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Erasmus+ experimentation needs to increasingly involve young 
secondary school students actively and as co-creators in Erasmus+ 
projects addressing such 21st competences as innovation interest, 

entrepreneurial mentally – and for example democracy, politics and 
radicalisation. 

 

This involvement is seriously made difficult by the educational 
systems. 

 

This comment points to some of the challenges that future Erasmus+ 
projects need to take into consideration – when designing Erasmus+ 

projects and when implementing them. 
 

The comment is based on considerable project experience from 
projects involving young students as well as on direct evaluations 

with partners and students. 
 

THE COMMENTS ALSO PARTLY SERVE AS RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
PROFESSIONALS CREATING APPLICATIONS AND FOR PRACTICE 

PARTNERS IMPLEMENTING THE PROJECTS 
 
 
 
 

Photos by WWEU from the Erasmus+ iYouth project 2016-18 
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INTRO 
 
As we are strongly encouraged by the European Commission to experiment with 
how to develop 21st century competences and mentality all across the education 
system, we need to involve young students as co-creators and co-drivers of such 
experimentation, developing new learning forms with and not for the students. 
 
However, the education system is not at all prepared for this. On the contrary it 
presents very many obstacles to the direct and deep involvement of young 
students in such Erasmus+ projects, some of them almost impossible to overcome 
for the participating schools. 
 
We have learned a lot about this from practical Erasmus+ projects and we feel 
the need to bring those lessons learned together to make future experimentation 
able to better foresee and overcome these obstacles. 
 
This comment focuses on obstacles and challenges, not on the very many positive 
aspects of involving the young students. 
Observing young participants in such projects and reading their evaluations, it is 
crystal clear that the involvement has a tremendous impact on the young people. 
They participate with excitement and dedication and they want more. 
All this might be described in other contexts; in this comment we focus on 
obstacles and challenges. 
 
 

 
 
THE SCHOOL FACTORY 
 
The most fundamental obstacle to the deep involvement of the young students is 
the fact that the European education system is still based on principles from the 
factories of the industrial society. 
 
The entire organisation of learning is organised in classes, age groups, subjects 
and rigid time schedules – and the curricula are increasingly overloaded with 
tests and formal obligations. 
 
Very little space is left for innovation and experimentation, and obviously this 
contradicts completely the European 21st century learning visions. 
 
We estimate that at least 90% of the secondary schools in Europe are still 
organised like this – and with little change in the horizon… 
 
Of course, involving young students from these schools in long Erasmus+ 
experimentation is against all odds. 
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THE TEACHERS 

 
Only the bravest teachers engage in Erasmus+ experimentation, and even fewer 
dare try involving their students as co-creators and co-drivers of change. 
Teachers are teachers and their mentality is rooted in a hundred years’ teaching 
tradition, handed down from generation to generation, including through 
traditional teacher education. 
 
Teachers cannot simply be expected to change this mentality, reproduced by the 
education system day by day, year by year. 
 
Teachers are trained to be responsible for the teaching, to organise the teaching 
according to the curricula and to “teach students as objects, not as subjects”. 
Various forms of “pedagogical modernization” have not fundamentally changed 
all this. 
 
Moreover, teachers are expected to work according to labour market agreements 
and to work contracts that allow very little freedom: a teacher cannot simply 
work 3 hours on a Saturday afternoon. 
 
Last, but not least, many teachers are stressed from overloaded curricula, tests 
and assessments – and by school managements’ need to compete with other 
schools for funding. 
 
This means that the teachers’ subjective and objective situation is not at all 
inviting participation in Erasmus+ experimentation; in most schools such activity 
is even regarded “extra activities” that must be added to the teacher’s everyday 
school work. 
 
 

 
 
THE OPEN SCHOOLING CHALLENGES 
 
When young students are involved in Erasmus+ experimentation about for 
example creating early innovation interest, developing entrepreneurial 
competences or engaging in topics such as democracy, politics and radicalisation, 
it needs to be organised as open schooling activities as such competences cannot 
be developed in the classroom. 
 
Open schooling didactics is about the students’ engaging in real-life challenges, 
working with the community and changing “knowing about” to “taking action”. 
 
This way of learning is completely new to the students (and indeed to their 
teachers and their schools) and it creates considerable confusion, resistance and 
chaos in the beginning. 
Suddenly students are expected to act as subjects of learning and action-taking 
and not as objects of the education system. 
 
Any serious experimentation involving young students as subjects therefore needs 
to allow considerable periods of dialogues and discussions – and should be aware 
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that acting as subjects of action will need to take place stepwise and with many 
setbacks on the way. 
 
In short, a very strong team of students, teachers, school and community 
resources needs to be developed if the experimentation is to be successful. 
Sometimes all this might take the entire first project year! 
 
 

 
 
THE CURRICULUM 
 
The engagement of the students is first and foremost made difficult by 
overloaded curricula, tests and exams. 
For most secondary school students there is almost no free time in the curricula, 
with the exception of punctual project work for a few days. 
 
Project participating teachers are therefore constantly struggling to find small 
spaces for the project or to invent various tricks to include the project 
engagement in the curriculum. 
 
At the same time it is often difficult to link the project participation to a single 
subject, as most experimentation is strongly cross-subject oriented. 
This requires collaboration and understanding from other teachers, not involved 
in the project, and this can be extremely difficult, as most teachers are not 
willing to allow this kind of disturbance. 
 
Obviously, strong interventions from the school management are needed in such 
cases: the project is school policy. 
 
The result is that most of the project engagement for the students is taking place 
after school: in the afternoon, in the evening or even in the weekend. 
However, the involved students are – at least in some periods – expected to be 
accompanied by one or more teachers, and how can that happen in after-school 
situations? 
 
 

 
 
MOBILITY, MOBILITY, MOBILITY 
 
Another obstacle to students’ involvement is of a very different nature: it is 
about the limited opportunities to spend time with their peers from the other 
participating schools and countries. 
 
At some point we thought that our young “digital natives” preferred to 
collaborate online with their peers. We are surprised to find out that this is not 
at all the case: the young students are very much depending on the physical 
mobility in which they can spend considerable time with their peers, learn 
together and make new friends. 
 
All student evaluations without exceptions point to the fact that the mobility of 
students is the most important and motivating activity in the entire project! 
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Also because any online collaboration is strongly rooted in and depending on the 
personal relations created along the mobilities. 
 
But there are many obstacles to allowing more mobility in the projects, even if 
this is what the students need and want: 
- The students need to be away from school an entire week per mobility 
- The teachers also, and the mobility strongly impacts other subjects and 
teachers 
- The mobility funding in Erasmus+ is not attractive, often forcing schools and 
parents to co-finance, sometimes creating social biases 
- It is doubtful if application evaluators accept more than standard mobility in a 
project 
- Mobility activities call for considerably efforts from the project and its 
partners, and these efforts are not funded in the Erasmus+ budgets 
 
Obviously, it is “easier” to organise online collaboration between the students, 
but they want more… And more mobility will definitely increase the quality, 
impact and the outcomes of a project. 
 
 

 
 
THE AGE OF THE STUDENTS 
 
When engaging secondary school students we mostly talk about students between 
12 and 16. 
It should be taken into consideration that secondary school is defined differently 
across Europe. 
 
Lessons learned, however, shows that we must be careful not to involve too 
young students in such often demanding experimentation. 
Involving too young students might create further obstacles in the project, as 
very many activities are expected to be carried out independently by the 
students. 
Most students at the age of 12 and 13 are not capable of such activity and should 
therefore not be involved. 
They might, though, be involved in other forms of Erasmus+ projects. 
 
We have therefore learned that the age group from 14 to 16 is the most realistic. 
It is a problem for some schools to involve such students along a 2 year Erasmus+ 
project. 
 
To counter such possible obstacles it might be considered to involve students 
intensively along a one year period, for example after 6 months and leaving the 
last 6 months to outcome production. 
 
 

 
 
A TOTALLY NEW SCENE 
 
When engaging in such experimentative Erasmus+ projects (innovation 
engagement, science re-engagement, entrepreneurial capacity and mentality – 



6 
 

and in topics such as democracy, politics or radicalisation), students and teachers 
enter a brand new “learning scene”. 
 
Most of such experimentation will take place outside the classroom and even out 
of school. 
It will take place in the real world, addressing real problems and collaborating 
for considerable time periods with players in the community and even beyond 
the community. 
 
Often such activity is organised as “missions” in which student teams collaborate 
with community resources in long time spans – for example for 4 or 6 months! 
 
Obviously, this is totally new to students and teachers – and, to make it worse, to 
the community resources they need to collaborate with. 
In short, such open schooling tears apart and contradicts traditional teaching, 
and it can be incredibly difficult to organise such activity. 
 
Suddenly learning is turned away from books and classrooms and deployed into 
real life and addressing real-life challenges. 
This is a chock to even the bravest students and teachers, and in some projects 
this chock presents obstacles that are never really overcome in the projects. 
 
To overcome the obstacles produced by such dramatic shifts, it is necessary to: 
- Have patience, patience, patience… 
- Take time to prepare the players and to understand the project missions 
- Create support and understanding in the school (teachers, managers) 
- Work with the parents of the involved students 
- Prepare well the community resources to collaborate with 
- Reserve plenty of time for teamwork to build trust and confidence in the 
student team 
- Use an attractive “game approach” and “game language” to make it easier to 
work in the missions 
 
And, it is incredibly important for the teachers and students from the different 
participating schools to support each other! 
 
To put this obstacle into perspective, the shift also concerns a shift from 
punctual community activities to permanent community collaboration (open 
schooling). For many years schools have made an effort to “modernize” the 
learning through visits to various community resources and through inviting 
community resources into the classroom. 
Obviously, it is much easier to organise such punctual activities than to integrate 
open schooling activities all along the school year; however, the punctual 
activities are known to have very little real impact on the students. 
 
 

 
 
FROM OBJECT TO SUBJECT 
 
One of the serious obstacles is the shift we are encouraging in the students: from 
being an object of teacher-organised learning to become a subject of initiative, 
knowledge creation and action taking. 
 
This is a shift that turns all they know about teaching upside down. 
And, this is why considerable time periods are needed. 
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Such change cannot simply be “taught”, but must be experienced – and 
experience takes time. 
 
Obviously, such change should happen step by step: first accompanied by the 
teachers, later more independently. 
 
Students are not used to talk to and work with politicians, company 
professionals, scientists or radicalised young people and their families; not at all. 
 
Only careful and relevant guidance from the project and from the teachers can 
make the students comfortable when approaching community resources. 
It is nevertheless very clear from students’ evaluations that once they have 
overcome the first barriers, they fully enjoy the freedom to address and work 
with the community resources. 
 
In other words, they enjoy becoming the subjects of learning, even if some 
obstacles must be overcome first. 
 
 

 
 
THE LACK OF OPEN SPACE 
 
One of the most serious obstacles to student involvement in such Erasmus+ 
experimentation is, as indicated above, the total lack of open space in the 
curricula. 
For many reasons (such as increased competition between schools, parents’ 
pressure, international assessments and reactionary governments’ educational 
policies) curricula are becoming increasingly overloaded and rigid. 
 
This might serve a school well in the short run (scoring high in school competition 
and funding), but it presents a major obstacle and threat to innovation – for 
example in the form of engagement in Erasmus+ experimentation. 
 
What teachers and students involved in experimentation need is therefore open 
spaces in the curriculum that can be used for for example Erasmus+ involvement 
– or used for other forms of projects bringing change to education. 
 
In fact one might argue that such open spaces would be the only solid way to 
engage teachers and students in educational innovation. 
However, such change would call for governments to make a rather unlikely shift 
from short-term to long-term educational policy-making. 
 
 

 
 
DIFFERENT LEVELS OF INVOLVEMENT 
 
Another possible obstacle to successful student involvement is the fact that 
students are involved at different levels: 
- Some students even take part in partner meetings along the project 
- Some student participate in the school’s project team 
- Some student participate in the project mobility 
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- Other students are not really involved at all 
 
These students can actually come from the same class. 
 
This is known to sometimes create problems between the students, including 
motivation problems. 
It will most likely create different levels of engagement and this is not easy to 
tackle by the teachers, as European projects have limited participation 
opportunities. 
 
This possible obstacle should be taken very seriously from the first days of the 
project and considerable dialogues should accompany the selection of 
participating students. 
 
 

 
 
LANGUAGE 
 
Many students are, to be honest, not fully able to benefit from transnational 
dialogues between the participating student teams. 
The problem is that a big part of such transnational dialogues are in writing, not 
in living speech. 
This prevents many students from participating in online dialogues. 
 
The language level between participating students is quite different: some 
students read and write English at sufficient level while other students have 
considerable problems. 
Of course, this can present a serious obstacle to the collaboration between 
students from different countries. 
 
Teachers cannot make magic in this field, but certain things can nevertheless be 
done: 
- Students are encouraged in a playful way to use English language, even if they 
feel insecure 
- A supportive translation culture can be established in the student teams, some 
students helping others 
- Students selected should also for this reason be from 14 to 16 and not from 12 
to 14 of age 
- The more mobility the better for the language-weaker students: it is much 
easier to communicate when all sorts of signs can be used when physically 
together 
- Teachers might encourage the use of video and other visual communication 
forms among the students 
 
 

 
 
AND THEN WHAT 
 
Yet another not obstacle but problem can be: after having been deeply engaged 
in an Erasmus+ project for perhaps 1½ years, the students go back to “normal 
schooling” and all the initiated activities will stop. 
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This is for many students extremely discouraging and some of them even find it 
hard to accept working with “normal teaching” after the Erasmus+ experience. 
 
Obviously, the Erasmus+ project cannot guarantee the interesting community 
activity to be continued, but it is possible for the project to include guidance on 
how such activities might be continued after the termination of the European 
project. 
 
The mission of the project and of the school should be to avoid a full stop of the 
established activity and to make an effort to offer the student(s) continued 
engagement. 
 
One might say: the deeper (and the more successful) the student engagement, 
the stronger the need for continued engagement. 
 
At least 6 months before the termination of the Erasmus+ project the project and 
the teachers should work systematically with the students to introduce to them 
various options to continue their engagement, if they so wish. 
 
Examples of what the project and the teachers might introduce and offer the 
students are: 
- Support to continue the community activity in further educational contexts 
- Serve as expert student to younger students, based on the project experience 
- Involve the students’ parents 
- Involve the student in the creation of new European or local initiatives 
- Stay in contact with students from the other countries 
- Involve the students in dialogues about how the work form in the project could 
be useful in other subjects 
- Explain that some community activities can be continued in various forms of 
after-school contexts 
 
 

 
 
A FEW ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Apart from the recommendations that can be drawn from the discussion of 
obstacles above, we would like to mention a few more things that might be 
useful to application design as well as to practical implementation: 
 
 

 
Encourage the students to work much more with creative media than they 
normally do in Erasmus+ projects 
 
 

 
Make sure that also socially weaker students are engaged in the teams: their 
engagement should not depend on family support 
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Try to apply game-like approaches as they are great motivators – most students 
play digital games 
 
 

 
Try to help the students to reformulate obstacles into challenges to overcome 
 
 

 
Plan mobility from the first project day, including raising additional funding if 
needed; more students can participate through additional funding; involve the 
students in additional funding initiatives 
 
 

 
Try to make the project participation interesting and benefitting to other 
teachers 
 
 

 
Make an effort to make the collaboration with community resources permanent 
to benefit the school 
 
 

 
Let the school and the students feel proud of the engagement, also in the 
community 
 
 

 
Try to help the student make the project experience useful to the student’s 
educational future 
 
 

 
Use the students to allow other schools to benefit from the project 
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Always follow up a good Erasmus+ project through the creation of new Erasmus+ 
projects and local projects; allow the school at large to learn from the project 
 
 

 
Make an effort to position the school as a new important player in the 
community and to promote the school as an innovative school in the city and 
region 
 
 
 

 
 

Mobility, mobility, mobility 

 
 


