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A Europe for the Youth - A Youth for Europe  

A contribution to the essay contest “Your Ideas for the Future of Europe” of the MEP Ska Keller 

by 

Magnus Römer 

 

Those days, the European Union faces one of the most serious crises since its 

foundation more than 60 years ago. It is not only an economic and monetary crisis, but a  

political and social crisis as well. As numerous as the roots of the crisis are, as numerous are 

the proposed solutions. Eurobonds, austerity measures, Euro-exit and stimulus packages are 

debated in the parliaments of the Union. Committees and think tanks design political reforms, 

citizen’s initiatives and manifestos call for new forms of public participation. 

With this essay, I want to contribute to those debates. Being a student, I decided three 

years ago to study the EU, its institutions and its history, its culture and its economy - abroad 

and in English. I met other young Europeans, and learnt about their opinions on the politics and 

the future of the EU. This essay is built on those experiences: Two and a half years studying 

and living in a European environment. 

The Essay is following the idea that the crisis of the EU can be understood as a chance, 

that it can be used to tackle an old problem: the lack of a common European language and 

identity. In order to do so, it is necessary to initiate policies, which foster the understanding and 

solidarity among European citizens. As such a policy, I want to propose the introduction of a 

common European school certificate. In the following, I will explain the ideas behind this 

proposal, as well as its possible consequences.  

 

(a) The crisis of the EU as the crisis of our gener ation  

My Generation, the generation of the Europeans born around 1990, feels a considerable 

degree of insecurity and uncertainty. The promise on which our societies rest − that each next 

generation will enjoy a higher quality of life than their parents − has lost its validity. In Poland 

and Spain, in Germany and Estonia, young people rush into the universities, with the unsettling 

feeling that their diploma, once achieved, might be worthless. We observe increasing 

competition for the desirable spots at those universities, whose BA’s and MA’s promise a secure 

job. 
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A central criterion for both students and employers are hereby linguistic skills. With the 

creation of an integrated market and a common currency, companies are able to produce and 

sell everywhere in the Union. Following the logic of such a common economic and monetary 

space, employees have to be mobile: Where the demand for human labor is especially high, 

there is also the supply, and the employees are supposed to move to these regions. Thousands 

of young and job-less people from Spain, Greece, Portugal or Italy going North reflect this 

process. Confronted with youth unemployment ranging between 25 and 50 percent in twelve of 

the 27 member states, Commission president Manuel Barroso already called the situation a 

“social emergency”.1This mass migration comes with numerous problems − however it can be 

seen as a large step towards a European society, as well. To use this opportunity, solutions 

have to be developed which aim towards more cultural connection and foster European 

solidarity. 

A central problem of the EU is that it created common institutions and markets for all its 

member states, without building a common society or common labor markets.2 Supranational 

institutions produce laws for national societies − international companies look for labor in 

national labor markets. The roots for this division are twofold: The first division concerns the 

social and labor policies, that are still sole competencies of the member states. Although the 

contradiction between common market and divided social policies create a considerable 

tension, it has yet not been solved.3 The solution will have to be found in lengthy negotiations 

between the national governments, since it touches upon core issues of national sovereignty. 

Instead of thinking in historical long-term solution, I want to present a comparatively simple and 

inexpensive political intervention, which concerns the second, the social division of Europe: The 

lack of a trans-European language and identity. 

 

(b) United in diversity?  

On the first evening which I spent in Maastricht, 600km away from my home in Berlin, I 

met my new neighbor from Poland, Bartosz. Shortly after, more neighbors from Estonia, the 

Netherlands and Germany joined us. Cultural differences were valued as useful small-talk topics 

(“Indeed, in Germany we can drink beer with 16!”), but never led to any conflict. The generation 
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http://euobserver.com/news/118896 
2  Only 3% of the Union’s citizens live and work outside of their home country (OECD Economic Survey, European Union, March 
2012) 
3  Possible solutions for this problem were presented in 2012 by the "Tommaso Padoa-Schioppa group": Completing the Euro: A 
road map towards fiscal union in Europe. Notre Europe, Jacques Delors Institute. 
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which met in this student house had left the purely national identity already behind: Lady Gaga 

and Vodka-Redbull, Nalesniki and jokes about the pope or Angela Merkel were enjoyed equally 

by everybody. In the discussions, for example on European history, differences between 

narratives became obvious, and this exchange led always to mutual enrichment rather than to 

arguments.  

Obviously a few students do not represent the societies of Europe. Observing anti-

European populism and nationalism on the rise, I asked myself whether it would be valuable if 

all citizens would profit from experiences similar to mine. Consequently a practical question 

emerges: What would be necessary to enable every citizen to do so? The answer is simple: 

European exchange for everybody, not only for academics and their children. The same idea 

also guides the first European Citizens’ Initiative, Fraternite2020. 

 

(c) A school certificate for all Europeans  

With regards to raging youth unemployment as well as the tension between common 

currency and factually divided labor market, I therefore propose a common European school 

certificate at the end of the tenth school year. Both educational institutions from the EU and 

international boarding schools already exist, however they mainly target academics and their 

children: The European Union Institute, e.g. offers nothing below a Master, boarding schools 

aim towards high-school certificates. The common European school certificate, however, which 

I imagine, would be an “intermediate school certificate” for the youth of Europe, a certificate 

which is acknowledged everywhere. In some countries, e.g. Germany, this would increase the 

years spent in school to a maximum of 13 once again, while in other educational systems the 

European school year could replace a national school year. The European school-certificate 

would not be acquired at nationally administered schools, but in Europe schools, financed and 

administered by the EU and spread all over the continent. Students from all member states 

would live and learn there together for one year. Such “after schools”, which offer acknowledged 

diploma after a year of common studies, already exist as Efterskolen in Denmark4. The focus of 

those boarding schools lies usually on the fostering of social competencies and civil 

responsibility. Different than in Denmark, the classes would be taught in English, just as the 

students should experience English as their daily language in their free time. English, as “lingua 

franca” of the globalization, has the advantage that it is already taught in every member state of 
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 http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Efterskole 
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the EU, and therefore is a language that includes everybody to take part in dialogue and 

discourse. Except for British and Irish, English is a foreign language for everybody − however a 

language which is familiar to almost everyone. After finishing their European school year, the 

students could either come back to their home countries to acquire a high school certificate or 

practical training, or could continue their course of education in other countries. Regarding the 

structural development of such a school system, I believe that the European school year should 

be voluntary in the beginning. With the supposed attractiveness of both the education and the 

certificate, European students would increasingly apply for the European school year. Once the 

structures are developed enough, one could think about making the European school year 

obligatory, thereby ensuring that nobody is left behind. 

Essential for the realization of such an idea is on the one hand the financing and on the 

other hand the curriculum. Regarding the financing, this essay cannot present any reliable 

calculation. A rough estimation, however, shows in which financial range such a project would 

take place. The total number of seventeen year old students in the EU in 2009 was 5,2 million, 

which includes 88,3 percent of all seventeen year olds living in the EU.5 An average school year 

in Germany costs the public 5.000 Euro per year and student, in addition to around 3.000 Euro 

for materials and food, which are paid by the parents.6 7 Considering the lower cost of living in 

the EU average, a budget of 8.000 Euro per year and student would probably be sufficient. 

However, the total costs of around 41,6 billion Euro would be not completely additional costs, 

since the European school year would replace national school years in many cases. In any case 

would the program be less expensive than the Common European Agricultural policy, which 

sums up to around 50 billion Euro per year in the last multiannual budget proposal of the 

Council. The consequences of the second practical aspect, the formulation of the content, would 

open perspectives on which I want to elaborate now. 

 

(d) The European school certificate, a European ide ntity and the crisis  

The formulation of a European curriculum for such a school year would be a task of 

enormous significance, especially in subjects which touch upon culture and history. Competing 

national narratives and differing emphases would lead to heated discussions. But are such 

discussions not exactly what the European public is lacking? In my opinion, those debates could 

be the starting point of a development towards a European public sphere and hence a 

                                                           
5  http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Education_statistics_at_regional_level 
6  http://www.bildungsxperten.net/wissen/wie-werden-schulen-finanziert/ 
7  http://www.focus.de/schule/schule/unterricht/schulstart/tid-26902/bilanz-so-viel-kostet-ein-schuljahr_aid_796134.html 
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European identity. Without aiming to create a national “pan-European” identity, we should keep 

in mind that the creation of common educational institutions are regarded as the basis of 

national unification processes, since public education spreads generally recognized and normed 

knowledge, thereby creating the basis for public discourse.8 In the case of the EU, such 

processes could make Europe’s national societies to grow into a European one: The national 

discourses on education would have to grow into European discourses to formulate a European 

curriculum. In turn would Europe’s youth enjoy an education, with which it could take part in 

such discourses much more actively. 

Beside those implications on a European public sphere, also several other benefits 

would come with a European school year. Students would make experiences of exchange and 

collaboration − contrasting to the arguments of the rising right-wing populist parties. To live in 

another country as a part of a minority makes it easier to understand the difficulties many 

migrants have in our societies. From a social point of view, this policy would help to improve  

equality of educational opportunities. All over Europe it is extremely difficult for working class 

children to choose a different course of education than their parents did. By allowing everybody 

to acquire the same certificate, an actual freedom of educational choice would be realized, 

thereby wasting less potential and giving the European integration process a more just face. 

From the very beginning on, the high skilled specialists gained most of global and regional 

integration. The less skilled in comparison had to fear an outsourcing of their jobs. 

Naturally, one can fear that children in the rather young age of 17 are not yet ready for 

such experiences of internationalism and cultural exchange, especially if they come from lower 

class families. I belive that this fear is  unfounded. Especially at secondary schools multicultural 

circumstances are found, which are unparalleled at high-schools. It should be a feature of the 

European school year, to finally use this multiculturalism with the appropriate didactic attention, 

instead of subliminally labeling it as “excessive foreign influence”. 

Naturally, the normed certificate and the acquired linguistic and cultural skills would also 

benefit the economy, making the European school certificate an important addition to the 

necessary integration of labor and social policies. According to an OECD study from 2012, a 

lack of communication between employers and jobseekers and problems with the 

acknowledgement of foreign certificates are among others the main causes of the low mobility 

                                                           
8  see: Ernest Gellner (1983): Nations and Nationalism, and also Robert Bocock and Kenneth Thompson (1992): Social and Cultural 
Forms of Modernity 
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of labor in Europe.9 Both problems would be tackled by the European school year. With a 

common language and a common certificate, the supply of mobile labor would gradually 

increase. Consequently would those Europeanized employees demand and influence the legal 

regulation of this European labor market. 

 

Why we should invest into Europe’s youth - a conclu sion  

The EU is in crisis, but the crisis could be used to further develop the Union and to make 

use of the potential that is rooted in its diversity. As a young European, as part of age group 

which is smaller than the age groups born earlier, I hold the opinion that investment into the 

education of the Unions’ young citizens is a both a sustainable and foresighted decision. The 

profits of a common European school year would be numerous: Increased political 

accountability through more public discourse, more justice through increased inclusion, more 

economic growth through increased skills. It would give the European youth a younger and a 

more tangible European continent, and it would give the European continent a youth with a 

better education and a more European, a more cosmopolitan identity. Obviously, my proposal is 

just one among many to solve the EU’s complex problems. It therefore is not yet the way out of 

the crisis, but surely a step into the right direction.  

 

 

                                                           
9  OECD Economic Survey, European Union, March 2012 


