization if they want to charge
up to €10,000 for tuition fees.
Although OFFA has helped somewhat, the government still believes more must be done to im58

Studies carried out by
the Sutton Trust show
that students who receive
free school meals (a system only used in state
schools in areas such as
Newham) are 55 times
less likely to go to Oxford or Cambridge than
those from independent, fee paying schools. As
statistics show, diversity has not improved drastically, even with the help of OFFA. In 2010, 6,000
undergraduates attended Oxford & Cambridge
and only 45 of those came from the poorest families on free school meals. Such figures show there
is work to be done.

Kelvin’s Silver Lining
Although Kelvin did not get into his first choice
University - Cambridge, his high grades have
made him an attractive prospect for others.

A diverse
student body
has benefits
Diversity is valued highly at
the University of Hertfordshire (UH). With a heavy
influx of black and Asian
students, some of whom
come from the poorest
areas in London, they have
managed to create one of
the most diverse and employable student bodies in
Britain.
Almost half (46%) of the students at UH are part
of an ethnic minority group. By working closely
with the Equality Challenge Unit (ECU), who
ensure that universities enforce the European legislation relating to discrimination, UH have established a good balance between different ethnicities and social classes and It appears to be paying
dividends.
“We offer subjects from Musical Performance to
Pharmaceutical Science. There are so many students in different subject areas so it increases the
target range of jobs they can hit. If all the students
were coming from the same place then they would
choose the same subjects and increase the competition. I think this has a lot to do with our high
graduate employment rate says Georgia Bonsu,
a member of the Hertfordshire Afro-Caribbean
Society.
UH are ranked 48th in the university rankings table. Although other universities offering the same
courses may be ranked higher, when considering
the fact that Hertfordshire was only founded in the

University of Hertfordshire Diversity
statistics
UH

UHBS

White

53.1%

31.5%

Mixed

3.0%

2.6%

Asian

20.5%

28.9%

Black

13.4%

15.8%

Chinese

5.9%

17.1%

Other
Ethnic

2.9%

3.3%

Total

100%

100%

“I got an offer from Bath & I’ll be studying EcoLeft Photo: 13th century Cambridge Uni Campus
Right Photo: Kelvin James.
Adam Charles

UHBS - University of Hertfordshire
Business School
1950’s this is no easy feat. 87% of Hertfordshire
graduates go straight into employment after their
bachelor degrees. With the job market as it is cur-

rently, these are impressive statistics.
“We might not be ranked as highly as similar universities who offer the same types of social subjects
that we do. But there is no doubt that the diversity
in Hertfordshire contributes to the amount of jobs
that people get afterwards”
“At Hertfordshire we strongly believe that diversity
is an important issue. Not only to prepare the students for working life after they graduate but also
because it provides a different perspective from the
one that they have themselves”.

Hertfordshire Students Enjoy Diversity
It is not only employers who reap the benefits of

the diversity at UH. The students themselves appreciate the blend of cultures that is on offer. This
is often a large part of the reason many students
choose Hertfordshire in the first place.
“My sister went to Hertfordshire a couple of years
ago and she only had positive things to say about
the university says Philip Alexander, a business
student at UH.

so I naturally came here”.
UH has made it their duty to eliminate unlawful
racial discrimination, promote equality of opportunity and good race relations and is well on the
way to doing so.

“When you go to university you don’t want to feel
lonely or like you have to really change yourself to
make new friends, so being able to mix with people who are the same as me makes me feel much
more comfortable. Hertfordshire has a good mix

Poorer british students still need
more help getting into the best
universities
For many years there have been discussions among the highest-ranking universities
and politicians to address the issue of diversity. It’s imperative to value social and
cultural variety in student bodies, but some universities fail to attract or even accept
members of under-represented groups.
By Adam Sinclair Charles

W

hilst there are some
schemes in place to help
such students, they do
not always have the desired effect.
The fact that Oxford University
accepted one black Caribbean student in 2011 highlights the extent
of the problem.

Current ‘Solutions’ to the Lack of Diversity
The Universities and Colleges Applications System (UCAS) was founded in 1994 to provide a
level playing field between richer and poorer students. Every student in the United Kingdom who
wants to apply to university must write a personal
statement, underlining their experiences and their
reasons for applying. Universities claim to recognize that exam grades can be affected by social
factors such as family situations and the quality
of the school, and the UCAS personal statement
has long been heralded as a non-academic way
to assess an applicant’s potential. But this method
has come under scrutiny. Critics such as Robert
Brown, suggest that those from more affluent
backgrounds are often given extra help to write
their personal statements by their schools, parents
or private tutors.
“Anecdotal evidence suggests that some staff and
parents advise to the extent where the personal
statement cannot be seen as the applicant’s own
work, says academic Robert. M Brown.
“Students without help may feel themselves to be
composing in a rhetorical void in which they must
write in an unfamiliar genre for an audience that
they do not know nor will likely ever meet”.

Photo: University of Bath Sign
Adam Sinclair Charles
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Naturally, there is a gulf in the personal statements of students who do not attend private
schools and those who do. If the same level of attention is not shown to poorer students, the UCAS
personal statement cannot be seen a fair way to assess students who have the same academic ability.
The best universities generally use the same
system to judge whether applicants are capable
enough, regardless of socio-economic background. Either through a series of aptitude tests
for the particular subject, or supplementary questionnaires.

Oxford’s Innovation to Improve Diversity
But Oxford University has come up with a particular innovation that uses a special system to ensure
bright applicants from poor backgrounds receive
the fairest interview possible. During the applications process they are brought to the
attention of admissions tutors, or ‘flagged up’
- a phrase that Oxford University themselves
coined. Students are ‘flagged’ if they attend a
school that has lower exam results than the national average, if they have been in care for more
than three months or come from a deprived postcode. Oxford Vice-Chancellor Andrew Hamilton,
has stated that all barriers will be removed for less
fortunate students if they have the required ability, and it would seem this removal of barriers has
proved relatively successful.
According to figures, 573 candidates who came
from deprived postcodes were shortlisted for
interviews after being flagged by Oxford. 185
subsequently won offers, showing a rise of 75% in
one year. While there has been improvement, the
statistics show that there is still work to be done.
61% of applicants from schools and colleges with
a history of sending students to Oxford were
accepted in 2012. But change is taking place.
OFFA (Office For Fair Access) is largely responsible for the improvement of diversity in many of
the top universities. After tuition fees were raised
officially in 2010, OFFA was created as an
independent, non-departmental public body
to promote access to higher education for underrepresented groups.
As part of their role, they work closely with
universities such as Bath. In doing so, Bath and
OFFA aim to
reduce the barriers to higher education for
students from low-income backgrounds.
“We believe that university provides the
opportunity to meet and work with a wide range
of people from all backgrounds. With a more diverse and cultural student population, the experience of university is enhanced and provides an
excellent preparation for working life said Martine
Woodward, a representative of the Widening
Participation Office at Bath University.
Working together, they have worked hard to increase the number of under-represented students
in the Bath University student body.
“With the help of OFFA we’ve managed to
increase the number of applicants from low
participation groups at a time when competition
for places is very fierce. Although financial issues
are important, those from families without
tradition of higher education need more
information. So we encourage such students to
attend our tailor-made library workshops, taster
days and summer schools.

What More Can Be Done?
Schemes such as Oxford’s flagging system and
60

Bath University taster days are good starting
points, but universities still need to go further and
push the boundaries by going into schools to work
directly with those in deprived postcodes.
In theory the schemes may be a good idea.
But if the students who need it most are not being helped sufficiently, the universities’ efforts are
futile.
“It’s not only about having taster days, it’s about
letting the right students in the right schools know
that you’re having these taster days and opening
the range of information to more people. Often
universities work with the schools that respond
but if they really want to tackle this problem, they
need to go into the schools that don’t respond because they most likely don’t see the point says Gary
Jarrett, Enterprise Advisor at Robert Clack
School.

Poor Areas

Applicants

Offers

(Ox&Cam)

tage

Barking &
Dagenham

115

16

13%

Hackney

73

7

9%

Newham

148

28

19%

Glouce
tersshire

1853

613

33%

Hammersmith &
Fulham

1450

600

41%

Rich Areas

Source - The Guardian

“Some universities are doing quite well and others aren’t doing so well. Most universities will have
some things to entice students. But what can they
do more? I think they have to go where the people
are.
“My job is to raise aspirations in both the council
and in the students themselves to let them know
that they actually can go to the best universities”.
Robert Clack School is located in the London
Borough of Barking & Dagenham. Although
more students qualify for university here than in
neighboring borough Newham, the number of
students in higher education is still low. A third
of the 19-year-olds in Barking & Dagenham have
qualifications lower than GCSE level or have no
qualifications at all. The work being done at Robert Clack by Mr. Jarrett is unique. He believes that
if more schools were to have initiatives in place
like the ones he has created, the best universities
would be more inclined to pay attention to poorer
schools.
“In poor areas like Barking and Dagenham you’ll
find that people who want to get into medicine
for example, their fathers weren’t doctors or they
don’t have any contacts in the industry he says.
“So that’s why I’ve started a medical society where
students can come in and see what types of work
experience they need and speak to people in the
profession”.
By specifically mentoring students to find out what
they need and creating study programs specifically
tailored to their needs, he has created hundreds of
success stories over the years. Many of who have
attended universities ranked within the top 10.
This is evidently a formula that works.
Perhaps, the way to increase diversity within the
top universities then, is to have people working at
grass roots level. Allowing them to lay the groundwork, with programs such as the Widening Participation Scheme that Bath have in place to catch the
most capable students. Regardless, the situation of
poorer students is improving, but students such as
those at Robert Clack School need more help.

•

•
•

The Russell Group - represents 24
leading UK universities with the best
research and excellent teaching for
British and International students
Two thirds of universities in the Russell
Group admitted fewer state school
students than those outside this group
St Andrew’s only admitted 14 students
from the poorest backgrounds
Source - The Telegraph
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An ordinary ceremony at an unordinary school
Even though almost one in
two never finish their
degree with The Open
University, thousands of
people still graduate from
the university every year.
Saturday the 6th of April
more than 600 students
dressed up in ceremonial
robes in the Barbican
centre in London, to
receive their academic
degrees.
By Simon Hoffmann Petersen

T

hough I’ve never had the
pleasure of attending a
graduation ceremony before, I can instantly tell, that the
atmosphere in the Barbican Centre this Saturday afternoon must
be exactly as at any other degree
ceremony taking place at the universities of Britain. The indescribable mixture of
tension and relieve, happiness and uncertainty, of
the long awaited redemption and the unbearable
impatience.
And yet, this ceremony is so much unlike the hundreds of other ceremonies to take place in England

this year. First of all, we’re only in the beginning
of April. By 9am the sun is neither penetrating nor
warm enough to make the great attendance drop
their coats in front of the great performing arts
centre in the middle of London that are hosting
today’s graduation.

The Open University

But usually by April, University students all over
the country are still studying hard for their finals,
that won’t take place for another few months.
Then how come more than 600 students are donning themselves in robes and mortar boards at
this very morning, this chilly-but-not-cold April
morning, and looking very excited, to finally be rewarded for years and years of strenuous studying?
Taking a closer look at the motley looking participants of today’s event yet again underlines
the difference from your average graduation ceremony. Usually the ecstatic students will still be in
their early twenties. Looking sharp, and with the
glimpse of their eyes assuring you, that tomorrow
they will conquer the world, but tonight they will
drink, like there is no tomorrow.
Not here, however. My eyes dart around the great
hall of the Barbican Centre, but not once do they
rest on a student, I estimate to be younger than
30. The one’s to bring down the average age of
today’s event is in fact not the students, but rather
their children or even grandchildren, that are here
to celebrate their newly achieved degree.
All of a sudden people are gathering in the illuminated lower level of the Barbican Centre. This
floor constitutes the last hallway to the almost
mythical room of graduation, decorated with
flowers and the enormous naval blue banner, with
the university’s distinctive coat of arms; two lions
holding two broadcasting towers, and the motto

Motto: Learn and Live
Students enrolled: 253,075
- Undergraduates: 195,300
- Postgraduates: 15,726
Established: 1969 (oldest distance learning centre in
the world)
Students from: All over the United Kingdom and
through most of Europe
Qualifies for degree: Yes
Courses: Everything besides medicine
Campus: Milton Keynes, England

“Learn and Live”.As the students and their families and friends are seated in the great hall, the
tones from the big band at the stage slowly die out,
and a man bearing the nametag “Vice Chancellor
Martin Bean” takes the stage.
“It is my absolute privilege and pleasure to welcome you all to the fourth of The Open Universities degree ceremonies being held in 2013.”

Dawn Morris (Leicestershire)
- Just finished seven years of studying psychology
with The OU.

Carl Pinder graduated from The Open University April 6th of
this year. He received his degree at the Barbican Centre.
		
Photo: Simon Hoffmann Petersen

Why did you choose to study with The OU?
I have two children and work full time as a graphic
designer, so I could not take time out to attend a
conventional brick university. With The OU I
could study at any time.

Daniel Gill (30 years old)
- Just finished 6 years of studying an open degree
(computer based subjects) at The OU.

How was your study routine?
I usually studied from 5am to 6am in the morning,
and then maybe a couple of hours in the night. It
was hard, but I managed to fit it around work and
family commitments.
Did you ever contemplate dropping out?
Yes, when I had my second baby, I took a break
for a couple of years. I simply thought it would be
too much work, with everything going on at home.
But I got back into studying, and was able to recommence my courses - which is one of the really
great things about the OU.
How can you use your degree from the OU in your work?
I am working as a graphic designer, but with the
psychology aspect I can become more of an interface designer, by being aware of how people interact with computers. The degree is simply taking
my career in a totally new direction. It also shows
your employer, that you have the motivation and
the organisation to complete such a course.

Carl Pinder (55 years old, Oxford)
- Just finished five years of studying computing
with The OU.
Did you study full time or part time?
I am a postman of profession, so I have been
working full time and studying part time.
How was your study routine?
Pretty manic at times to say the least. I mostly
studied at night, and then had a few weeks off
from work, to really dig into my courses.
Did you ever contemplate dropping out?
I had a very tough time halfway through, but the
closer I got to being done, the easier it got.
Have you brought anyone here to celebrate you today?
Yes, I have. My daughters are here to see me get
my degree. One of them even studies in Denmark,
so it means a great deal that she is here today.

How come you chose the Open University?
I have a really great job in technical support, but
also wanted to get back to my studies, so I decided
on study part time. The only way that could come
about, was by enrolling at The Open University.
How was your study routine?
A real mix bag. When exams coming up, long
weekends, nights etc., because of the work, it was
hard to find the time. Spend a lot of time in the
train to work to study.
Did you miss the social aspect of studying at a university?
No, not really. I did everything solo, but had a fantastic experience with the OU anyway. The fact
that you have the freedom to study at home, and
don’t have to go to a school, is absolutely ideal, if
you - like me - have a job as well.
Have you thought about studying further with The OU?
I will possibly do a master with the OU, but right
now I would like to work for a few years.
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British universities fac
A number of British universities could be facing
closure, if they don’t adapt
their methods of teaching
to the 21st century, states
a new report on the future
of higher education. The
threat is online universities.
By Simon Hoffmann Petersen

T

“
he certainties of the past
are no longer certainties. The
models of higher education that
marched triumphantly across the
globe in the second half of the
20th Century are broken. (…)
Just as globalisation and technology have transformed other huge sectors of the
economy in the past 20 years, in the next 20 years
universities face transformation.”
So clear is the message in the recent report “An avalanche is coming”, that was published last month
by the Institute for Public Policy Research. And
the recent report is not the only one to raise concern about, whether the universities of the United
Kingdom are up-to-date. The British minister
of Universities and Science, David Willets, have
questioned whether the “classic model” of a traditional campus university is enough to satisfy the
rise in demand of higher education, both within
the United Kingdom, but also from European
students coming to the United Kingdom. At the
Guardian Higher Education Summit in February
this year, the minister said, that:
“Online learning is going to be a big thing, very

Online universities like The Open University is attracting more and more students, leaving the traditional universities in despair.
Photo: Simon Hoffmann Petersen
significant, when you look at the hunger for higher
education.”
According to the report, the global competition
from online universities and mass online open
courses (MOOC’s) could lead to students seeping
from the least prestigious universities, in favour of
their online counterparts.
Michael Barber, one of the authors of the report,
says there is simply too many universities doing the
same thing, and that this avalanche will see some
middle-ranking universities closing, he stated to
BBC News last month.
The new – or maybe not so new – player on the
market is online teaching institutions as the wellknown Coursera.org, Khan Academy, The Open
University and the online University of Phoneix.

Study as you please
Distance learning is no new phenomenon. At The

“Students of 2013
are busy with a lot
of other things than
just their education.
Why force them into a
classroom Tuesday at
11am, if they just as
well could do it at
12am or even Saturday
night?”
- Niall Sclater,
Director of Learning
and Teaching at The
Open University
Photo: The Open University
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Open University, based in England, they have offered students the freedom of studying from home
or work for more than 40 years. Back then only
around 30,000 were enrolled into the university
that broadcasted its lectures on BBC late at night,
for the students to video record and watch at a
later time.
With the 1990’s came the internet, and as a result the Open University moved most of its course
material online. This only expanded the amount
of freedom of the studying, allowing students to
hand it material by a click of the mouse and watch
online lectures from their hotel room on vacations.
The number of enrolled students boomed, and
today more than 250,000 students – from twentysomethings to grandmothers of 70 – are studying
with The Open University. Actually, most of the
students are probably closer to 70 than to 20, according to Rachel James, Media Relations Officer
at The Open University.
“We are very unlike any other university, as most
of our students are actually working full time, and
are in generally a lot older than your average British university. They might have kids and families
to take care of as well, and are choosing to study
part time – early mornings, after work, in weekends. We provide the material, but they themselves
plan their studying, so it takes a lot of self-dependence and self-control to study and that speaks to
the more mature students”, she says.

New challenges await
According to Director of Learning and Teaching
at The Open University, Niall Sclater, the physical
Universities have a lot to learn from online learning institutions.
“The students of 2013 are busy with a lot of other
things than just their education. They might do
an internship on the side, they could have a studyrelated job or even trying their luck with entrepreneurship. Why force them into a classroom at
Tuesday at 11am, if they just as well could do it
at 12am or Tuesday morning or even Saturday
night?”, he asks.

e an online avalanche
“Besides, a lot of the institutions are spending so
much of their budget on student housing and lecture halls, instead of spending it on actual educational material. We invest a lot of money and
man power in making our material state of the art.
We don’t have to pay teachers to teach, since the
student’s do that themselves. We use our “teachers” for making the finest lectures with videos,
texts, computer programs and audio. And students
rarely have to print anything, or buy a copy of an
actual book. We have almost all of our material
published on e-readers, Kindles and iPads, Niall”
Sclater says.

Normal universities The Open University
Accredited
(can award degrees)
Accepts an unlimited
number of students
“Offline” examination

And the universities should adapt, if they don’t
want to face closure in the immediate future. According to the report, higher education is facing a
global revolution, an avalanche started by the online universities that are popping up – primarily in
America and Europe.
“Competition between universities around the
world has been intensifying for decades, and now
they fight for talent and research funding (…) A
new phase of competitive intensity is emerging
as the concept of the traditional university itself
comes under pressure and the various functions it
serves are unbundled and increasingly supplied,
perhaps better, by providers that are not universities at all. Thinktanks conduct research, private
providers offer degrees (…) and Massive Open
Online Courses (like courser and Khan University, red.) can take the best instructors global”, says
the report.

Still a need for campuses
But even though a lot of good comes from the online universities and the MOOC’s, they couldn’t
replace all of the 90 physical universities. Not at
this time at least, according to Niall Sclater.
“With the nature of the online education institutions – the freedom – it is of course much easier to
pull the plug and quit studying, since you are not

Open to all (no admission requirements)
Tuition fees in euros

10,500

5,800

Average age of
undergrad.-students

21 years

31 years

Average time spend
on courses

3 years

6 years

22 %

50 %

Drop out rates

on an actual campus, and thus not making a big
circle of acquaintances to keep you going. Every
online University is battling higher dropout rates,
than the physical Universities” says Niall Sclater.
At the Open University up to 50 per cent of the
students dropout through a complete degree programme, while the dropout rate at the MOOC-site
Coursera is estimated to be more than 95 per cent.
The fact that Coursera offers no recognised qualification, and the fact that it is free makes it that
much easier to drop out, but on the other hand,
the average course is no longer than 6 weeks, and

doesn’t take a great deal of effort to follow.
Another reason the online universities will hardly
overtake the traditional universities are of course
the need for hands-on practice in a number of
courses. And Niall Sclater recognises that.
“I know for a fact, that I wouldn’t like to have a
brain surgery from a doctor just out of an online
university that never had any actual practice in a
teaching environment or at a clinic. So of course
we still need the physical universities, but I believe
we will see a lot more students, taking on online
education.”

The most famous distance learning institutions (university level)
Name

Founded

Students

Courses

1969

250,000

679

1937 (2006 online)

66,000

256

1971

80,000

160

1976 (1986 online)

300,000

Unknown

Coursera

2012

3.3 million

337

Khan Academy

2006

Unknown (no registration needed)

None (but 4,000 mini lectures)

The Open University

Kaplan University

Libert University Online

University of Phoenix

Accredited
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Scotland favours EU students over
neighbouring UK students

Edinburgh is very much a student city with students coming in from all over Europe and the UK. The biggest University in the city is the University of Edinburgh.

Photo: Natalija Sako

EU students can benefit from Scottish education without paying a single penny in
tuition fees. But for Scotland’s direct neighbours and fellow countrymen within the UK,
the reality is another. Students from elsewhere within the UK have to pay fees up to a
maximum of £9000 (around €10,500) annually if they decide to study in Scotland.
By Elin Larsson and Natalija Sako

I

n the end of March
Albert Ohlin, from
Lund in the south
of Sweden, finally got
the acceptance letters
from the Scottish universities he had applied
to. His first option has
always been to study at a university outside Sweden, preferably a British one.
“The main reason why I chose to apply to go to
Scotland and not England was because it was free.
I wanted to study abroad and to improve my English, and when I heard that Scotland was free that
became the obvious choice. Especially since Scottish universities are also really good”, he says.
In September he starts a program in theatre and
politics at the university of Glasgow a town he so
far only has seen through some quick research on
Google.
“I am quite nervous about moving but I think it is
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great that you can take this opportunity to study
abroad and meet people from all over the world”,
says Albert Ohlin.
Across the sea in Edinburgh, Scotland, Fergus
Boden is sitting at a café. He is working on his
final examination and despite the fact that the
Easter holiday keeps the school uniforms out of
sight, students can be seen everywhere in town.
Fergus Boden is born in a small town nearby on
the English side of the border. But even though he
studies at a university just a short train trip from
his hometown he will, unlike Albert Ohlin from
Sweden, have to pay about £1800 (€2100) annually in school fees for studying in Scotland.
“When some students pay for education and some
do not it creates some sort of barriers between
people who can and can not afford it. For some
people 9000 pounds is a yearly income and not
possible to pay in tuition fees. But if the university
was free for everyone it would encourage more
people from the whole society to go to university”,
he says.

EU laws to prevent discrimination
To avoid discrimination between citizens within
the EU an anti-discrimination law has been initiated. According to that law a country can not
treat EU members differently from their own
citizens. Not charging Scottish student school fees
then means that
no other EU
citizens have to
pay fees either.
But for the students in the rest
of the UK the
government has
come up with a
loophole.
“EU law means
that while domestic policy
can mean variations within
Member States,
other Member Albert Ohlin is looking forward to going
States must be abroad to study.
Photo: Private

“I think it is fantastic
that EU students can study
here for free but I think
everyone in the education
system should be treated
the same way.”
treated the same as the home territory. Charging UK students fees, i.e. students from elsewhere
within the UK, is therefore permitted in the context of EU law and our Treaty obligations”, says
Michael Russell, education secretary at the Scottish Government.

in Scotland, and he feels that they add a lot to
the education and atmosphere at the University. Since few students mention their tuition fees
among their classmates the inequality was unknown for Fergus Boden until he started to spend
time with an international group.

After spending four years at the closest university
from home Fergus Boden will be about £7000
(€8,200) in debt. Compared to tuition fees all
around the UK the amount is not overwhelming, but compared to the free education that his
classmates from other EU countries like Sweden,
Greece and France will receive, Fergus Boden
cannot help but to feel discriminated.

“I did not realize that the EU students could study
here for free until my second year when I chatted
to a girl from Greece and she told me that she did
not pay anything”. he says.

“I think it is fantastic that EU students can study
here for free but I think everyone in the education
system should be treated the same way, and this is
something that is lacking in the Scottish University system at the momen”.

EU students cost the tax-payers €87 million
Along the cobblestoned streets in Edinburgh the
second hand bookshops, the modern cafées and
the darker pubs are all situated side by side fighting for the attention from Edinburgh’s relatively
young population. The town has four big universities and attracts the most students in Scotland. According to statistics from the government
almost 25% of the population in Edinburgh is
between 16-29. Many of them come from outside the UK. At Queen Margaret University in
Edinburgh Fergus Boden has come across a lot
of international students. He is positive about the
constant stream of EU students coming to study

Last year about 12,000 EU students entered
the Scottish universities. It is not only a growing
number, an increase of 7.1% in total applicants
to Scotland since last year according to statistics
from UCAS, it is also a big expenditure for the
Scottish taxpayers. In 2011 approximately £75
million (€87 million) were spent on foreign students according to Scottish education secretary
Michael Russell. To make a distinguishment between UK students and EU-students is a way to
keep the cost down, but for some of the british
students there has been away to find a way into
the free Scottish educational system.

No loopholes for students with dual-citizenships
In 1998 the Good Friday agreement was signed
between the British and the Irish government.
The agreement was not only a peace agreement
it also legitimate that all citizens of Northern
Ireland have the right to claim an Irish identity.
For some students a dual citizenship is not only
symbolized by an extra passport. To be both Irish
and British have saved them thousands of pounds
since they can study as any other European citizen without paying any fees at
the Scottish universities. But even
students
from
outside the European Union have
had the potential
to claim a dual
nationality
by
proving their relation to European
ancestors
and
thereby study for
free. Alex Oram
is from England
and studies medicine at the University of Aberdeen. He is aware
that many nonScottish students
are trying to use
Edinburgh is the home of several athors and philosophers, on he Royal Mile stands a statue of
philosopher David Humes.
Photo: Elin Larsson the loophole.

Fergus Boden chose to study in Edinburgh because it was
close to home and he had family there. Photo: Elin Larsson
“I definitely have seen that there are a lot of
people with a dual citizenship here. Several of my
friends have dual citizenships, a lot are from US
and another country in Europe and they chose to
study in Scotland because it was free”, he says.
Because of the high cost of the international students the Scottish education secretary Michael
Russell announced last year that the loophole will
be closed. The new changes will take place in the
beginning of next semester.
“A student claiming a certain nationality will now
have to be able to demonstrate that they have
exercised their right of free movement, that they
have lived in that other member state, before the
relevant nationality can be used to apply for fee
support”, says Michael Russell, Scottish education
secretary.
Students applying with a EU-passport from next
semester will be required to prove that they have
previously lived in that particular EU country for
at least three months before sending their appli-

EU Law on equal rights for students
According to the treaty of Maastricht (1993) all EU
citizens should be treated the same in an EU country.
“ this Treaty provisions have been interpreted by the
Court of Justice to cover the rights of free movement and
non-discrimination among Europeans, simply because of
their status as citizens (and by extension, as students)
regardless of whether they are ‘economically active’/../
EU nationals should not be discriminated against in access to any course of education, even if it is not directly
linked to the later practice of a profession.”
” where either fees or tuition fee loans/grants exist,
students from an EU country have the same rights and/
or obligations as local students – both, to pay the fees
charged, and to receive a tuition fee loan/grant from the
Member State where the student will study.”
Source: Youth on the move, European Commission
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cation for having their tuition fees paid. Robin
Parker, the president of the student organisation
NUS Scotland, supports the new clarified rules.
“This will provide the guidance necessary for students from outside Scotland to make an informed
choice when applying to come to university in
Scotland”, says Robin Parker from NUS.
Even though the student organisation welcome a clarification of the
rules they don’t see a large number
of applicants from EU as a problem.

While the system now more than ever distinguishes Scottish students from British students, studying in Scotland is still worthwhile for many Brits.
The tuition fees in Scotland are still substantially
lower at most universities than in the UK thus
making it a good option to chose an education in
the Scotlad despite the fact that it is discriminating
students from other countries within the UK.

“If Scotland becomes
independent students
from the UK would be
treated the same way as
students from the EU.”

“Recent statistics have shown that
the number of applicants from
the EU has not risen significantly.
In addition, it was never clear
whether applying as an EU student
would actually have benefited the
applicant, as the student might not
have found a place at the course”, he says.

Scotland a way to afford a University degree
Alex Oram welcomes more EU students and
does not agree with the student organisation
about a limited number of EU students.
“From my experience I definitely think there is
a higher proportion of EU students at Scottish
universities than UK. And I think the mixed nationalities is definitely a benefit, there are a lot
of people that I am friends with that I would not
have been otherwise”, he says.

For Alex Oram a Scottish education was a way to
afford an university degree.
“I come from a working class family, but I really
wanted to go to the university. I do not know if I
still could have studied with the fees in England,
but it would have depended on the time period
and things like that. To put it sort of perspective I
have a younger brother who is 17 and he is looking
to go to university but he might not go because of
the amount of money it would cost now. Before
the raised fees he wouldn’t have considered Scotland but now I think he is thinking about it”.

The Scottish Universities are famous for offering quality education and are some of the oldest Universities in Europe.
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In 2010 Westminster decided to raise the school
fees in England to a limit of £9000 (€10,500) per
year with a start this year. The education board
in Scotland decided to follow and raised the fees
for the UK students. According to Michael Russell the major reason is that Scottish education
shouldn’t be seen as a cheaper option.
“Scotland has a rich history of
free education but in order for it
to be considered the right place to
study, and not just the cheap place,
universities are allowed to charge
up to £9,000 in fees for students
from the rest of the UK. We have
no plans to introduce any changes
for the forthcoming year, however
our rules are kept under constant
review in the context of supporting our key policy priority, that
being free tuition for Scottish domiciled”, he says.

Scotland’s split standpoint
The Royal Avenue is not only the most touristic
street in Edinburgh full of shops selling scottish
kashmira, whiskey and kilts it is also the place
where the Scottish bagpipe is being played everyday all year long. On all state buildings in
Edinburgh the Bratach na h-Alba, the Banner o
Scotland, for most known as the Saint Andrew’s
cross is hanging side by side with the British Union
Jack. Outside some of the privately owned stores
the Scottish flag hangs alone. The independence
movement in Scotland is very strong at the moment. One of their initiatives is the big campaign

Photo: Elin Larsson

called ‘Homecoming’ where they try to get Scottish people living abroad to move back. Fergus
Boden’s parents are both Scottish and he has
grown up in what he refers to as a very Scottish
household. One of the strategies from the political
government promoting independence is to spread
what they call “Scottishness”. Fergus Boden cannot understand how the government on one hand
preaches Scottish nationalism and ask students
with Scottish parents to pay tuition fees on the
other.
“ I feel like it is a bit divisive. The Scottish government, that has a massive independence campaign
and everything, makes a big deal of Scottish people living outside the UK, but then on the other
hand someone like me who was brought up in a
Scottish family outside Scotland is not Scottish according to them”, he says.
“England should take responsibility”
Michael Russell, Scottish education secretary,
agrees that the system is unfair, but he argues that
it is the English government’s responsibility and
not the Scottish government’s.
“Ultimately, the confusion which has been caused
over this issue is the fault of the Westminster Government. Its catastrophic policy of tripling tuition
fees for students in England, Wales and Northern
Ireland is proving to be disastrous for student applications. Westminster should reverse its tuition
fee policy and follow the Scottish Government’s
lead”, he says.
According to Michael Russell more students attend universities in Scotland than in England as a
result of no tuition fees. Since the fees were raised
applications in England have gone down. In contrast they are up in Scotland. Alex Oram has witnessed this emerging trend.
“I would definitely say that a lot more people
go to university in Scotland, especially from the
equivalent from my background because I am
from a working class background. The equivalent
in Scotland would still go to University while it is
a pretty big deal for me to go to university”, says
student Alex Oram.
Next year his brother might enter the Scottish university system. But if, and how much fees he will
have to pay is still not clear. In September 2014 the
Scottish government will hold a referendum on
Scottish independence, and if Scotland becomes
independent it will add another dimension to the
debate. The UK will then be another EU country
and would have to be treated accordingly.
“If Scotland gets independence it will be interesting to see how they will solve it because they then
can’t treat students from Scotland differently from
students from for example France. It will be interesting to see whether they will stop charging UK
students or start charging all the EU students”,
says Fergus Boden.
According to Stuart Lewis, head of communication at the Scottish Government, and Scottish independence would actually benefit students from
the UK.
“If Scotland becomes independent students from
the UK would be treated the same way as students
from the EU, he says.

12000 EU students came to Scotland this year to recieve a free edcation.

Photo: Elin Larsson
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Northern Ireland’s school system
keeps the conflict alive

The violence between Protestants and Catholic has been over for 15 years, but the conflict has left its trace.

In 1998 the Good Friday
Agreement was signed in
Northern Ireland, a settlement to promote peace,
unify the area and stop
the violence. Today 15
years later the segregation between Catholics and
Protestants is still dividing
the society and 90% of the
students go to segregated
schools.
By Elin Larsson and Natalija Sako

T

he school day
has ended at
Lough View
Integrated
Primary
School in Belfast, and
children with colourful
backpacks are running
around the corridors
passing time until their
parents pick them up. This Integrated primary
school is one of the few places where Protestant
and Catholic children study together.
“I found out about Lough View through a friend.
My children used to go to a Catholic school but we
changed to an Integrated because I wanted them
to meet people from both religions”, says Grainne
McGettrick, mother of two girls.
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“My daughters, Logan and Evie, know that they
are Catholic but they don’t even think about it.
They don’t know what religion their friends have,
it doesn’t matter”, she says.
Hillary and Scott Boldt also chose to send their
children to the Lough View Integrated school in
Belfast. Hillary was raised in a Protestant family
and Scott was born in America but came to live
in Northern Ireland many years ago . They agree
that you will find more mixed marriages in an Integrated school than in a Protestant or Catholic
school, but the main reason for sending their children to Lough View was another. They agree with
the value that the Integrated schools are based on
and they want to make sure that their children
meet people from different backgrounds.
“I went to a Protestant school and I did not meet
anyone Catholic until I started working. That is
not an experience I wanted my children to have”,
says Hillary Boldt.
It is more than one and a half decades since the
peace agreement was signed in Belfast. But the
story from Hillary’s past is not unique. Everyone
has his or her own memories of the conflict. Many
of the parents we meet have witnessed friends dying in the violence that was strongly present in
their childhood and youth. Today the situation is
different. No one has to fear a bomb going back
from school anymore. Most of the streets in Belfast
are secure even at night and in more and more
areas people are starting to integrate. But Hillary
Boldt understands that people still might hesitate
to send their children to a school that is not traditionally Protestant or Catholic .
“My sister and her husband, a Protestant couple,
sent their kids to Lagan College, which is the first

Photo: Elin Larsson
integrated secondary school, and for a while her
in-laws would not speak to them. There is still that
pressure from the Protestant community. But if
you talk to her children today they would say that
the experience made them who they are, they have
friends from both communities and feel that it was
a really rich experience”, she says.

High demand on Integrated schools, but not
reflected in reality
Even though the violent conflict finally ended and
the reconstruction has been going on for a while,
Northern Ireland is still a very divided society. After the peace a lot of efforts were made for reconciliation. One of the major incitements was to try
to create integration in the school system but the
process is slow. The first Integrated school started

Background to the conflict
in Northern Ireland
The conflict is centuries old and has two sides:
The Protestant Unionist community which believes
Northern Ireland should remain part of the United
Kingdom.
The Catholic Nationalist community which believes
Northern Ireland should leave the UK and become part
of the Republic of Ireland.
In 1969: A violent disagreement started. British troops
were sent in but soon came into conflict with the Provisional IRA (Irish Republican Army).
From the 1970s to the early 1990s: Northern Ireland basically experienced a civil war. In the 1990s the violence
decreased and in 1998 the Good Friday agreement was
signed.
Source: BBC

“My children’s identity is the
same whether they go to an integrated school or a Catholic
school. They are no less Catholic
just because I send them to an
Integrated school.”
Tina Merron, Integrated Education
Fund

Logan McGettrick is 8 years old and is a fourth-grader at Lough View Integrated primary school in Belfast.
up over 30 years ago but according to Access research knowledge Northern Ireland today only
6.5% of the children in Northern Ireland attend
Integrated schools and 95% of the students in
primary and secondary school still go to either a
Catholic or a Protestant (state) school.

the extreme parties hold the power in Northern
Ireland. The main parties are the DUP which
is strongly protestant and Sinn Fein which are
strongly catholic, and both of them want to maintain what they have. It’s in their interest to keep
the schools segregated”, she says.

“We found in our research that people still have a
strong alignment to their ethnic identity, so people
are still very strong Catholic national republicans
on the one side or very strong Protestant unionist,
British identity on the other. The view is that to
go into integrated schools you sacrifice your own
identity as an individual”, says Colin Knox, professor in public policy at the University of Ulster
in Belfast.

She also claims that there is a common misconception in Northern Ireland that you lose your
identity if you go to an integrated school which
makes people shy away from it. The identity does
not only have a strong connection to the past. For
a lot of people a strong identity was a way to recover after the conflict.

Tina Merron, chief executive officer at the Integrated Education Fund, a non-governmental
financial fund for development and growth of integrated education, on the other hand claims that
the reason that the Integrated schools are not increasing does not have to do with people’s sense of
identity but the political decisions.
“There is a big demand on integrated schools but

“My children’s identity is the same whether they
go to an integrated school or a Catholic school.
They are no less Catholic just because I send them
to an Integrated school. There is a fear amongst
parents that children will lose their identity if they
send them to an integrated school, but it is unfounded”, she says.

Segregation apparent even at University
As the clock strikes three the streets of Belfast start
to fill up of school children walking home in their
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uniforms. At first glance they all look the same,
but if you look closely you see that their uniforms
have different colours, and that the students with
the same colours stick together.
“Since schools and neighbourhoods are still very
segregated you do not come into contact with
people from the other religious community”, says
Shelley McKeown.
She grew up in Northern Ireland and went to all
catholic schools all the way up to University. Even
though all universities are officially integrated today Shelley claims that is not really the case. She
did her Ph.D. at Queen’s University in Belfast on
how education affects the attitudes in society and
she found out that segregation lives on even at
University level.
“Even though Universities are officially integrated, you can still see the division in the way students
sit together in classes and who they work with in
group assignments”, she says.
“I do not think that the young people want to promote a negative attitude, I think it is more that the

The Graph: Religious division among school children

6.5% of all children in Northern Ireland attend Integrated schools.
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Segregation in numbers:
91% pf Protestant children attend state schools.
88% of Catholic children attend Catholic maintained
schools.
Source: Scottish Department of Education
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There are different opinions on how promote integration through education. Tony Gallagher (upper right corner) believes that shared education is the best way.

societal structures are already there and it is easier
to just adapt to them”, says Shelley McKeown.
At Ulster University in Belfast this becomes apparent. The students agree that they mostly socialize
with people from their own religious community.
“There is definitely still separation here, I for example feel that the Protestants are a lot harder to
get close to and that they mostly keep to themselves”, says Catrina Hannigan, an education student at Ulster University.
On the other side of the cafeteria two students are
sitting together waiting for a class to start. Jerome
McCaffery and Fergal McEvoy are both Catholic,
they had an all Catholic education and they both
play the sport Gaelic football, which is predominantly played in the Catholic community.
“It is not that we chose it, we were just put in that
situation where we only met other Catholics”, says
Jerome McCaffery.
They live in Belfast and say that the segregation
is less apparent in the capital than the rest of the
country.
“Where we come from the majority of people living there are Catholic, we did not really get the
chance to meet someone else then but where we
live now in Belfast it is much more integrated.”

Changing people’s attitudes through education
The violent conflict has has not only left marks
under the surface, throughout the city there are
glimpses of the past. While one street is full of
reconstructed buildings, new stores and modern
architecture, the parallel street is still covered by
graffiti and has bullet holes in the wall. Churches
are another characteristic of the city. A vast number of churches both Protestant and Catholic, are
spread throughout the city. Right next to one of
these churches stands Queen’s University where
professor Tony Gallagher is currently conducting
research on how to use education to reconcile the
society.
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“Sectarianism is still a big problem here. People
are not being killed anymore but the politics are
still induced by sectarianism and the peace we
have is incredibly fragile. As the recent flag protest* demonstrates it does not take much to poison
political discourse, which is why we still need to
do a lot to build a more interconnected society”,
he says.
He claims that education has a big part in forming people’s attitudes and that changes have to be
made in order to unify the country.
“Once you send kids to a separated school you
start certain social processes: Friendship, networks
and cultural patterns which are carried on to the
rest of their life and create a separation. I do not
think there is anything wrong in Protestants or
Catholics running their own schools as long as
they recognize that there is a social cost. No matter
how dedicated the schools are to promoting reconciliation, if all conversation only include people
from one group it is hard to do it seriously”, says
Tony Gallagher.
Opinion polls done by LucidTalk, a market research company, show that over 70% of the population want a more integrated school system but
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“Do not forget that
we have a legacy of
a thirty year long
violent conflict. Some
will have very personal experiences,
family and friends
who got shot in the
conflict. You cannot
look at this society
through the lens of a
normal society.”
still the reality gives a different picture. According
to Tony Gallagher this is because people want to
see a united Northern Ireland but no one wants to
take the first step.
“I believe the numbers show that most people
like the idea of an integrated school but it doesn’t
mean that they would necessarily chose an integrated school themselves. In practice when they
are making their own choices other factors play

Division of schools in Northern Ireland
Controlled Schools: Protestant schools (state schools) owned by the Education and Library boards, although they are
mostly controlled by their Boards of Governors. The Protestant churches are represented on the Board of Governors.
Catholic Maintained Schools: Catholic schools – owned by the Catholic Church but are managed by a Board of
Governors. The Education and Library Boards provide some financial assistance, by financing recurrent costs and the
employment of non-teaching staff.
Grant Maintained Integrated Schools: These are essentially mixed schools, for Catholic and Protestant children. They
are partially owned by trustees and managed by a Board of Governors, with their recurrent costs being met by the
Department of Education.
Other Maintained: Protestant schools, in that they are owned by the Protestant church and managed by a Board of
Governors. Like the Catholic maintained schools, they received funding from the Education and Library Boards for the
recurrent costs.
Voluntary Grammar: These schools are owned by school trustees and managed by a Board of Governors.
Source: CAIN web service, University of Ulster
*A protest in Belfast against the council´s decision to restrict the flying of the Union flag.

a part. So there is a difference between a
utopian aspiration and the actual reality”,
he says.

the school sector and according to Bishop
Donal McKeown, head of the Catholic
education in Northern Ireland, it is a naive
solution to the problem.

Shared education a way forward?
Northern Ireland has today a school system
where the Catholic, Protestant and Integrated schools all want to see the society reconciled and the conflict forgotten, but they
disagree on the way to get there. Integrated
schools have been a way to unite the education system, but so far they have not been as
successful as many have wished for.
“The integrated schools are a good idea but
if you are looking at a fully integrated school For the Boldt familiy there was no question that they would send their
Photo:Elin Larsson
it will probably take 30 to 40 years. We need children to an Integrated school.
a society that is more reconciled with our
history before people can start taking those steps. Tina Merron from the Integrated Education Fund
Therefore I think the shared education is the best thinks that shared education is a good first step but
thing for now whe Catholic and Protestant schools does not see it as a final solution.
collaborate, use the same spaces and lecturers”,
says Tony Gallagher, professor at Queen’s Univer- “I think there has to be a healthy mix of students
sity .
and staff from both communities. It does not have
to go under the name Integrated but the issue with
The shared education programme started 6 years Catholic schools is that they are not sitting side by
ago as a middle way between integrated schools side to a Protestant everyday for seven years. So
and faith-based schools. There are now 150 theoretically they can talk about integration, but
schools involved in the programme and Tony Gal- they cannot experience it. A shared education is a
lagher believes it is the best way to reconcile the good step but it is not enough, the goal needs to be
society.
for the children to be mixed all the time and not
just a couple of times a month”, she says.
“It lets people protect their identity by allowing
them to keep their school, but at the same time by Northern Ireland has a surplus of schools today
creating these links and networks you’re creating according to the General teaching council for
an integrated system even though not all schools Northern Ireland and in order for the Integratare integrated”, he says.
ed sector to grow, the other sectors have to back
down. This is another debate causing a division in
Good Friday agreement:
A peace contract signed on Good Friday (Christian holiday during Easter).
A multi-party agreement signed by most Northern Ireland political parties and
the British and Irish government.
The agreement set out rules regarding:
The status and system of government of Northern Ireland within the UK
The relationship between Northern Ireland, Ireland and the UK
Today: Northern Ireland is ruled by a power-sharing agreement between
Sinn Fein (Catholic) and Democratic Unionist Party (Protestant)
Source: BBC, The Guardian, Ulster University

“I think it is silly to say ‘let us just put everyone together and we will be a big happy
family’.The problem is more complex than
that. The Catholic schools have something
to offer too. We give the students a sense
of community and ethos. So the answer is
not to close faith based schools to give place
to the Integrated schools, instead we need
to find a way to integrate what we already
have, through for example shared education, he says.

Religious identity still a sensitive topic
Even though all forces in the communites are trying to get past the conflict, the religious segregation is still a big part of people’s daily life and apparent in every part of the society.
“One would never ask about someone’s religion,
instead you would ask what sports they are interested in, where they grew up, where they went
to school. Immediately that triggers up, and you
know who you’re talking to. If I find out that
someone is from the opposite religion I would be
very cautious about what I would say and I would
tend to stay away from politics if we want to be
polite. It is an avoidance strategy; we avoid talking
about those sensitive topics because we know we
are talking to someone who’s had a very different
cultural background”, says Colin Knox, professor
at the University of Ulster.
According to him religious identity is still a very
sensitive topic in Northern Ireland and not something you really talk about.
“Do not forget that we have a legacy of a thirty
year long violent conflict. Some will have very
personal experiences, family and friends who got
shot in the conflict. You cannot look at this society
through the lens of a normal society. A lot of that
segregation came about as a result of the conflict
in the sense that Northern Ireland was not always
highly segregated, but as the conflict arose people
sought refuge with the people from the same religion because they felt safe”, says Colin Knox, professor at the University of Ulster .
The walls of Lough View integrated school are
covered with hand prints and colourful paintings
made by the children. On one of the walls hangs
a poem, which summarizes the theme of the artworks. It ends with: If a child lives with acceptance
and friendship, it learns to find love in itself and
the world.
The Integrated Schools may still only hold a small
part of the sector and the shared education programme has just started, but Hillary and Scott
Boldt agree that education is an important tool for
integration. Scott Boldt also claims that when children interact with each other and become more
integrated, parents are soon to follow:
“If you take a sleepover as an example. Let’s say
you are protestant and you have five catholic children coming over and one boy from Nigeria, that
could be very challenging for the family, but it
means that parents have to interact as well it is not
just their children. This is the part of the unseen
benefits of more integrated education.”
“The integration has to spill over...”

Belfast was hit the worst by the violence and there tracks of it althrough the city.
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