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INTRODUCTION

In 2021, in the midst of disruption caused by the pandemics, ESIR published a policy paper
on the future of European universities. The objective of this paper was identity actionable
recommendations on how to address the poly-crisis caused by the pandemics from the
perspective of higher education institutions and adjust their role to the requirements of the
European society and economy on three principles: protect, prepare, and transform.

The foundation of our policy recommendations was to recognise the unique opportunity that
the poly-crisis has provided, and seize this moment to instigate strategic, institutional
renewal. It should encompass, we agreed, a comprehensive transformation of values culture,
organization, decision-making processes, and the way universities interact with society by
breaking down disciplinary silos, reconnecting research and teaching, and re-evaluating
incentive structures and systems.

At the heart of this transformation was the imperative to reform curricula and learning
paradigms. Our aim was to equip students and lifelong learners with the skills and knowledge
required for a triple transition towards sustainability, digitalisation and social resilience.

This was to be accomplished through a transdisciplinary approach and the provision of lateral
skills training, including leadership, creativity, innovation, and entrepreneurship. It was about
enabling individuals to forge the right networks as their ecosystem and tap on career
opportunities when entering the labour market and solving real-world problems.

Thus, the central theme of our recommendations was the need for a new paradigm in higher
education—one that reimagines the interplay of research, innovation, entrepreneurship, and
education for tangible transformation of the real economy and the broader society.

Furthermore, we emphasised the role of universities as leaders in sustainability across
various dimensions, from reducing carbon footprints to increasing diversity, combating
inequality, and fostering innovation. These institutions should foster strong bonds with
industry partners committed to these shared goals, while upholding academic excellence.

Digitalization emerged as an essential driver for enhancing educational access, quality, and
content, as well as optimising cost structures. Additionally, a focus on strategic collaboration
with European universities was viewed pivotal, as well as focus on lifelong learning
(especially for SMEs), pooling global talent, and developing pan-European learning and
innovation platforms, rather than a focus on traditional 5-year for degree programmes.

Lastly, we called upon the European Commission to safeguard the autonomy, legitimacy,
and competitiveness of European universities in the face of commercial actors who may
threaten access, usage, or ownership of data and data infrastructure.

As of end 2023, ESIR revisits the above recommendations, and addressed through this policy
focus paper, the future of universities in a broader context of the future of education. The
refection on the topic of a transformative role of education in the poly-crisis was discussed
through a number of ESIR discussions.

1. Resilience, Core Skills and Creativity

Education has the potential to transform individuals and societies and the education system
should prepare individuals for lifelong learning and equip them with the skills they need to



succeed in a rapidly changing world. In this policy paper, while we recognise the need to
transform the entire education system, we focus on higher education.

This is because of the ESIR mandate as well because in the knowledge economy, talent is
the key resources for competitiveness and ability to reengineer socio-economic systems into
new sustainable models.

A focus on systems thinking, futures literacy, and creativity is paramount. By fostering
resilience in a dynamic environment, students will be better equipped to address global
challenges and contribute to sustainable development.

The transformation of education in the EU encompasses the development and cultivation of
core skills - often referred as soft skills, which are indispensable for adaptability and resilience
in an ever-evolving environment. Addressing the shortfall in soft skills and incorporating them
into curricula at all levels is essential for the future workforce. Creativity is one of the core
skills which should become an integral component of the reimagined education system.

Encouraging students to think creatively and fostering innovation are fundamental to
producing graduates who can tackle complex problems and generate radical and novel ideas.
The fusion of artmaking and science-based experimentation is vital in addressing the
interconnected challenges and shaping behaviours which are anchored in humanistic values
underpinning the European values.

In case of creativity, our recommendations extend beyond the boundaries of higher
education, emphasising the need to instil creativity within the curriculum at all levels. Shifting
the focus from standardised testing to nurturing creativity and critical thinking will foster a new
generation of creators and entrepreneurs who can imagine and develop solutions to address
the pressing challenges of the future.

Integrating futures literacy into the educational paradigm equips students with tools for
thinking about the future, promoting creativity, and helping them understand the complexities
of a rapidly evolving world. This should be complemented by learning about participatory
approaches in research, and about how to perform reflection processes about impact of
science and research and European values involved. Furthermore, art and technology must
permeate all areas of education, challenging stereotypes and stimulating creativity and
empathy.

2. Digitalization, Al, and Transformation of Education

To prepare students for a future shaped by a poly-crisis, the use of technology for the
inclusion of students in high-quality education at all levels is essential. To help students fully
realise their potential, we need to innovate with the higher education system and embrace
new technologies experimenting with new learning methods, tools, curricula. The
digitalisation of education and the application of Al can enhance the learning experience and
make education more accessible and tailor-made. In the quest for redefining the future of
education within the European Union, the integration of digitalization and artificial intelligence
through gamification, augmented reality, virtual reality in learning core skills such as
creativity, can play a pivotal role. However, digital tools should be used together with physical
forms of education, which are still relevant and essential: human physical interactions,
discussions, and exchanges should continue to be part of the future of education.

Digitalization is a catalyst for improved access, quality, and content in education. This
transformation optimises cost structures, enhances the learning experience, and prepares
students for a digital-centric world. The EU must wholeheartedly embrace the digitalization



of education and hybrid models of learning to remain competitive and not return to the pre-
Covid paradigm.

The application of Al in education is poised to revolutionise how students learn and educators
instruct along the learning process, customising and individualising the process to adjust to
student’s needs. The integration of Al-driven tools, personalised learning experiences, and
data-driven insights can create a more adaptive and efficient educational environment. It is
vital, however that in this digital educational paradigm across the European Higher Education
Area European, universities are in control of their data and content.

With the spread of Al-enabled digital platforms, it is also vital that students are taught to deal
in an ethical way with information, possess skill enabling them to identify content from
unreliable sources, and learn to build trust in the post-truth world. This is all especially
relevant as the acquisition of knowledge, skills and formation of attitudes shifts from the
education system towards an online world where learning takes place through self-tutoring,
video games, and peer-to-peer learning.

Transformation is inevitable, and the key challenges facing European education demand a
comprehensive approach that recognises the evolving needs of students and the demands
of a world in poly-crisis. Transformation involves organisational and institutional innovations,
and reflections about intended and unintended consequences. Public discourses are
inherently linked to normative value judgements, and science can play a crucial role in these
discourses.

However, this requires fostering the capabilities of reflection on scientific statements across
all students and learners age groups. The higher education system should support the ability
to participate in such discourses, and consideration should be given to how "research in
social responsibility" could become a natural part of the higher education system. The
challenges of transformation also include issues such as funding, governance, and quality
assurance. These issues need to be addressed to ensure that the education system can
deliver on its promise of transformational education.

To bridge the gap between EU countries, we need to enlarge our recommendations to
education and learning at large. ESIR's focus paper on the future of European universities
during the COVID crisis is our starting point for this analysis.

However, we need to address the lack of learning from the pandemic to radically transform
the higher education system and consider how education can become a prerogative of
policies which could address issues such as brain drain, and brain gain more effectively and
at the same time promote student and staff mobility. In addition, we need to promote policies
which enable the Single Market, such as the recognition of qualifications across borders and
countries.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The unprecedented technological advances associated not only with Al but with so many
other current scientific The European Union's role in higher education aligns with the
subsidiarity principle, allowing individual Member States to make decisions regarding higher
education policies while the EU plays a supporting and coordinating role.

Given the radically new social and geopolitical situation which follows the global health crisis,
the full-scale extension war at the Union’s border, and the radically shifting epicentre of
geopolitical power, we recommend reconsidering if the current set-up is fitted for this new
environment.



Here are conclusions and recommendations as to directions of policy thinking in the area of
higher education:

e Brain drain, brain gain.

The primary objectives of the EU in higher education involve promoting student and staff
mobility (e.g., Erasmus+, Marie Sktodowska-Curie Actions). A downside of this is a brain
drain from less and more developed countries (e.g., from Europe to the US), as well as the
brain drain the EU from counties, regions, and cities where more opportunities exist. If
education were a prerogative of the EU, these negative tendencies could be addressed more
effectively, and brain-gain policies could reverse these tendencies.

e Labour shortages.

At the moment, the EU can merely encourage mutual recognition of diplomas. If education
were the EU prerogative, then policies for automatic mutual recognition of degrees could be
implemented with an impact on labour shortages (e.g., doctors, nurses, health workers). A
harmonized approach to education across the EU could lead to a more skilled and adaptable
workforce.

e Regional Innovation Scoreboard.

If the EU had instruments to accelerate the European Education Area, this would result in the
growth of innovation laggards and make innovation hubs in developed markets more dynamic
through policies for increasing tertiary education rates, creating European universities with
European degrees, and expanding the Erasmus+ program.

e Alignment of the Bologna Process and Single Market.

The EU could reinforce the Bologna Process through policies to harmonize higher education
systems across Europe, aligning higher education with single-market labour market needs,
and principles of accessibility and inclusivity, innovation capacity, and efficiency.

e Competitiveness and Innovation.

A unified EU education policy could promote competitiveness and innovation by fostering
collaboration between universities, research institutions, and businesses (see EIT KICs).

e European values and EU future.

Centralized EU education policies would facilitate the spread of European values as the
foundation for the EU future. Cultural exchange and understanding among Member States
could build the next generation of Europeans passionate about keeping the Union strong,
resilient, and prepared for the disruptive years to come.

e Green Transition, efficiency, and optimisation.

If the EU had an integrated education system, as public assets and administration, this
system could be prepared for the green transition, and optimised for cost savings and
operational efficiency.

e Geopolitical Influence and European Representation in the World.
A unified approach to education policy can enhance the EU's representation and influence
on the global stage and help advocate policy priorities such as triple transition.



e Addressing Global Challenges.

Education is the basis for most SDGs. European Education Area could accelerate progress
towards SDGs, especially quality education for all and equality.

e Enhanced social mobility.

By centralising educational policies, the EU could create a dynamic mechanism for social
mobility targeting especially immigrant and migrant communities, increasing social cohesion,
and decreasing political risks, extremisms, and instability.

e Invest on Soft Skills.

By organically integrating in the curricula hands-on programs to cultivate soft skills like futures
literacy, creativity, systems thinking, problem solving, collaboration, empathy, etc.

e Arts and Science Fusion.

Integrate arts horizontally in university programs and invest on fostering transformation at the
nexus of art, science, and technology as an essential tool to boost competitiveness and
address complex problems that require novel solutions.

While these arguments can be executed within the current prerogative of Member States with
respect to education, we recommend a sandbox approach, engaging a limited number of
Member States or regions willing to experiment on how new approaches to transformational
education in the poly-crisis can accelerate education system change with a positive impact
on the social, economic, and environmental indicators in a region based on the EU Regional
Innovation Scoreboard.
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In this publication ESIR recognises the unique opportunity that
the poly-crisis has provided, and seize this moment to instigate
strategic, institutional renewal. It provides for comprehensive
transformation of values culture, organization, decision-making
processes, and the way education institutions interact with
society by breaking down disciplinary silos, reconnecting
research and teaching, and re-evaluating incentive structures
and systems.
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