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1. Glossary
Please see below for a list of key terms used by the Connected Learning project and throughout
the document. 1.
Formal Learning (FL)

Lear
Non-Formal
Learning (NFL)

Learners

I

Organisations E

Learning that occurs in an organised and structured environment
(such as in an education or training institution or on the job) and is
explicitly designated as learning (in terms of objectives, time or
resources). Formal learning is intentional from the learner’s point of
view. It typically leads to certification.
Learning embedded in planned activities not explicitly designated as
learning (in terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning
support). NFL is intentional from the learner’s point of view. NFL
outcomes may be validated and may lead to certification; non-formal
learning is sometimes described as semi-structured learning.
Individuals (youth) who use the platform and application to improve
their skills
Education/Training Providers, both FL and NFL

Course

A FL or NFL training/teaching/learning activity provided by Organisations.

CL Tools

Th

Connected Learning Tools, i.e. the online platform and the mobile
application.

Co
Conventional method of teaching and learning, which takes place in a
Face-to-Face learning
(F2F)
learning environment where a teacher or tutor conveys the
knowledge to one or more learners.
Online learning

Acquiring knowledge through the use of instruction provided via the
internet.

Blended LearningA

Combination of F2F and online learning.

1

The same glossary of terms is used with education/training providers and in young people
communications/methodologies to ensure consistency across stakeholders
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2. Brief Partner Profiles
P1. Ulster University is one of the two universities in Northern Ireland with four campuses placed
in strategic locations. It boasts a national and international reputation for excellence, innovation
and regional engagement and continues to make a major contribution to the economic, social
and cultural development of Northern Ireland. A key focus for Ulster is widening access to
education for young people. (Ulster University, 2020).
P2. DLearn. The European Digital Learning Network is a not-for-profit organisation based in Italy.
Its stated aims are to embrace the challenges brought by the digital transformation in terms of
digital skills mismatch and digital learning opportunities. The organisation is looking to increase
cooperation and enhance their activities through periodic project labs; to achieve a fruitful
accreditation of local needs through tight networking activities and lobbying; and to improve
existing experiences and knowledge of digital learning through sharing of practices and creation
of efficient business opportunities (Dlearn, 2020).
P3. CGE Culture Goes Europe Erfurt e.V. is a non-profit, non-governmental organisation based in
Erfurt, Germany. Founded in 2005 and run by young professionals, its core belief is the
importance of having equal opportunities for all, regardless of national, social or background. To
deliver this value, CGE provides a variety of educational opportunities and programmes which
bring together young people, adults and experts from across Europe to share and discuss their
experiences and opinions (CGE Erfurt e.V., 2020).
P4. Euni Partners are a non-governmental organisation based in Bulgaria looking to encourage
and expand the cooperation among academia, business, institutions and educational
organisations. Their activities include education and training, consultancy, networking and
sustainable development (Euni Partners, 2020).
P5. Emphasys Centre is an education and ICT Training Centre based in Cyprus. Accredited by the
Cyprus Ministry of Education and Culture, the organisation, which was founded in 1998, offers
training courses to professionals, adults, young people and students and promotes digital skills.
Their aim is to offer quality education to all. (Emphasys Centre, 2020).
P6. Vudutec Ltd. is a leading tech company founded in 2001 in Bulgaria. It has three retail outlets
and two service bases and some of its activities include the distribution of computers and
computer equipment, distribution of security systems, service facilities for computers and
building security systems as well as subscription services of technical support for organisations
that do not have their own system administrators (Vudutec, 2020).
P7. Hälsinglands Utbildningsförbund is a municipal educational association formed by Bollnäs,
Nordanstig and Söderhamn, three municipalities in Sweden. They are looking to be perceived as
an engine for growth, brokers of education and a meeting place for development. The
organisation is conducting upper secondary and adult education for the residents of the
municipalities, as well as providing opportunities for vocational college and distance studies at
6
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universities. In addition, they also facilitate training to companies and organisations as well as
research and development opportunities (Hälsinglands Utbildningsförbun, 2020)
3. Introduction
The EU 2020 Agenda aims “to expand career and life enhancing learning opportunities for young
people with fewer opportunities and/or at risk of social exclusion. In particular, these young
people should benefit from the expansion of opportunities for non-formal and informal learning
and from strengthened provisions for both recognition and validation. Effective Youth Work and
learning, including Non-Formal Learning empowers Young People (see Figure 1 below) and
encourages their active participation in society. It equips them with competences and
experiences for life, thus maximising the protective factors which enhance the development,
autonomy and social inclusion of all young people, including those with fewer opportunities.
Figure 1: What is Youth Work for?2

The ConnectedLearning@YW project centres around making learning available to everyone. The
project will produce a European online platform and a mobile application for easy access, which
will allow young people to browse various seminars and training programmes (formal and nonformal learning), based on their own choices of specific filters, such as language, subject, age etc.,
which are offered in various areas, by specific education providers.
The project’s target group are young people who can benefit from the easy access to information
regarding participation in various programmes, so they can develop their skills and enhance their
employability. More specifically, the project emphasizes young people with less opportunities,
such as early school leavers, youth that live in remote areas, refugees, immigrants and people
who speak another language, etc.

2

Source https://www.coe.int/en/web/youth-portfolio/youth-work-essentials
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ConnectedLearning@YW addresses five Intellectual Outputs (IOs) in the course of its activities,
see Figure 2 below. This comparative index is the bringing together of the research activities in
IO1 and presents an evidenced baseline to inform the remaining IOs, in order to achieve overall
project objectives.
The methodology mentioned below in IO1, has been dealt with elsewhere, in the form of
separate reports for how young people will engage with the platform/App, and a coterminous
report detailing the corresponding processes for education providers.
Figure 2: Steps for the Implementation of the Project

4. Methodology Employed
Figure 3 below shows the overall methodology for the creation of the Connected Learning
Comparative Index. This report forms the final output of IO1, and presents an evidenced based
comparative index (Bulgaria, United Kingdom (NI), Italy, Cyprus, Germany and Sweden) regarding
the landscape in the partner countries with regard to digital skills, non-formal learning, formal
learning, learning providers and national policies. This then serves as the baseline upon which
the consortium can build the subsequent Intellectual Outputs (IO) and provides further evidence
to support the development, where relevant, of any additional tools to ensure that young people,
providers and employers are securing the value of non-formal learning in their skills and learning
journeys. The IOs work together to create a sustainable digital portal and mobile application for
European Youth organisations, cities, regions, and councils to provide, map and validate learning
opportunities and promote digital skills for young Europeans (DLEARN, 2020).
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Figure 3: Steps to Create the Comparative Index

In order to assist in the delivery of the project’s aims qualitative desk-based research as well as
surveys of young people and education providers were conducted. The desk-based research
comprised ten questions which assessed the following in all six participant countries:
●
●
●
●
●

The current digital state of play and future strategies
The existing types of both formal and non-formal digital education
The education providers in each country
Identification of marginalised communities
Examples from each participant country of best practice of learning cities and/or learning
maps

Questionnaires were conducted with education providers from each partner country and
contributed firstly to the identification of their profile in relation to the number of employees
and volunteers, location, their type (NFL or FL), as well as the profile of the Young People
participating in NFL, including their competences and skills. Questions also assessed the
promotional tools and channels used to reach YP as well as attitudes towards, motivations for
and barriers against Non-Formal Learning. The overall survey results from the education
providers questionnaires are reported elsewhere (Connected Learning website)
A parallel survey was also administered to identify the needs of the youth in each participant
country. Initially, the respondents’ profiles were obtained through metrics such as age, gender,
location, background, education level and employment status. Further questions were designed
to assess their digital competencies, inclination for training opportunities as well as awareness
of providers of both FL and NFL. Finally, their overall attitudes towards FL and NFL were also
sought through questions, such as ones relating to barriers to undertaking further FL and/or NFL,
encouraging factors to undertake FL/NFL or identification of the sources of FL/NFL learning
courses. are reported elsewhere (Connected Learning website).
Descriptive statistics were raised from the surveys and the survey data fed into the interpretation
of the qualitative desk-based research.

9
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5. National Comparative Findings
This section will highlight the national landscape for digital skills as outlined by the
methodology presented in section 3 above.
5.1 Digital Skills & Competencies and Attainment Levels - Gaps & Strategy
The Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) is a composite index that summarises relevant
indicators on Europe’s digital performance and tracks the evolution of EU member states in
digital competitiveness (see Figure 4). Over the past year, all EU countries improved their digital
performance. Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands, and Denmark scored the highest ratings in DESI
2019 and are among the global leaders in digitalisation. These countries are followed by the
United Kingdom, Luxembourg, Ireland, Estonia, and Belgium. Some other countries however still
have a long way to go, and the EU as a whole needs improvement to be able to compete on the
global stage (DESI, 2019).
Figure 4: Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI Ranking), 20193

As may be seen from Figure 4, the partner countries on the Connected Learning project fall into
two distinct clusters either side of the EU average DESI score (2019). Sweden, the UK and
Germany are high performing, whilst Cyprus, Italy and Bulgaria featuring below the Eu average.
Notwithstanding, all participant countries have acknowledged the importance of digital skills.
There is consensus regarding the need for further improvement even amongst the higher
performing countries such as Sweden, Germany and the UK (Northern Ireland). Countries such
as Cyprus, Bulgaria and Northern Ireland agree that although their infrastructure in terms of
3

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/desi
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connectivity is well developed, the level of digital skills and competencies is low and lesser
developed.
No nation is homogenous, and for example, Italy has a noted geographical disparity. There are
marked differences between the Northern and Central regions of the country which are much
more digitised as the South and the Islands. Whilst at face value the UK scores well on DESI,
Northern Ireland has unique geo-demographics and planning regulations providing unique
challenges in broadband provision to rural areas. Rural areas in Northern Ireland are relatively
disadvantaged in terms of the availability of high-speed broadband both relative to urban areas
in Northern Ireland and relative to other rural areas in the UK. Without doubt such disparity
impacts in many areas, including the youth digital skills and the opportunities for Formal and
Non-formal digital Learning.
In relation to the gaps identified by employers, Bulgaria and Italy have noted a divide between
the number of organisations looking for high ICT skills and the number of graduate students
qualified to deliver. There is a transnational consensus found here that fundamentals should be
started early in school with the introduction of ICT courses in the curriculum and have created
national strategies aimed at delivering the requirements. It was also recognised that teachers
have to be better qualified in order to deliver quality ICT courses. Countries such as Northern
Ireland and Bulgaria are actively connecting teachers with industry experts from digital
companies who can train them.
Regarding organisations who wish to implement strategies, Sweden, at the government level,
has established a dedicated national council, the Digitization Commission and one of their goals
is to modernise the education system. In other countries such as Germany or Bulgaria, these
strategies fall under the scope of existing ministries such as the Federal Ministry for Economic
Affairs and Energy in Germany or the Ministry of Education and Science in Bulgaria. Northern
Ireland has a unique position in that the two bodies looking to implement digital strategies are
non-departmental.

● No uniformity on digital skills achievement across
Europe and indeed sometimes within countries
● Consensus around the need for ongoing development
and improvement of young peoples’ digital skills
● Young people should be engaged in digital skills
development earlier
● Need for support and improvement of teachers’ digital
skills
● National level improvements can drive EU
achievement of digital skills targets
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Project No: 2018-3-UK01-KA205-059942

5.2 Key Youth Work Metrics in Partner Countries.
It is clear that youth work is a broad term covering a lot of different activities, programmes and
initiatives. It is also clear that the term is understood and interpreted differently in different parts
of the youth work sector, in different countries across the EU and in different languages (Expert
Group on Youth Work Quality Systems in the EU Member States, 20154). This has in turn led to
the situation where some countries have developed sub-concepts and a vocabulary around youth
work that other countries lack or have developed differently.
This current study is no different, and it can be seen that information regarding Youth Work in
participant countries is inconsistent, and not always easily comparable (see Table 1).
Furthermore, in some cases, such as for Northern Ireland, not all official figures are available.
There are also issues regarding what Youth Work actually is, that is differing national definitions.
While Cyprus, Italy and Northern Ireland concur in that there is no formal definition in their
respective countries, Bulgaria does not even refer to Youth Work in their statistics, instead they
talk about young people employed. The Participant partner countries focused on different
aspects regarding Youth Work and this is reflected in Table 1 below.

4

Youth work and the quality assurance of youth work are referenced in a number of EU Council documents,
policies, studies and conference conclusions and declarations – see Annex One
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Table 1: Key Statistics Regarding Youth Work
Sweden

Germany

Cyprus

Bulgaria

Youth
Unemployment
Rate

(15 – 24) 18%

Not
provided

16.7%
(2019)

(15 – 29) 31.1%
8.3% (2018) (2019)

Not
provided

NEET

(16 – 24) 7.6% 9.3%
(2016)
(2017)

Not
provided

(15 – 29) 20.1%
18.1% not
studying
(2018)

(16 – 24)
10%

Long-term
unemployment

(16 – 24) 3% no Not
work for more provided
than 90 days
(2018)

Not
provided

58.6% of all Not
unemployed provided

Not
provided

Volunteers

Not provided

(>14)
43.6%
(2017)

Not
provided

Not provided (15 – 29) 68%
20%
(2017)

Early Leavers

(16 – 24)
7%
(2017)

(18 – 24) (18 – 24) 12.7% (2018) 15%
10.3%
7.8%
(2016)
(2019)

Not
provided

Part-time
employment

Not provided

Not
provided

Official
figures
not
available

60%
(2013)

(15 – 24) 6%

Italy

Not
provided

Northern
Ireland

What is evident however, is the fact that youth work is highly dependent on volunteers. There
are commonalities regarding volunteering in that it is more prominent among those with higher
education as seen in Germany, and from wealthier backgrounds as reported by Northern Ireland.
It was also interesting to observe that in Germany youths start to volunteer at the age of 14 years
old, whereas in Northern Ireland they can be as young as 4 years old. A stark contrast in relation
to volunteering was reported by Bulgaria, where this activity is not popular, there are few
organised activities and is not necessarily seen as a form of non-formal education and training.
Cyprus argued that due to its volatile nature, definitive figures on volunteering could not be
obtained.

13
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Even if youth work should and must respond to the different needs, interests and experiences of
young people, young people are not the only stakeholders that need to be taken into account
and engaged in the youth work process. The quality and success of youth work is also highly
dependent on its capability to meet and constructively relate to the knowledge and expectations
of society in general, other actors in the youth field, and both professional and volunteer youth
workers. Again, the participant countries take differing approaches to Youth Work, for example,
public bodies oversee youth-related matters in Cyprus and Northern Ireland, whereas in Italy,
they fall under the charge of the third sector, who in turn cooperates with the state and private
organisations.
The stakeholders, apart from the youth workers and young people, responsible for the quality
and outcomes of youth work are broadly:
●
●
●
●

●

National governments – through youth policy, legislation and funding and through
support to other stakeholders.
Regional/local governments – through policies, funding and other forms of support;
Youth work providers (civil servants, NGOs, etc.) through their way of conducting,
managing, supervising and evaluating youth work;
Educators and trainers in universities, other basic and further education institutions and
in the youth work sector – through the quality and relevance of the education and
training they provide;
Research institutions – through engaging in studies about youth work as well as about
young people, their living conditions, needs and possibilities.

These provide the best possible conditions for youth work, but they need to work in tandem (co
create) with young people. How these combine and interact is also different by country.

● Youth work definition differs across countries and
languages
● Comparison across Europe is difficult due to
inconsistencies in definitions
● Volunteering is a key role in youth work
● Responsibility for youth work varies across countries
in Europe from public bodies to third sectors
● All youth work agencies, government and nongovernmental, should be given opportunities to
develop links and co-create support frameworks
within countries
● There is a definitive need for an accreditation system
for volunteering for young people

14
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5.3 Comparative Non-formal Digital Skills Education Landscape
Since non-formal and informal learning play a key role when discussing youth work it is important
that these terms, when used here, are consistent with other EU-documents and understood in
relation to each other and to formal learning. Here we use the definitions made in the Council
Recommendation of 20 December 2012 on the validation of non-formal and informal learning
(2012/C 398/01):
● Formal learning means learning which takes place within the systems of general
education, initial vocational training and higher education;
● Non-formal learning means learning which takes place through planned activities (in
terms of learning objectives, learning time) where some form of learning support is
present;
● Informal learning means learning resulting from daily activities related to work, family or
leisure and is not organised or structured in terms of objectives, time or learning support.
The findings in this Comparative Index suggest that we must recognise the strong relationship
between youth work and learning outcomes that are becoming increasingly important
particularly regarding marginalised young people and subsequent education or the labour market
entry. From the point of view of the individual the skills and knowledge gained through nonformal and informal learning are of course equally important. Since non-formal learning takes
place as the result of a planned activity youth workers must work directly and consciously on it if
it is to take place. Informal learning on the other hand takes place spontaneously and is formed
from the context and culture in which the individual lives.
Sweden reported a comprehensive range of online courses ranging from low-level, non-skilled,
to skilled and specialist ones. In Germany there are two main programmes designed to address
certain gaps identified at country level. The first one Go Mint is looking to increase female
participation in MINT subjects (acronym for Mathematics, Informatics, Natural Sciences and
Technology). The success of the programme was recognised in the increased number of female
participants who have opted for a degree in engineering. The second programme, SINUS, also
focuses on subjects such as Mathematics and Science Education and was initiated following the
report of poor results for German students in the two subjects. The aim is to spread the SINUS
approach across the board.
15
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In Cyprus, courses vary in terms of their subjects ranging from various STEM subjects to
photography, robotics and music. However, the majority of these courses take place face-to-face
and digital technology is being used mostly for administrative tasks such as online enrolling or
online payment of tuition fees. The courses have to be paid for and certificates of completion are
awarded at the end.
The focus of non-formal digital education in Bulgaria is on information technology. The courses
vary in duration from short ones of 3 or 4 months to longer ones. The courses are mostly
organised by the industry, large software companies, who offer them for free and for large groups
from which they will then recruit the top performing 1-3%. Even those who have not been
employed, can still be hired by other employers or receive job recommendations based on their
skills.
In Italy, courses vary depending on their providers and range from training courses, to Master
courses and other classes. Their focus is on digital, innovation and entrepreneurship and can
include Digital Marketing, Digital Design, or Digital Business. The aim is to reduce the gap that
exists between students and the job market and increase employability. The courses usually
include a competency assessment and corresponding certifications are provided.
Northern Ireland presents a mixed picture with various courses, some free of charge while others
have to be paid for, depending on the funding body. Similarly, some courses come with
accreditation, while others do not. Similar to Bulgaria or Italy, the majority of courses are focused
on digital and social media, and digital and creative arts.




Non-Formal Learning and Informal Learning are
considered as important as Formal Learning when it
comes to developing digital skills
There is a wide variety of programmes offered within
countries across Europe in Non-Formal Learning to
develop digital skills ranging in terms cost, duration,
provider and digital skill focus

16
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5.4 Comparative Formal Learning Digital Skills Education Landscape
“Formal learning is always organised and structured and has learning objectives. From the
learner’s standpoint, it is always intentional: i.e. the learner’s explicit objective is to gain
knowledge, skills and/or competence” (Chao & Mantero, 2014). Such learning is well established
throughout the EU. As above we use the definition made in the Council Recommendation of 20
December 2012 (2012/C 398/01):
● Formal Learning means learning which takes place within the systems of general
education, initial vocational training and higher education;
Recently however, the OCED’s Skills Strategy5 suggests a shift of focus away from human capital
measured in years of formal education towards the skills people acquire and develop over their
lifetimes. This is particularly true for digital skills, as the digital transformation of work and
society, the ubiquity of the Internet and the increased availability of cheap devices imply that
digital skills are often developed outside the formal education context, for example in the
workplace and online.6

5

www.oecd.org/edu/47769000.pdf

6

https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2018-10/DSC%20and%20DOL_0.pdf
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On the one hand, this means that formal education should include the up-to-date job-specific
digital skills and competences, with both work-based and digital/online learning as key for their
development. However, this also means that more widespread and easier validation of digital
skills and competences would make such skills more recognisable and transferable thereby
improving both youth employability and mobility.
Yet, as Figure 5 shows, there is a complementarity between formal and non-formal learning, and
both are needed. Educational systems exist to promote formal learning, which follows a syllabus
and is intentional in the sense that learning is the goal of all the activities learners engage in.
Learning outcomes are measured by tests and/or other forms of assessment. The demands of
the 21st century labour market mean that formal learning has a key role to play in providing
skilled workers for the digital age, (EG Numeracy, literacy, STEM subjects etc).
Figure 5: Complementarity Between ICT and Non-ICT Skills at Work (EU 28, 2014)7

Complementarity would suggest that the widening of national curricula’s content to include
digital competence as a key competence for lifelong learning is essential. Digital competence
could be combined in a formal learning course covering other key competences, such as

7

Cedefop, The European Skills and Jobs Survey, www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and- projects/projects/european-skills-andjobs-esj-survey
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entrepreneurship, and other 21st- century skills, thus providing the new transversal
competences/skills requested by the labour market.
Almost all types of Formal education provided in Sweden can also be taken digitally with some
exceptions which include education provided for people with disabilities or those with brain
injuries.
The discussion is more complicated in Germany due to the country’s political structure. The
Länder, which represent the different states, oversee their education policies while the Federal
government bears responsibility for regulating higher education admission and qualifications.
Cooperation between the two takes the form of agreements on research promotion, as well as
on activities to determine the effectiveness of the education system in international comparison.
Current platforms and initiatives within university networks seem to focus on a range of subjects
which limits them in scope. However, digital modes of teaching as well as learning are recognised
as means to solve some of the issues faced by higher education. Platforms such as MOOC
(Massive Open Online Courses) offer possibilities to acquire credits even for short programmes
and get them recognised as part of post-graduate masters.
In Cyprus formal digital education starts in primary school with STEM and ICT subjects. In
secondary education IT courses are compulsory for all three years of Gymnasium (lower
secondary education) and for the first year of Lyceum (higher secondary education). For those
looking for advanced IT, the offer is on an optional basis. A recent initiative developed by several
ministries including Education and Culture, offer ECDL training and education to secondary
education students from both public and private sectors for which they receive a vocational ICT
certification. Education takes place mainly face-to-face, however, some private schools also offer
blended learning.
Similar to Cyprus, Bulgaria also introduced IT into the curriculum with courses being taught in
elementary school to ensure basic knowledge and skills. The decision was taken at ministry level
by The Ministry of Education and Science. VET schools and universities have various digital
education opportunities and at HEI level there are bachelor’s degree and master’s degree
programmes including IT, Applied Programming and Multimedia. These programmes can be
completed on a full-time or part-time basis.
In Italy, the Government through its dedicated ministry, in this case, education and research,
started to introduce elements of digital learning in schools in 2011. The Italian National plan for
digital schools promotes the adoption of ICT devices and tools in the daily educational activities,
both for students and teachers alike. The adoption of the so-called Classroom 2.0 and School 2.0
means that schools are equipped with ICT and multimedia devices. At University level, the
specialisation aspect of the courses being delivered makes it impossible for the digitalisation of
multiple disciplines. Digital education is therefore limited to the courses that already imply digital
tools, devices and technologies. Universities do offer courses of Digital Media, Digital Marketing,
Robotics and EI and Engineering, to name a few.

19
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In Northern Ireland the involvement of the CCEA in the school curriculum from primary through
to school leavers reflects the need for digital skills. This translates into accredited learning
outcomes and enhanced employability skills and is the same for higher education and further
education, as well. Blended learning takes place within each faculty/school at university level
(virtual learning and social media tools) while digital learning is taking place within particular
topics such as Digital Marketing, AI, Robotics, Informatics, Communication, etc.







Digital skills and competencies are a priority over
formal duration of education
Formal Learning and Non-Formal Learning
complement each other
Variations in digital offerings used across Formal
Education delivery across Europe with some countries
more advanced/provided a more embedded offering
using traditional and digital
Some offerings of digital learning platforms are subject
specific or type of educator specific such as private
schools

4.5 Types of Digital Skills Education Providers
The European Commission has adopted (2018) the Communication on the Digital Education
Action Plan8. This outlines how the EU can help individuals, educational institutions and
education systems to better adapt for life and work in an age of rapid digital change by:

● Making better use of digital technology for teaching and learning;
● Developing relevant digital competences and skills for the digital transformation;
● Improving education through better data analysis and foresight.
The Action Plan posits the creation of a Europe-wide platform for digital higher education and
enhanced cooperation. The new platform, supported by Erasmus+, will serve as a one-stop - shop
and offer: online learning, blended mobility, virtual campuses and exchange of best practices
among higher education institutions at all levels (students, researchers, educators).
Digital readiness in education occurs along a continuum from primary education through to
Higher Education, and encompasses formal, non-formal and informal learning. It requires
knowhow and involves adaptation and change. Schools, institutes, colleges and training
institutions in Europe are diverse, with equipment, teacher/instructor skills and approaches to
technology use varying considerably. There are pockets of innovation in digital education
throughout Europe. However, as the researchers here have established, the data on this topic is
8
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fragmented and no one single point of truth exists at present. Therefore, the mapping element
of the Connected Learning project will provide a model and methodology for replication which
can address this unfortunate lacuna. Our findings are as follows:
There are several providers of FL digital education in Sweden depending on the students’
individual needs. SFI, Swedish for Immigrants is designed for those who require basic knowledge
of Swedish. There are also institutions aimed at older students, past 18, who need courses at
basic, secondary or upper secondary level such as Municipal Adult Education or Folk High School.
The latter also has a vocational training component. Even at a higher level is the Polytechnic post
upper secondary school where there are hundreds of professions to choose from. Courses vary
between one and three years long and alternate theoretical knowledge with practical
internships. Universities and colleges offer flexibility in their attendance as students can choose
to study either full-time or part-time. In order to gain entry, an upper secondary school diploma
is required. Finally, there is provision for those who have either a disability or brain injuries in the
form of Särvux, or special education for adults.
In the state of Thuringia in Germany, there are nine state universities and universities of applied
sciences or technology. The landscape is completed by universities of cooperative education as
well as private colleges. All of them offer digital education programmes and laboratories and
have well-equipped libraries. In order to take part in a study programme there is a need for a
recognised university entrance qualification and sufficient command of the language of the
programme. The number of young adults studying across the universities in Thuringia exceeds
50,000. There are also a number of distance courses and some of more popular in the years 2014
and 2015 were in the areas of business and commercial practice, followed by technology and
logistics and programmes in healthcare, nursing and nutrition (for the year 2015). There is a rise
in the number of students choosing distance learning and close to half are women. Seventy-two
institutes of higher education reported that they have distance students registered for their
courses.
In Cyprus, the majority of formal education providers are state-run public schools. Education is
divided in primary (6 years), lower secondary (3 years) and higher secondary (3 years). There are
331 public primary schools, 64 Gymnasiums (lower secondary) and 38 Lyceums (upper
secondary). The landscape is completed by 5 Musical Gymnasiums, 5 Athletic Schools, 5 Musical
Lyceums and 5 Athletic Lyceums. In addition to public schools, there are a few privately owned
ones providing equivalent certificates. Some of these require the completion of 7 years of
secondary education (as opposed to 6) and are taught in English. The private sector of education
consists of 171 kindergartens, 28 primary schools and 39 secondary schools. Depending on how
closely their curriculum follows the state-run schools, they are divided into schools of the same
type, schools of similar type and schools of a different type. Although Cyprus’ response was
comprehensive, it did not identify whether these institutions offer digital learning.
Secondary and VET schools are some of the providers of formal digital education in Bulgaria. The
Vocational Technical School in Varna is considered one of the best in the country and each year
around 170 students graduate from it. Students can choose from several IT majors, such as
Computer Technology. A full course of study lasts for 5 years and students earn secondary
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education and third-degree professional qualifications in the field. Successful achievement of the
course allows them to work in manufacturing companies and companies in the field of
diagnostics, installation, hardware and software maintenance or computer equipment servicing.
At university level, Sofia University which is the largest and most prestigious in Bulgaria offers
Bachelor programmes such as Informatics. It equips students with fundamental knowledge as
well as practical skills in the field of informatics. The curriculum consists of compulsory and
optional courses from the main fields of informatics and successful graduates can access
employment in the industry, research or even teaching opportunities.
Providers of FL digital education in Italy are schools from lower secondary level to tertiary one.
As already discussed in Q4, the country’s Ministry of Education and Research designed and
launched a national plan since 2011 to introduce the digital element in schools. Some issues
including lack of training for teachers and slow internet connection hinder the implementation
of the plan. Again, there are noted regional differences which makes the argument for having
stronger coordination and centralisation of governance. At university level, digital education is
provided for the courses which already imply digital tools, devices and technologies and is less
pervasive in other subjects.
In Northern Ireland, following the involvement of the CCEA in the school curriculum, providers
of FL digital education include primary and secondary schools as well as Higher and Further
education. The Further Education sector in NI consists of six regional colleges operating across
40 campuses. Although these colleges are still the main providers of vocational and technical
education and training, there are a number of private institutions entering the market. In
2016/2017 there were around 130,000 total enrolments of which 78% obtained recognised
qualifications. Further Education plays an important role in NI economy as the colleges are
working directly with over 7,500 businesses and a range of organisations. The distribution of the
campuses across Northern Ireland means that access to qualifications is greatly facilitated and
the range of learners is highly diverse. Learning also takes place in the third sector, with much
training provided by Community initiatives. There are two universities and research centres in
the higher education sector, Ulster University and Queen's University. Some issues arise from the
fact that they are organised in Faculties or Schools and cross Faculty collaboration proves difficult
at time. Although blended learning through the use of Virtual Learning Environments and Social
Media tools are standard within each Faculty or School, digital learning occurs within the context
of particular topics. This echoes the situation found in Italian universities.





The EU Digital Action Plan for a Europe wide platform
is a priority in Europe
Formal Learning is a more developed space ranging
from primary to university provider engagement with
all providers developing digital skills and education to
varying degrees
Non-Formal Learning, in comparison, is a less well
developed, reconciled and monitored landscape 22
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demonstrating a real gap across the EU
5.6 National Comparison of Non-Formal Learning Providers
The national or regional context is an all-important consideration with regard to non-formal
learning, and by extension to the landscape for the non-formal education providers. But as the
OECD comment9, the context is hard to pin down. It may account for the introduction of a system
for the recognition of non-formal and informal learning outcomes, whenever a particular
situation requires policy responses. It may be the outcome of shrewd recognition policies, and
be a factor stimulating public action. Furthermore, there may well not be parity of esteem
between formal/non formal learning providers, and it is difficult to establish the single point of
truth re the range of providers in each nation, as one database/portal appears to exist by nation.
Sweden reported various types of NFL providers in digital education. They range in their provision
and some offer particular specialised professions or skills, while others act as intermediaries to
access various courses. There are also digital platforms, private initiatives, through which learners
can access courses and filter them according to providers, types of courses or geographical
regions.
Non-formal learning providers are not so prominent in Germany as they face a series of issues
ranging from difficulty in recognising their qualifications, to competition from free higher
education providers. This has led in turn to more creative methods of learning including Blogs,
Wikis and mobile learning (Learning).
On the other hand, in Cyprus, private institutes play a very important role in education. The
Ministry of Education and Culture has registered and approved the curriculum of 545 such
institutes. The variety of extracurricular courses range from foreign languages, to computer and
STEM subjects, to preparation for end of academic year exams or internationally recognised
exams. Other providers include Adult Education Centres and Youth Organisations. The former
were initially set up in rural areas, now operating in urban areas as well, with the aim of the
individual’s personal, social, professional, financial and cultural development. Low fees make the
various courses highly accessible. Among Youth Organisations some more prominent are the
Cyprus Youth Council, ONEK, the Youth for Exchange and Understanding Cyprus or Nautilos SAR.
At Further Education level, there are State Institutes of Further Education with expanded
curriculum which include Accounting, ICT and Greek for Foreigners. Again, the low tuition fees
makes them widely available. The Open Schools concept is implemented by some municipalities
in Cyprus to promote lifelong learning. Accessibility is extensive with flexible hours and low fees
for courses.
In Bulgaria, it is the initiative of the private sector which has led to the creation of the Telerik
Software Academy. It trains children, students and young professionals for the digital future.
Since its inception in 2010, more than 10,000 students have attended the Academy which
9
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operates in 65 schools across 15 cities in the country. The Academy offers training in subjects
such as Competitive Development, Digital Science and Game Development. Telerik Alpha
Academy, also part of Telerik, is designed for students and young professionals. Courses last 6
months which equal to 440 hours of training. Because of the growing complexity of the courses
culminating with a final project, students acquire key skills in a real-life environment. It is
important to note that upon successful completion, although students are issued certificates and
diplomas, these are not recognised by the state. However, they are recognised by employers.
Various types of organisations ranging from consultancy firms, private education institutions and
training centres and schools provide non-formal digital education in Italy. They offer different
activities such as extracurricular, complementary courses to traditional academic lessons and/or
training courses. The providers range in size and location and are private entities which means
their educational offer is not free of charge. Some are large enough in size that they operate
transnationally and even have physical campuses as is the case for The Talent Garden. Although
NFL providers are spread around the country, they are found especially in Italy’s largest cities and
in the Northern region and less prominent in the South and the Islands.
Northern Ireland has numerous providers of non-formal digital education which include private
educational organisations and enterprise centres, consultancy firms but also third sector social
enterprises and municipalities. This means that some courses incur costs, while others are free
of charge, especially with those that are externally funded. Young Enterprise, Youthlink NI, Belfast
City Council, Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action, Ignition Education and Headliners are
some of these examples, the majority of them being located in the country’s two largest cities,
Belfast and L’Derry/Derry.








Country variations exist regarding the volume and
type of Non-Formal Learning providers
Two key challenges impact Non-Formal Learning
providers
Lack of recognised qualifications
Competition from Formal Learning providers
Private sector providers are prolific in this sector in a
number of countries across Europe such as Bulgaria
and Cyprus
There is no standard source/point of information on
these Non-Formal Learning providers which is a key
issue that needs addressed
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5.7 Comparative National Youth Work Strategies
The EU Youth Strategy is the framework for EU youth policy cooperation for 2019-2027, based
on the Council Resolution of 26 November 2018. EU youth cooperation is designed to make the
most of youth policy's potential. It fosters youth participation in democratic life; it also supports
social and civic engagement and aims to ensure that all young people have the necessary
resources to take part in society. The strategy focuses on three core areas of action, around
Engage Connect Empower, (See Figure 6 ), while working on joined-up implementation across
sectors. During a 2017-2018 dialogue process which involved young people from all over Europe,
11 European Youth Goals were developed. These goals identify cross-sectoral areas that affect
young people’s lives and point out challenges. As may be seen, the Connected Learning project
is well aligned to these aims, particularly regarding the Connect and Empower statements.

Figure 6: Engaging, Connecting and Empowering Young People (2019-2027)
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Member States are stimulated (with several incentives like financial support and the exchange of
good practices), challenged (by peer reviews and benchmarks), persuaded (by progress reports
and evaluations), and forced (by directives) to take aspects of EU Youth Policy into account when
developing National policies. Therefore, this research presents, in the following sections, a
baseline on the current state of the national policies among the partner nations of the Connected
Learning project10.
In Sweden, national youth policy has existed since 1994. More recently the main focus since
2015 has been on improving opportunities for young people to get established in work and
society. The government guidelines for youth policy are not limited to government decisions and
actions but should be taken into account in all public activities involving young people. These are
not mandatory for municipalities and regions/county councils, due to the extensive municipal
autonomy in Sweden. This research has identified three organisations which carry out
policies/strategies relating to Youth Work. The Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society is a
government agency focusing on youth policy and policy on civil society. The agency also
cooperates with other state agencies in relation to youth policy work. The agency’s points of
interest include the youths’ (aged between 13 – 25) living conditions, work, housing situation,
education and leisure time and also act to facilitate the work of the voluntary sector. The National
Agency for Education is the central authority for the public-school system. They also bear the
responsibility of implementing the country’s strategy regarding digital competence.
Responsibilities include training programmes for teachers with special focus on those dealing
with categories such as the disabled and immigrants, issuing certifications and acting as
knowledge base in relation to the latest research in education and support providers of
vocational education. The Swedish Council for Higher Education is a government agency with
various responsibilities across the education sector.
In Germany, the official document addressing the needs and/or rights of young people and youth
issues is the Social Code, Book VIII – Child and Youth Services [Sozialgesetzbuch Achtes Buch
Kinder- und Jugendhilfe, SGB VIII]. It is a federal law. It is also called the Child and Youth Services
Act [Kinder- und Jugendhilfegesetz (KJHG)]. It came into force in January 1991 (in the newly
formed German Länder in October 1990). Each federal state (Bundesland) has an implementation
act pertaining to the Child and Youth Services Act. Therefore, youth policymaking takes place at
different levels. At national (Bund) level, it is under the responsibility of the Federal Ministry for
Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth (Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren,
Frauen und Jugend, BMFSFJ). The Ministry is responsible for encouraging and supporting youth
(and child and youth welfare) policy activities in cases where it has supraregional significance and
cannot be encouraged and supported by a federal state alone. The cooperation between public
and non-public institutions and organisations is determined by the principle of subsidiarity. This
principle says that a central authority performs only those tasks that cannot be executed by a
person, group or organisation at a more local level. A joint youth strategy of the Federal
Government was developed and introduced in December 2019. It aims at involving young people
10

EU Youth Policy: A Waterfall of Softness. Available from:
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/50894471_EU_Youth_Policy_A_Waterfall_of_Softness [accessed Feb 27
2020].
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in all decisions concerning them. In doing so they shall be offered the best possible conditions to
cope with the challenges of this independent phase of life called youth. The youth strategy is
based on the 'new youth policy' that has been pursued by the Family Affairs, Senior Citizens,
Women and Youth (Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend, BMFSFJ) for a
couple of years. Thus, it makes the shared interests of millions of young people and adults
between 12 and 27 visible. Therefore, In Germany both the Federal State as well as each
individual county, Länder, at ministry level, are involved in developing and implementing digital
strategies. The Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy, though their Digital Strategy
2025, have the goal to introduce digital courses in all primary and secondary schools. Similarly,
the TMBJS (Thuringian Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport) are also looking to develop the
educational infrastructure in approximately 850 state schools to allow every student to access
Media and Technology Assisted Learning. Change in the curriculum coupled with relevant training
of teachers and modification of school portals are all part of this strategy. The Federal State
assists the development of IT infrastructure, including development of network and IT equipment
through grants.
Youth policy has become a key element of interest and work for the Republic of Cyprus. The
government pays attention to youth policy and consultation with youth on youth issues, feeding
into priorities in the agenda of state officials. Previously, the only policy focusing on youth was
the National Action Plan for Youth Employment. The rest of the policies were targeting the whole
population (and thus young people too). However, the development of a comprehensive
National Youth Strategy in 2016-2017 is a milestone in the field indicating the importance state
officials pay on youth policy. The National Youth Strategy covers 8 fields, similar to the EU Youth
Strategy. Although it is still a rather isolated document, outlining the main elements of other
existing national policies targeting youth, it sets the priorities under each theme which should be
implemented by other authorities for the upcoming years. The National Youth Strategy of Cyprus
targets individuals aged between 14 and 35 years old. and the eight main areas include education
and training, health and wellbeing, participation, voluntary activities, social inclusion, youth and
the world and creativity and culture. Some of these are also recognised as the focus of the
Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society. These youth policies work in conjunction with the
country’s Digital Strategy through areas such as Education and Training and Employment and
Entrepreneurship.
In Bulgaria, the National Strategy Paper on Youth adopted in 2010, covers the next decade, and
updated in 2014 aims to promote the economic activity and career development of young
people, to improve access to information, youth volunteer development and the development
of young people in rural areas. In relation to digital aspects, the strategy is also tasked to improve
young people’s access to the Internet, to improve their access to electronic content in public
libraries, to promote forms of non-formal learning and to include digitally young people living in
small and rural areas.
In Italy, youth policies are relatively new compared to other sectors of public policies. The first
legal reference about "young people" is contained in Art. 31 of the Constitution “The Republic
protects mothers, children and the young by adopting necessary provisions.” Youth policies are
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based on the principle of concurrent jurisdiction between State and Regions, and on the principle
of subsidiarity, with the active involvement of the Third Sector and youth organizations.
● Youth policymaking takes place at various levels.
● At the central level, it is the responsibility of the Department for Youth Policies and
Universal Civic Service of the Presidency of the Council of ministers. The Department deals
with the promotion of youth policies and manages the national civic service programme.
● At territorial level, the Regions and the autonomous Provinces enact youth laws.
The Ministry of Education and Research designed and launched the 35 actions in the National
Plan, in order to introduce digital elements in schools. Digital technologies and devices are aimed
to help educators teach innovatively, with learners accumulating knowledge in an active and
creative way. This plan is aligned with the country’s overall digital strategy. Nevertheless, the
plan does not include training for teachers and school staff who then lack the digital skills to be
able to implement the strategies. This issue is coupled with the lack of fast internet connection
or lack off in numerous classrooms with the disparities between the different regions in the
country.
The context for Northern Ireland youth policy needs to include consideration of devolution
whereby certain matters are ‘reserved’ to the UK Government at Westminster, while others are
’devolved’ to the Northern Ireland Assembly. Most issues relating to youth policy are devolved.
The national strategies concerning youth work come from the Department of Education (DoE)
which has overall responsibility for the Youth Service. The Department allocates resources and
capital into youth services (latest available figures for 2013/2014 - £33 million resource and £5
million capital). The funding is then distributed, on an annual basis, via six different funding
schemes, one in each Education and Library Board (ELB) and one in the Youth Council, each
operating independently of one another. The Youth Council of NI (YCNI) operates as an armslength body from DoE and its roles include advice for DoE and other bodies in relation to the
development and provision of facilities of Youth Service, coordination and efficient use of the
resources of Youth Service. In relation to digital competencies, the Council for the Curriculum,
Examinations and Assessments (CCEA) plays a key role in introducing digital skills initiatives such
as the revision of A level and GCSE qualifications as well as training workshops for teachers. The
Digital Northern Ireland 2020 project was initiated by Invest NI following consultation with a
number of players with a primary focus on business and FDI growth. At local levels and with the
support of Young Enterprise NI (YENI) there were initiatives such as those of Armagh City or
Banbridge and Craigavon Borough Council which have launched Digital Youth (school ages), a
programme designed to encourage and cultivate a culture of digital enterprise for over 500
students from 12 secondary schools.
Finally, Table 2 shows the responses by the surveyed education providers stating their awareness
of the national strategies in their country. Whilst overall awareness is seen to be high, it is worth
noting that the Swedish respondents have a full awareness, and at the other end of the
continuum German providers have the lowest levels of awareness.
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Table 2: Awareness of the National Youth Work Strategy in Each Country (Specifically
Regarding Digital Skills and Competencies (Education providers))

Yes
No

NI
(n=11)

Cyprus
(n=72)

Germany Italy
(n=8)
(n=34)

Bulgaria
(n=26)

Sweden
(n=25)

Overall
(n=176)

5 (45%)
6 (55%)

56 (78%)
16 (22%)

3 (37.5%) 18 (53%)
5 (62.5%) 16 (47%)

16 (62%)
10 (38%)

25 (100%)
-

123 (70%)
53 (30%)






Connected Learning project proposed meets the calls
to engage, connect and empower as highlighted by the
EU Youth Strategy
National Youth Work Strategies exist in various guises
including titles across all EU countries
There are varying levels of awareness of the EU level
policy which indicates a need for wider dissemination
of this

5.8 Comparison of Marginalised Communities in Learning
The right to education is universal. However, countries face challenges guaranteeing equal
opportunities for all in accessing education and within education systems. Marginalised groups
are often left behind by national educational policies, denying many people their right to
education. Throughout all forms of education, there are also a number of challenges related to
inclusion.
Table 3: Young People Profile
NI
(n=25)

Cyprus
(n=26)

Germany
(n=10)

Italy
(n=46)

Bulgaria
(n=50)

Sweden
(n=25)

Overall
(n=182 )

20yrs
18yrs

23yrs
22yrs

25yrs
25yrs

24yrs
23yrs

25yrs
24yrs

21yrs
21yrs

23yrs
-

Age
Average
Median
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Gender
Male
Female
Not stated

12 (48%)
12 (48%)
1 (4%)

14 (54%)
12 (46%)
-

7 (70%)
3 (30%
-

16 (35%)
26 (57%)
4 (8%)

27 (54%)
23 (46%)
-

9 (36%)
16 (64%)
-

85 (47%)
92 (51%)
3 (2%)

9 (36%)
16 (64%)

3 (12%)
23 (88%)

5 (50%)
5 (50%)

14 (30%)
32 (70%)

14 (29%)
35 (71%)

5 (20%)
20 (80%)

49 (27%)
131 (73%)

Marginalized
background
Yes
No

Young people from marginalised backgrounds are often at risk of leaving education early, having
lower educational attainment, and less access to non-formal educational opportunities. The
surveyed education providers in this study, see Table 2, illustrate that the majority of their
learners are not considered to be from a marginalised group. Notwithstanding 27% were deemed
as such and are worthy of consideration here.
Sweden has identified socio-economically vulnerable groups, the elderly and those born outside
Sweden. These categories are less digitally involved and have low digital competencies. In 2016,
62% of 75 – 85 years old had Internet access, but only 35% were active users. The 65 – 75 age
group have low digital competency and women are less digitally involved and digitally competent
than their male counterparts. Support is being provided by the Government through Sweden’s
public libraries. Between the years 2018 – 2020, public libraries were given the mission to
coordinate nationally and finance and invest in regional libraries as nodes of competency and
development with public librarians being educated in the process. Another community feeling
marginalised are the young people living in non-urban areas as they argue they have less access
to resources.
In Germany, the marginalised communities include the unemployed, single mothers, immigrants
and ethnic minorities. Underpinning reasons include the lack of political rights coupled with social
and cultural marginalisation. Marginalisation in cities occurs due to spatial segregation as the
marginalised communities tend to be concentrated in specific neighbourhoods. In cities, there
are less employment opportunities for the unskilled workers and fewer taxes translate into fewer
social benefits. The inequality in accessing housing leads to homogenous neighbourhoods with
little social mix. The focus is on integration and inclusion of learners from two categories: those
with disabilities and migrants. However, the traditional German education system is not focused
on integrating disabled and non-disabled learners and there is a shortage of trained teachers.
The issue is ongoing as the current system is not successful. Germany is also dealing with an
increase in the number of refugees, especially since 2008 which means preparatory classes for
children with no knowledge of German are required.
Cyprus reported two main categories: people with chronic health issues or disabilities and asylum
seekers. Of the total population of those aged between 16 – 64, 12.2% have either chronic health
issues or a disability. The state provides support for those in primary and secondary education
through special schools, although in the past twenty years the tendency is to integrate these
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students into regular schools. However, this move leaves special schools with a role to provide
services rather than education. At higher education level, there are various facilities aimed to
ease entry into state-run universities. Six percent of all positions for universities are reserved for
individuals with serious health and other issues. There are also Adult Educational Centres which
provide free courses for individuals with disabilities of over 75%. In relation to the asylum
seekers, 18.8% of immigrants are aged between 15 – 29 years old. According to the Refugee Law,
children can enrol in primary or secondary education within three months from the date of the
application. The Ministry of Education and Culture acknowledge the difficulties created by
language barriers and organise transitional classes for non-Greek speakers with extra hours of
Greek. This takes place in specific public schools. The voluntary sector is also involved with NGOs
such as CyRC (Cyprus Refugee Council). The HelpRefugeesWork is a free, online platform aimed
at pairing motivated refugees with businesses, employers and training providers.
In Bulgaria, the marginalised communities are the poor and the disabled. In 2018, 38.9% were at
risk of poverty or social exclusion whereas 63.7% of people with disabilities ran the same risks.
The government has developed a National Strategy for Poverty reduction and Promotion of social
inclusion. Measures include support for school attendance for pupils from vulnerable groups,
living in remote areas and from low-income families. The main challenges for the vulnerable
groups were access to information and communication. There is an additional Program for Equal
Opportunities and Inclusion of Children and Students from Vulnerable Groups. It promotes equal
access to education for all pupils, including those at risk and provides additional support for the
personal development of those with special needs.
Italy is home to several different ethnic groups. The main marginalised communities are the
Roma people and Immigrants. The Roma form the largest ethnic minority in Italy consisting of
between 120,000 to 180,000 individuals. The majority do not have Italian citizenship and live in
informal settlements with no access to basic facilities or healthcare. It is the third sector through
NGOs that assist the Roma including with education. Language courses are held for both the
young and adults and practical education is preferred. The other marginalised category,
immigrants and foreigners, are also assisted through NGOs and Not for Profit organisations both
secular and church led. The support is minimal and the state, though its laws, is somewhat
unfavourable towards these groups. The rise of populist and far right parties and movements
hinder the need for inclusion.
Northern Ireland sits apart due to its history. It is the least ethnically diverse region in the UK and
the main issue involves how the population sees itself: either British or Irish. Minorities in
Northern Ireland, albeit very few, include Asian, Black, Mixed and Traveller. The state protects
the Traveller community against discrimination through its Race Relations legislation. In effect, it
is the only group protected by legislation. The public sector and voluntary agencies created an
interagency forum, the Traveller Forum. There is a reported rise in racist incidents in Northern
Ireland with little prosecution. Barriers to integration have been identified across areas such as
employment, education, healthcare or housing. The Racial Equality Strategy for NI 2015 – 2025
is aimed to address the issue. The focus is mainly on the two communities British/Irish and efforts
to prevent sectarianism. There are few programmes for Travellers, although they represent the
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historic minority in Northern Ireland. Similarly, there is little support for the other ethnic groups
and immigrants.

Figure 7: Comparative Diagram of Marginalised Communities in Partner Countries






Just over ¼ of the young people population identified
as marginalised
Within and across countries in Europe there is a
variation in levels of support for marginalised
communities ranging from government developed to
social and third sector
There are various types of marginalised communities
(this has evolved in recent years)
Chronic health issues
Disability
Asylum seekers
Age
Poor
Rural
Unemployed
Single mothers
Ethnic minorities
Immigrants
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5.9 Accreditation/validation in Partner Countries
Formal learning refers to what takes place in the education and training system of a country. It
is official, structured, organised by public organisations or recognised private institutions and
results with formal certification and formal level of qualification which is recognised by relevant
national educational authorities. The recognition process is known as accreditation.
Formal education is usually organised as full – time education and is organised as a continuous
process with defined stages. Formal education encompasses primary, lower and upper secondary
education, higher and university education that culminate in the achievement of a degree or a
professional qualification or diploma or a recognised certification as well as adult education
programmes.
Notwithstanding, there is a need for a bridging mechanism between accredited qualifications
gained in a differing European nations. The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) 11, is a
common European reference framework whose purpose is to make qualifications more readable
and understandable across different countries and systems. Covering qualifications at all levels
and in all sub-systems of education and training, the EQF provides a comprehensive overview
over qualifications in the 39 European countries currently involved in its implementation (See
Figure 7 overleaf). The partner nations involved in the Connected Learning project all participate
in the EQF.

11

Descriptors available at https://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/content/descriptors-page
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Figure 8: Ten Years of the EQF

Learning throughout life is a key route to personal development and acknowledging such learning
can give greater value to young people’s achievements and their potential contributions to
society. Despite this, the influence of traditional forms of education remains strong, with nonformal and informal learning often ignored and undervalued. The 2012 Council recommendation
on validation of non-formal and informal learning recognises this conflict and sought to promote
a more systematic approach to ‘validation’, to increase the visibility and value of learning taking
place outside formal education and training systems.
However, the Recognition and validation of non-formal learning remains as a key European
policy challenge and there is a need to establish systems that allow individuals to identify,
document, assess and certify their non-formal learning in order to support career and
educational development. Indeed, this is central to the Connected Learning project.
There are four different kinds of recognition:
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● Formal recognition means the ‘validation’ of learning outcomes and the
‘certification’ of a learning process and/or these outcomes by issuing certificates or
diplomas which formally recognise the achievements of an individual
● Political recognition means the recognition of non-formal education in legislation
and/or the inclusion of non-formal learning/education in political strategies, and the
involvement of non-formal learning providers in these strategies
● Social recognition means that social players, for example, employers, acknowledge
the value of competences acquired in non-formal settings and the work done within
these activities, including the value of the organisations providing this work
● Self-recognition means the assessment by the individual of learning outcomes and
the ability to use these learning outcomes in other fields.

While the recognition of formal learning centres around grades, exams, diplomas and certificates,
are those instruments fit for the recognition, validation and accreditation (RVA) of informal
learning?12 In fact it could be argued that the recognition of informal learning means developing
something akin to the informal recognition of informal learning itself?
To address the challenges around the recognition of informal learning, Mozilla and the
MacArthur Foundation launched the Open Badges project (2011). The objective was to provide
a digital badge, that could be used by anybody to claim the recognition of learning achievements
and get accredited for it. Beyond learning achievements, Open Badges are simple objects
comprising a picture with embedded (meta)data, in particular:
●
●
●
●
●

Who the recipient of that badge is
Who the issuer of that badge is
What the criteria for earning that badge are
What the supporting evidence matching the criteria is
Who the endorsers of the badge are—endorsement is a means to increase one’s
reputation

The combination of those metadata constitutes a verifiable claim, i.e. an achievement or
outcome that can be claimed by the recipient of a badge and its authenticity/integrity verified by
all those viewing that badge.

12

https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/open-badges-recognising-informal-learning
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Figure 9: How Open Badges Work13

Open Badges, thanks to their technical simplicity and international standardisation, provide a
very low threshold access to universal recognition of learning. Their simplicity is also an asset to
manage the complexity of recognition systems, whether formal and informal. The main challenge
with Open Badges is not technical but the mindset of those using them: Open Badges are to
recognition of learning what Lego™ blocks are to engineering: they can be used to imagine new
designs or copy existing ones. The Open Badge system holds much potential, however, awareness
amongst stakeholders can be disparate transnationally, in Connected Learning, Open Badges will
be used, and the project dissemination and multiplier events will serve to build this awareness.
The following sections present the current state of play amongst partner nations, re accreditation
and validation of both formal and informal learning:
In Sweden, accreditation is quite advanced, with both formal and informal learning bearing
accreditations. Accreditation for Non-Formal Digital Learning takes various forms: diplomas,
certifications or auktorisations. Some of these are recognised, especially those in specific
professional fields, whereas others are issued just for the purposes of enhancing a CV.
In Germany, digital learning is incorporated in both Formal and Non-Formal Learning. The state
of Thuringia and its universities, based on existing initiatives, have developed a joint strategy for
digitization. The aim is to create an overall concept that can be employed by individual
universities. As such universities can compensate for structural deficits.

13

https://openbadges.coerll.utexas.edu
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Cyprus is in the process of developing a framework for the recognition of skills acquired through
Non-Formal and Informal Learning. An interdepartmental government committee was tasked to
create an Action Plan with a Test Pilot developed to begin implementation. In parallel, the
Ministry of Education and Culture is also in the process of designing a National Qualification
Framework which will cover all levels and types of qualifications, including Formal and NonFormal Learning.
In Bulgaria, a diploma is issued upon completion of secondary or tertiary education. Diplomas or
certificates are also awarded for many Non-Formal Digital Learning which are recognised
throughout the country as they use as model forms issued by the Ministry of Education and
Science. Some employers require diplomas (for approximately 40% of the candidates), however,
many are happy enough with just practical experience while others offer starting positions for
students who are still studying. Currently, there is no system, framework, developed for
validating competences acquired through the process of work, from Non-Formal or Informal
Learning.
Accreditation for Formal Digital Learning is not homogeneously spread throughout Italy. Formal
education has its own accreditation system which is common for the whole country. The high
school diploma, a prerequisite to enter University, is recognised by employers. Digital learning is
foreseen in those curricula with specific reference to digital skills and competencies. Non-Formal
Digital Learning has its own specific system of accreditation. A document certifying that
educational achievement has been reached is issued. Accredited education centres offer
masters, executive programmes and learning products recognised at national level and are fully
accepted by employers.
Non-Formal Digital Learning is fragmented in Northern Ireland and most of it is non accredited.
There is also no cohesive digital competency framework apart from the one found in formal
education. Digital Learning is increasingly being recognised as a vital part of the formal curriculum
starting from primary school and all the way to school leavers. Higher Education and Further
Education are also looking at digital skills to complement the traditional views on graduate skills.
Further Education in Northern Ireland consisting of six regional colleges is the main provider of
vocational and technical education. The accreditation given in Further Education is diverse and
proves extremely important for the Northern Irish economy.
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Table 4: Summary of Accreditation of Formal and Non-Formal Learning
Accreditation of
Digital Learning

Sweden

UK/NI

Germany

Cyprus

Bulgaria

Italy













Formal Learning
Accreditation system
by formal providers

Non-Formal Learning

Diplomas



Certificates



Auktorisations








In development
No single, recognised
approach to validation







● Evident that there is a lack of consistency in terms of
accreditation which needs addressed across Europe
and within countries.
● This further lends support to the need for such
projects as Connected Learning to enhance this
learning journey and space with agreed and
recognised methods of accreditation.
● Open Badges will play a key role in the Connected
Learning methodology
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5.10 Examples of Best Practice
There are a number of best practice initiatives and offerings throughout Europe and within the
partner countries which can provide opportunity for learning and inform choices within
Connected Learning but may also provide potential for joint efforts and future collaborations to
support young people and learning throughout Europe.
As part of an Erasmus funded project Sweden is looking to develop knowledge centres. The
‘KnowHubs’, for example, Vifin (see below) will include different levels of education,
college/university and higher vocational education, upper secondary education (especially adult
and SFI, Swedish for Immigrants), commissioned education and training and also folk high school
courses. Education will be provided both face to face and digitally.
Figure 10: Know Hub in Sweden

Currently, the existing knowledge centres are based across several small municipalities. Some
offer basic adult education, adult education for the intellectually challenged, SFI (Swedish for
Immigrants) as well as VET adult education. Higher VET programmes also make connections with
the working environment as part of the management group of each Higher VET programme has
to come from the industry. There are also mediators who find out from the business world their
particular needs in relation to the skilled labour and digital platforms through which learners can
access courses and filter them based on providers, types of courses and geographical regions (see
allastudier.se and distansutbildningar.se).
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Similarly to Sweden, in Germany there are Learning Maps, City or Region of Learning, who use
digital technologies to map learning opportunities. They build on the interests of learners and
connect them with opportunities in a particular territory14 . There are also several platforms
facilitating access to various online courses.
The concept of Learning City is less known in Cyprus. ActivityGoGo is a website featuring a map
on which users can list and find courses and activities around them. However, it is geared more
towards fulfilling hobbies rather than offering employability skills although the principle of an
online repository to support young people to search and seek opportunities to do things provides
shows some parallels to the aim of connecting young people for learning as proposed by
Connected Learning.
Figure 11: Activity GoGo Cyprus

Myseminars is another website offering various training opportunities for professionals. There
are certified courses on various topics. It has no map feature which makes it hard for people to
identify relevant courses near them, but it does provide a search facility to identify courses and
seminars that will add to the professional knowledge of the participant.

14

for example, https://www.thersa.org/globalassets/pdfs/city-growth-commission/evidence/learningcities-and-regions-historical-review.pdf)
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Figure 12: MySeminars Cyprus

While neither Bulgaria nor Italy have provided any specific examples, the ‘Talent Garden’ which
was featured in Q6 can be seen as best practice as far as NFL digital learning in Italy is concerned.
Founded in Brescia in 2011, it is now the leading European coworking network and educational
institute for the digital and tech community with a network of 26 campuses across eight
countries.15
The Talent Garden is more of a virtual community as opposed to providing a learning map for
providers and means of validation but regardless it does provide an insight to how digital
platforms are becoming increasingly popular at bringing young people together to support
networking, skills development, growth and co-support.

15

Talent Garden (https://talentgarden.org/about/)
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Figure 13: Talent Garden Italy

In Northern Ireland best practice has been driven by industry. Kainos, a software company based
in Belfast, entered a partnership with Queen’s University. The mutual benefit derives from the
development of courses, on the one hand, while also providing opportunities for the company’s
employees to acquire additional qualification through distance learning. The organisation also
has career opportunities for students though some of its programmes such as summer camps
and other apprenticeship schemes. This is an example of learning cooperation but does not
include mapping or personalised options beyond the company employees.
Other examples include the Department for Economy which acts as an intermediary between the
industry and the workforce by developing training opportunities to meet the industry
requirements. In addition, at country level, Digital NI 2020 is the running project designed to
enhance the digital platform in Northern Ireland.
Overall the examples of best practice are evident in various guises across Europe although this
report concludes that there is no similar offering to the Connected Learning mapping,
accreditation and learning routes being developed as part of the current ERASMUS+ project.
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● Overall examples of best practice are evident in various
guises across Europe
● However, this report concludes that there is no similar
offering to the Connected Learning mapping,
accreditation and learning routes being developed as
part of the current ERASMUS+ project.

6. Conclusions and Recommendations
The comparative report highlighted significant differences between the participant countries
especially in relation to their current digital competitiveness. While Sweden, UK (NI) and
Germany are on the higher performing end of Europe’s median, Cyprus, Italy and Bulgaria are
placed below average. Reasons can include former political climate (Bulgaria under communism
until 1989 and Cyprus’ troubled history) as well as noted geographical disparities influencing the
country’s overall performance (Italy).
There is consensus, however, when reflecting on the importance of having digital skills in the
development of current economies. This was evidenced in the partner countries’ digital
strategies which showed particular emphasis on the introduction of IT classes in the school
curricula, in some cases starting as early as elementary school.
The EU 2020 Agenda focuses on the development of young people, especially from marginalised
backgrounds, and the expansion of their access to various opportunities with emphasis on nonformal and informal learning. Despite the obvious significance of having skilled young people for
a country’s future, and encouraged by supranational entities such as the EU, there is no
overarching formal definition as to what Youth Work constitutes and in some cases, there are
not even official figures of the number of youth workers. Each participant country offers its own
interpretation of Youth Work which also translates into its implicit activities and/or initiatives.
This has also further bearing on the other stakeholders involved which include the different
bodies looking after youth-related matters and also the youth work providers and those involved
in education and training.
As such, there were noted variances in relation to the types of Formal, Non-formal and informal
digital education, their providers and qualifications offered. Among the six partner countries,
Sweden is seen as a particularly good example as their offering of digital education and
qualifications offered, run in parallel with, and even outperform non-digital ones. Each partner
country showed slightly different examples, no doubt influenced by each government’s particular
focus.
As previously noted, the Agenda’s focus is on marginalised youths and there is a recent shift, as
seen for example in Northern Ireland, from all young people to disadvantaged young people. In
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the harsh realities of today’s world, most participant countries identified as their marginalised
communities, the immigrants and/or asylum seekers, among other categories. It makes this
particular project all the more important and poignant in acting as a medium to bridge the gaps
existing not only within one particular country but across all partner countries involved.
The subsequent phases, as seen in Figure 2, are designed to create a sustainable youth-oriented
and participatory solution for youth organisations, cities, regions or councils to map, provide,
assess, recognise and validate diverse learning opportunities for young people across Europe
(ConnectedLearnning@YW).
From this report the following key recommendations are made.
-

-

-

There is a need for earlier engagement of young people with developing their digital skills
A Europe wide approach is needed to digital skills development to capture different types
of learning - Connected Learning maps and accreditation supports this
There is a need to develop an agreed youth work definition for Europe that all countries
can relate to and use
It is important to create an agreed national and EU frameworks responsible for developing
and governing/supporting youth work
Cross national youth work programmes similar to ERASMUS in terms of mobility and
funding are vital to develop this area
Accreditation of youth work especially Non-Formal for young people is vital - Connected
Learning supports this
With the move towards digital skills and competencies Non-Formal Learning is critical in
this development role and providing a platform such as Connected Learning becomes
even more essential. Similarly, a Europe wide platform to support connected learning of
young people using technology is becoming increasingly more important and provides
further validation for the sustained development of the connected learning offering post
project completion
The Connected Learning platform is a required development in Europe to meet the call
by the EU Digital Action Plan
Non-Formal Learning is less regularised and monitored than Formal Learning which
presents a significant gap for a Europe wide approach to offering, delivery and
accreditation as endorsed by the Connected Learning project
It is clear that there is a need for a way to accredit/formalise non formal learning by young
people which is a key outcome of the Connected Learning project
There is no one point of truth/source of information on Non-Formal Learning providers
and their offerings which is a critical gap addressed by the Connected Learning product
There is an obvious need for more connection between national youth work strategies
across Europe - this will work to help support the more efficient achievement of EU goals.
One such activity which addresses calls by the EU Youth Strategy is the Connected
Learning project. Furthermore, there is a need for more formal evaluation of how the EU
Youth Strategy is interpreted and operationalised in member countries. A key issue that
is directly impacting on this is the need for wider dissemination by Europe of the National
Youth Strategy so that it can be interpreted and operationalised more by member nations
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-

Connected learning and badges accreditation will provide a Europe-wide
platform/solution for accrediting learning for all stakeholders using the open badges
system. The project outcomes of this should therefore be supported and sustained
beyond the life of the funded project.
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