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European Trade Union Committee for Education (ETUCE), is the European voice of teachers and 
education personel, representing 120 teacher and education unions, 4.9 million teachers and 
education staff across Europe. We welcome the European Commission's initiative to develop an 
Education Package 2040 addressing three major challenges facing European education systems: the 
decline in basic skills, growing teacher shortages, and the digital transformation of education. The 
proposed package rightly recognises that the quality, equity and resilience of education systems are 
fundamental to Europe's economic competitiveness, social cohesion, democratic stability and 
preparedness for future challenges.  

ETUCE strongly supports the objective to strengthen education through coordinated European 
action. However, the success of the package will depend on recognising that these three challenges 
cannot be addressed in isolation: improving the quality of education with excellent competence and 
skills development, digital transformation require adequate investment in education staff and 
professional autonomy, qualified, motivated and supported teachers, and improvements in working 
conditions, social dialogue and governance.  

Teacher involvement in policy design and implementation improves outcomes. Collaborative 
governance models supported by strong social dialogue, the models characterizing the highest-
performing education systems in Europe and internationally, are demonstrably more conducive to 
teacher motivation, professional growth and sustainable reform. Countries that treat teachers as 
professionals with meaningful policy voice consistently outperform those that do not. It increases 
teacher agency and wellbeing, and teachers feel respected and recognized. It is a fundamental pillar 
in making the teaching profession more attractive. The governance deficit is therefore not a matter of 
democratic principle alone. It is also a direct impediment to the effectiveness of EU education 
investments.  
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The deficit operates at multiple levels simultaneously. National governance structures in many 
Member States remain insufficiently participatory. At the European level, the Commission’s own 
governance architecture compounds the problem: frameworks, programmes and initiatives are too 
often developed without structured involvement of teachers’ representative organisations. 
Correcting this at European level would send a powerful signal to Member States, a strong signal to 
all teachers across Europe which would strengthen the authority and credibility of the EU Teachers 
Agenda itself. 

The Santiago Concensus, which was adopted at the World Summit on Teachers in 2025 urges 
governments (which includes the EU in our opinion) to "establish permanent, inclusive 
and transparent mechanisms for social dialogue between governments and democratically 
elected representatives of teachers, including trade unions, in order to promote a genuine 
participatory and constructive decision-making process at all stages of policy making and 
implementation that have an impact on the teaching profession and the achievement of SDG4." For 
this reason, ETUCE calls for a coherent and integrated approach that places teachers and their 
representative trade unions at the centre of education policy development, implementation and 
monitoring at both European and national levels.  

Strand of action 1: Quality Education for 2040 - Schools at the centre of reversing the 
decline in basic skills  

For ETUCE, quality education cannot be reduced to labour market preparation alone. While the 
development of skills for an innovative economy and labour market are important, education has a 
broader societal mission. Schools play a fundamental role in promoting democratic citizenship, 
critical thinking, social inclusion, personal development, cultural awareness, media literacy and 
learners' well-being. In a context marked by growing inequalities, democratic backsliding and 
political polarisation, misinformation, artificial intelligence and rapid technological change, Europe 
needs education systems that prepare learners not only for employment but also for active 
participation in democratic societies.  

Quality education therefore requires sustained public investment in inclusive education systems, 
equitable access to learning opportunities, well-qualified teachers, adequate support services, and 
effective governance structures. Educational success cannot be measured solely through economic 
outcomes. It must also be assessed through social cohesion, inclusion, democratic engagement 
and equal opportunities for all learners.  

Particular attention should be given to disadvantaged learners and groups facing barriers to 
education, including learners from low socio-economic backgrounds, migrants, ethnic minorities 
(e.g. Roma), learners living in remote areas and learners with disabilities and special educational 
needs. Educational inequalities remain one of the strongest predictors of educational outcomes 
across Europe. Policies addressing educational quality must therefore be simultaneously policies 
promoting educational equity and inclusion.  
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Focus on key competences and basic skills 

ETUCE welcomes the Commission's recognition that declining attainment in literacy, numeracy, 
science, digital skills and citizenship education constitutes a serious challenge for Europe. However, 
the causes of underachievement are complex and require comprehensive policy responses. 
Educational outcomes are strongly influenced by poverty, social inequalities, educational level of 
parents and carers, teacher shortages, overcrowded classrooms, insufficient support staff, and 
unequal access to quality education. Addressing these structural factors is essential if Europe 
wishes to reverse the decline in basic skills.  

Evidence-informed teaching practices, additional support measures, tutoring programmes and 
targeted interventions can contribute to improvement. However, such measures can only succeed 
when teachers are fully involved in education systems development. Teachers understand learners' 
needs and classroom realities better than any external actor, ie businesses. Effective reform 
therefore depends on meaningful teacher participation from design through implementation and 
evaluation.  

Evidence informed teaching is not researchers, or policy makers who base their policies on specific 
research telling teachers how to teach. Teaching and education is to complex and it does not work. 
There is a consensus that evidence informed decision teaching sits at the nexus of the individual 
teachers professional expertise, experience and judgement, best evidence from research and 
contextual factors, including system policies, school, group and individual characteristics. 
Professional judgement and autonomy are key for quality education. 

At the same time, ETUCE cautions against reducing education to a narrow skills agenda driven by 
immediate labour market demands. Learners need a broad educational foundation that includes 
critical thinking, civic education, creativity, communication skills, multilingualism, and digital 
literacy. These key competences are essential for democratic resilience and social cohesion. The 
current challenges of misinformation, political polarisation and digital transformation make 
citizenship education and critical thinking more important than ever.  

Furthermore a focus on basic skills can lead to bad policy design by narrowing the curriculum and 
pedagogical approaches. There have been many misguided reforms on language and literacy for 
example, focusing on technical reading, pushing out subjects, broad subject knowledge and rich 
texts. But these are the foundation for high literacy outcomes. We know that good outcomes on basic 
skills require a broad curriculum, including the social sciences, humanities and arts. 

Strengthening key competences and basic skills also requires investment in the capacities of 
teachers. Teachers need time, resources and professional development opportunities to implement 
evidence-based pedagogies and respond to increasingly diverse classrooms. Improving basic skills 
and improving teaching conditions are therefore inseparable policy objectives.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018H0604%2801%29
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Reversing the decline in basic skills and evidence informed teaching require a fundamental overhaul 
of policy making and implementation at the national and European level. Currently teaching is not 
seen and treated as a profession. This is not the case in many European countries, and also not true 
at the European level. The TALIS report showed that for EU22 countries only 18% of teachers 
“agree” or “strongly agree” that they can influence education policy in their country, on average. The 
TALIS report further states that:   

“Unlike in many other professions, where practitioners play a central role in shaping the standards 
and processes of their work, teachers often work under the direction of policymakers, administrators 
and stakeholders who are not involved in day-to-day classroom activities . This governance distance 
may explain why they perceive their influence over policy to be limited, particularly in education 
systems where policy formation is highly centralised.”   

Reversing the decline in basic skills and evidence informed teaching require teaching being treated 
as a profession. A profession by definition has a fair amount of collective professional autonomy at 
all levels, and a fundamental say in: setting its own standards which guide: classroom practice 
(pedagogy, curricula), teacher education, induction and professional development and research. A 
profession also has a big role in implementing policies and programmes at all these levels based on 
these standards.  

 

Strand of action 2: The EU Teachers Agenda must become the cornerstone of the Education 
Package 

Teachers are the most important actors who influence educational quality, yet Europe is 
experiencing an unprecedented teacher shortage crisis. The Commission rightly identifies workforce 
ageing, early career attrition, recruitment difficulties, lack of diversity in the profession, and workload 
pressures as major concerns. These challenges threaten both the quality and equity of education 
systems.  

ETUCE welcomes the proposal for a dedicated EU Teachers Agenda and believes it should become 
the cornerstone of the Education Package. However, attracting more teachers will not be achieved 
through recruitment campaigns alone. Europe must address the root causes driving teachers away 
from the profession. 

Teachers need competitive salaries, secure employment, manageable workloads, healthy work 
environments, strong induction systems and meaningful career opportunities. Investment in teacher 
well-being and mental health should be prioritised. Administrative burdens that divert teachers from 
their core educational mission should be reduced. Continuous professional development should be 
available within paid working time and fully funded by public authorities. Teachers should never be 
expected to finance compulsory training themselves.  



 

  
 
 
 
 

Page 5 of 10  
 

A successful Teachers Agenda must also strengthen professional autonomy and academic freedom. 
Teaching should be recognised as a profession, not as a technical occupation carrying out externally 
defined instructions. Teachers must have an influential role in shaping professional standards, 
pedagogical approaches, curricula, teacher education and professional development policies. The 
attractiveness of the profession depends not only on salaries and working conditions but also on 
professional trust and recognition.  

ETUCE strongly supports the proposal of a Council Recommendation, but strongly suggest  a 
recommendation on an attractive teaching profession, rather than a more narrow Council 
Recommendation on attractive teaching careers. While respecting national competences, such a 
Recommendation would establish a common European benchmark which can strengthen social 
dialogue and collective agreements and can be held governments politically accountable for the 
well-being of the teachers. It should include commitments on recruitment, retention, working 
conditions, social dialogue, professional autonomy, well-being, continuous professional 
development and sustainable investment in public education.  

ETUCE welcomes the Commission's decision to remove the reference to "trainers" from the title of 
the EU Teachers' Agenda, as it provides a clearer and more coherent policy focus on the teaching 
profession across education sectors. While trainers play an important role in VET schools and in 
companies supporting apprenticeships and workplace learning, their roles, employment conditions, 
qualifications, and professional frameworks differ significantly from those of teachers. Including 
trainers in this initiative risked diluting the specific challenges facing the teaching profession in the 
education sector, such as teacher shortages, professional autonomy, academic freedom, working 
conditions, career attractiveness, and initial and continuous teacher education. A dedicated EU 
Teachers' Agenda should therefore remain focused on teachers and other education personnel 
working within formal education systems, while the specific needs of trainers can be addressed 
through a separate initiative 

Strengthening education governance and social dialogue 

We believe that the most important opportunity presented by the Education Package is the possibility 
to strengthen democratic governance in education. European education policies increasingly 
influence national reforms through Council Recommendations, funding programmes, monitoring 
frameworks, benchmarks and the European Semester. Still,  teachers and their representative 
organisations are too often consulted late in policy processes or excluded from decision-making 
altogether. ETUCE therefore calls for a substantial strengthening of education governance and social 
dialogue at European level.  

The European Commission, the Council, the European Education Area governance structures and 
the European Semester should establish permanent, transparent and institutionalised cooperation 
with teachers' trade unions. Education social partners should have a structural role in the design, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of education policies, standards, competence 
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frameworks, literacy frameworks and teacher-related initiatives. Teachers must be recognised not 
merely as stakeholders but as co-creators of education policy.  

This stronger governance framework would also contribute to improving social dialogue at national 
level. In several countries, education social dialogue remains weak, fragmented or largely absent. 
European governance structures should therefore set a positive example and promote democratic 
and participatory policy-making across Europe.  

Education policies are most successful when they are developed with teachers rather than for 
teachers. Therefore, ETUCE also calls for greater transparency in the implementation of European 
education recommendations at national level. We observe that national reforms linked to European 
priorities are developed too often without meaningful participation from teachers and their unions. 
As a result, reforms fail to draw upon professional expertise and encounter implementation 
difficulties. Member States should therefore establish formal consultation mechanisms involving 
teachers' trade unions in the preparation, implementation and monitoring of reforms linked to 
European objectives. National implementation plans and progress reports should be publicly 
available, and governments should explain how stakeholders' contributions have influenced final 
decisions.  

 

What can the European Commission and ETUCE do for quality education and teachers? 

 We believe that the European Semester should include a comprehensive set of teacher-related 
indicators covering teacher shortages, workforce ageing and inclusion in the profession, retention, 
workload, salaries, well-being, professional autonomy, access to continuous professional 
development, job security, and the quality of social dialogue and collective bargaining systems. Such 
indicators would strengthen evidence-based policymaking, improve the monitoring of the 
implementation of the EU Teachers Agenda, enhance accountability, and provide education trade 
unions with valuable tools for national advocacy and collective bargaining. The Commission should 
also monitor the effective involvement of teachers' unions in the design, implementation and 
evaluation of education reforms linked to EU policy objectives and the European Education Area.  

Meaningful participation requires adequate resources. ETUCE therefore calls for a dedicated long-
term structured grant within Erasmus+, ESF+ and other relevant EU programmes to support the 
implementation of the EU Teachers Agenda with and through teacher unions.  

ETUCE further proposes the establishment of a regular European Summit on the Teaching Profession 
bringing together Education Ministers, the European Commission, EU institutions and teacher 
unions as equal partners. We already have a successful example in the International Summit on the 
Teaching Profession (ITSP) organised by the OECD, Education International, education ministries and 
national teacher unions. Such a forum would strengthen political commitment, visibility, 
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accountability and policy coherence while ensuring that the perspectives and expertise of teachers 
are systematically reflected in European education policies. The Commission should also establish 
a permanent advisory structure on the teaching profession with equal representation of Member 
States and teachers' trade unions to support the development, implementation and monitoring of 
the EU Teachers Agenda.  

We ask the European  Commission to   strengthen education governance by ensuring a systematic 
and institutionalised role for teacher unions in European and national policymaking. Teachers and 
their  unions should be involved at all stages of policy development, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation, including discussions on curricula, competence frameworks, literacy initiatives, 
digitalisation, teacher education, professional standards and working conditions. Strong social 
dialogue and collective bargaining systems are essential not only for improving teachers' working 
lives but also for ensuring high-quality and inclusive education systems. Reforms affecting teachers' 
employment conditions, workload, professional requirements or career progression should be 
developed through meaningful consultation and collective bargaining rather than being unilaterally 
imposed.  

Governance and decision-making related to European recommendations must also become more 
transparent at national level. The European Commission has competence to request the Member 
States to  establish formal consultation mechanisms with teachers' trade unions, publish 
implementation plans and progress reports, and clearly demonstrate how social partner 
contributions have influenced final decisions. The effective involvement of teachers and their unions 
should become a key criterion for assessing the quality and effectiveness of national implementation 
of EU education initiatives. Education policies are most successful when they are developed with 
teachers rather than for teachers.  

Finally, a strong Education Package and EU Teachers Agenda will influence not only EU Member 
States but also candidate countries, neighbouring countries and international partners. Through 
enlargement processes, policy coordination and funding programmes, EU education policies have 
significant influence beyond EU borders. Embedding social dialogue, collective bargaining, 
democratic governance, professional autonomy and teacher participation at the core of the 
Education Package can therefore contribute to raising standards for teacher policies and education 
governance across Europe and globally. 
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Strand of action 3: Modernisation, including through sovereign Digital Education 
Infrastructure 

ETUCE welcomes the Commission’s intention to develop a sovereign digital education infrastructure 
and supports the objective of building secure, safe, accessible and pedagogically sound digital 
systems aligned with European values. Reducing dependency on non-European commercial 
providers is necessary to protect public education from vendor lock-in, external control over data 
standards, and the increasing influence of private actors over pedagogical choices. However, digital 
sovereignty in education must mean more than European technological capacity. It must mean 
democratic, public and pedagogical control over the digital systems used in schools. 

• Public infrastructure, not EdTech industrial policy 

From ETUCE’s perspective, a European Digital Education Infrastructure can only succeed if it is 
conceived as a public-interest education infrastructure, not as a mere industrial policy instrument to 
expand the EdTech market. Its purpose must be to strengthen the quality, equity and democratic 
governance of public education, rather than creating new commercial opportunities for private 
providers. Public authorities must therefore lead not only in decision-making, but also in financing, 
implementation, standard-setting, procurement and accountability. With this purpose, Member 
States should designate or establish competent public bodies with a clear education mandate, close 
knowledge of school realities and sufficient resources to participate effectively in the European 
Digital Infrastructure Consortium. Participation in and access to the Consortium should be 
conditional on transparent public governance, public-interest objectives, open and interoperable 
standards, strong data protection and cybersecurity safeguards, and meaningful involvement of 
education stakeholders, including collective represem.  

• Responding to real pedagogical, professional and learner needs 

The EDIC must respond to clearly identified pedagogical, professional and learner needs. This 
requires systematic needs-mapping before digital solutions are developed, procured or scaled up. 
Digital tools and AI systems should be tested against real classroom needs, workload implications, 
inclusion requirements, accessibility standards and their impact on professional autonomy. For this 
analysis to be coherent with the educational needs on the ground, educators and their representative 
organisations must be directly involved from the outset, not merely consulted after key decisions 
have already been taken.  

• Democratic governance of the Education EDIC 

ETUCE therefore calls for a democratic governance model for the European Digital Education 
Infrastructure where educators and their representative organisations must be formally involved as 
collective actors in its governance, for example through a permanent European stakeholder board 
linked to the Consortium. Similar democratic governance structures should be established at 
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national level, as a precondition for national implementation and access to EU-supported 
infrastructure. 

• Wider European cooperation 

The EDIC statutes should also foresee appropriate forms of participation for EU-candidate countries, 
EFTA countries and the United Kingdom, where this strengthens educational cooperation, research 
capacity, where this strengthens educational cooperation, research capacity, interoperability and 
democratic governance across the European region. This would allow the EDIC to draw on the 
expertise of trusted European partners that share close educational, research and regulatory links 
with the EU, while strengthening resilience and public-interest alternatives across the wider 
European education space. 

• No procurement without pedagogical and labour impact assessment 

No digital tool or AI system should be procured, piloted or scaled up through the Education EDIC 
without prior pedagogical and labour impact assessment. Such assessment should examine 
whether the tool responds to real teaching and learning needs, its impact on teachers’ workload, 
professional autonomy and working conditions, and its implications for inclusion, accessibility, non-
discrimination, privacy, data protection, cybersecurity and transparency.   

• Strengthening public research and innovation capacity 

The Consortium should also strengthen Europe’s public research and innovation capacity. European 
universities and public research centres are among the most important sources of knowledge and 
innovation in digital education, but they often lack stable funding to scale up research and develop 
public-interest alternatives to commercial platforms. The European Digital Education Infrastructure 
should therefore provide sustained public investment for educational research, open and 
interoperable digital tools, and innovation developed with and for the education community. 

• Safeguards against surveillance, automation and workload intensification 

The development of sovereign digital infrastructure must be accompanied by binding safeguards for 
privacy, data protection, cybersecurity, transparency, accessibility, non-discrimination, workload 
and professional autonomy. AI and digital tools must support teachers’ pedagogical work; they must 
not be used to replace educators, standardise teaching, intensify surveillance, automate 
professional judgement or undermine collective bargaining and working conditions. Digital 
transformation in education will only be successful if it is developed through social dialogue, 
supported by public investment, and rooted in trust in the teaching profession.  

• AI literacy as a critical and democratic education agenda 

The EDIC’s role in rolling out AI literacy, media literacy, online safety and wellbeing must be 
implemented as a public education and professional development agenda, not as a narrow digital 
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skills agenda. AI literacy should not be reduced to technical user skills or prompt-writing 
competences. It must support a critical, democratic and rights-based understanding of AI, including 
its limits, risks of bias and discrimination, data protection implications, commercial interests, 
effects on work organisation, environmental costs, and consequences for democratic participation 
and social cohesion. Practical resources, guidance and training materials developed through the 
EDIC should be co-created with teachers, teacher educators, researchers and education trade 
unions, tested in real educational settings, and adapted to different school contexts and learner 
needs. 

The roll-out of AI literacy, media literacy, online safety and wellbeing should be properly resourced 
and embedded in high-quality professional development developed through social dialogue and 
delivered within working time. European guidance and practical resources should support teachers’ 
professional autonomy and pedagogical judgement, helping them critically assess when and how 
digital and AI tools can support learning, inclusion, wellbeing, democratic citizenship and digital 
rights. They should not impose standardised practices, promote specific tools, or add new unpaid 
responsibilities to an already overstretched profession. 

Overall, the success of digital education will not depend on infrastructure alone, but on sustained 
public investment in the people who make education work: teachers, education support personnel, 
academics and researchers, school leaders, and the wider education community. To achieve its 
objectives, digital transformation must be rooted in professional development, decent working 
conditions, social dialogue and respect for teachers’ professional autonomy, ensuring that 
technology strengthens quality public education for all. 

 

Conclusion 

ETUCE urges the European Commission to ensure that the Education Package 2040 is built on four 
fundamental principles: quality public education, a strong and attractive teaching profession, 
meaningful social dialogue and democratic governance. Improving basic skills, addressing teacher 
shortages and developing digital education are achievable objectives only if teachers and their 
representative organisations are fully involved in shaping the policies that affect education systems. 

Europe needs an Education Package that trusts teachers, invests in public education, strengthens 
social dialogue and makes decision-making more transparent at both European and national levels. 
Only through genuine partnership with the teaching profession can the European Union achieve its 
vision of quality education for all by 2040. 

 

For more information and policy positions please consult the ETUCE website: www.etuce.org  

http://www.etuce.org/

