






and building bridges.
Crossing borders
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A person’s origin still defines their future. 

Potential-orientated education systems have the goal of promoting permeability and mobility in every  

respect. As challenging as this segment of education policy may be, it is not only decisive for economic success,  

but also for social cohesion. Active measures are therefore needed rather than taking up a defensive position. 

International learning requires intellectual and physical mobility. In the education sector, mobility should not  

only be interpreted in the sense of movement, but also in the sense of flexibility and permeability. 

A fair education system is obliged to ensure that all individuals not only receive the formal opportunity of  

free access to education, but that this opportunity is in fact open and available to them. However, a potential- 

orientated education system has to go beyond this, as it not only makes the development of individual talents  

a priority, but also understands differences as a source of new inspiration. Innovation and creativity, the  

foundations of a knowledge-based society, originate precisely in those places where differences meet.

Social mobility 

Modern education systems have already eliminated a wide range  

of inequalities and have created opportunities for many talented people  

to advance. Nevertheless, educational statistics speak for themselves: 

A person’s family background has a great effect on their educational  

attainment and thus on their careers – criteria which are independent  

of a child’s talents continue to have a major influence on decisions affecting  

the course of their education. The reasons for this lie on the one hand  

in the financial means of their parents, but also in the educational resources 

available. The goal of a potential-orientated education system must be  

to enable a maximum level of social mobility. 

By means of suitable financial, organisational and structural support  

measures, the course of an individual’s education should therefore be  

made dependent on their personal talents and not on their background.

„�Committed and skilled women are �
needed at the cutting edge of technological 
progress.” �

Viviane Reding

Share of women  
enrolled in science or  
computing among  
university students  
in selected  
European countries. 
 
Source: EuroStat
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Ensuring integration – migrants from sections of society with low levels of 

education become dual victims of the lack of permeability in the education 

system: they have a socially-disadvantaged background and are culturally  

and linguistically different. Targeted support and advice for pupils and parents  

is therefore even more necessary and urgently required – because language 

courses alone are not enough to ensure integration. By contrast, the valuable 

skills of the intrinsic multilingual nature and cultural diversity of migrant  

families should be better utilised. 

Avoiding dequalification – in addition to the aspect of equal opportunities, 

the question of whether migrants become a source of comparative advantages 

 for society is directly linked to the quality of education and training. 

What applies to the education system reveals itself later in the labour market,  

in the shape of dequalification figures, for example: migrants frequently tend  

to receive not only poorer education and training, but their existing education 

and training are also less well utilised. 

Promoting mobility – in both directions

Competition for the people with the most talent has become international,  

and is no longer a search for those few with the greatest individual gifts,  

but a broadly-based global search among competitors. Promoting a potential-

orientated education system should therefore include the extension of  

measures to encourage mobility, in both directions. On the one hand, targeting 

the low and selective willingness of domestic graduates to move abroad,  

and on the other hand increasing the attractiveness of the country as a  

location for top international researchers and academics. 

Migration as added value

The international labour market is becoming a reality, and thus an  

international education system also has to be realised. More than ever,  

it is a matter of not only developing linguistic competence, but above  

all cultural openness.

Intercultural learning – on the one hand, it is essential to prepare children, 

young people and adults for this international context as part of their education 

and training. This naturally includes learning foreign languages. As English  

has already gone beyond the status of a foreign language to become a global 

lingua franca, language competence should go beyond mastery of both the 

student’s native language and English. 

This also includes intercultural competences such as exploring personal identity 

and society, understanding diversity as part of our self-conception, and learning 

the skills of how to cooperate across cultural boundaries.  

6 Sweden

7 �Ireland

8 �Portugal

9 �Italy

10 �France

 

1 Australia

2 �UK

3 �Denmark

4 Finland

5 �USA

 

Ranked on inclusiveness, access,  
effectiveness, attractiveness,  

age-range and responsiveness.

Source: Lisbon Council

�Top 10  
University systems
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In the so-called incoming area, in the provision of support for the influx of 

foreign students, active measures are necessary at home and abroad to make 

Europe more attractive as a preferred destination for international students.  

In the outgoing area, in the provision of support for the mobility of European 

students and trainees, comparable methods would be meaningful, not only in 

the tertiary sector but also in the schools system. Furthermore, it is precisely in 

this field that there is an opportunity to establish intensive cooperation bet-

ween the education sector and companies so that mobility becomes the  

rule and not the exception.

Orientation towards potential  

instead of gender-specific education paths

Gender-independent educational and career models are in many cases still  

a vision and not reality: the proportion of women in the technologically- 

orientated education, research and employment markets is low. In order  

to influence the course of women’s education and careers effectively, a  

comprehensive management of diversity starting in schools is required.  

This would include increased communication and cultural measures and 

 also measures for the specific reduction of inhibitions. An education system 

which is orientated towards life-long learning offers a particularly large  

number of opportunities to increase and promote the proportion of women  

in, for example, technology-related occupations in the course of a portfolio  

career – to this end, a contribution towards breaking down traditional  

role models is as important as real equality with regard to employment  

opportunities and earnings levels and the strengthening of measures  

which serve to improve the compatibility of family life and work –  

irrespective of gender. 

Consequences 

For the future of education:

»	�� A potential-orientated education system implements measures which  

actually make educational success solely dependent on personal talents,  

and not on a person’s background or origin.

»	�� By means of financial, organisational and structural support measures,  

a maximum level of permeability of the education system for the  

individual should be targeted and in this way the greatest possible  

social mobility achieved.

»	�� The acquisition of language skills is of critical importance and should  

be established at all stages of the education system.

»	�� Intercultural competences and targeted support within the framework  

of the integration of foreign pupils contribute towards better mutual  

understanding and the enrichment of learning.

»	�� In order to promote the mobility of pupils and students both in the  

incoming and outgoing areas, extensive and coordinated measures within  

the framework of an education location initiative are required.

»	�� The education system has to establish multi-layered diversity  

management in order that gender-independent education and career  

models can become reality.
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„�Two reasons �
for student �
mobility: �
Competitive-�
ness and �
citizenship.”�

European  
Commission  
High Level  
Expert Forum 
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��This document and more resources are available online �
www.reflections.at/education �


