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A United and Thriving Europe? 

A Sociology of the European Schools

Over the past sixty years European society has seen dramatic changes. Yet 
even though the European Schools System has been described as a ‘social 
and cultural laboratory’, it has changed comparatively little during that 
time. What we do see, however, is a gradual process of social and cultural 
assimilation that has been increasingly put under pressure as a result of 
EU expansion and new social imperatives. This chapter draws on existing 
literature as well as new empirical material to analyse key themes that 
arise as a consequence of such tensions. The issues of social selection, 
sorting and segregation are considered in relation to educational practices 
within the European Schools as well as their relationships with local, 
national and international neighbours. Complex forms of citizenship in 
the European Schools are defined and analysed, and their interrelation-
ships mapped out. In this way we present an original framework for 
defining the enduring characteristics of the European schools, as well as 
those that may need adapting for the future. This also has relevance for 
the evolution of international schools that are not part of the European 
Schools System.
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 Ideological Roots of the European Schools

As discussed earlier in this book, the European schools were designed 
initially as an inter-governmental education system with highly distinc-
tive characteristics (Savvides 2006a, b, c; Carlos 2012). They were 
designed to be an important part of the European project. As such, the 
European schools were firmly grounded in an ideology of a ‘united and 
thriving Europe’ (Hayden and Thompson 1997). There was a further 
agenda, however, as education delivered in this manner was quite delib-
erately seen by its founders as a site for engineering cultural integration 
(Theiler 1999). In this way, it was thought, the European schools initia-
tive would be able to develop an innovative international model grounded 
in mutual co-operation. Carlos (2012: 488) describes this as ‘an imagin-
ing of Europe, in its earliest and simplest form’.

The European Schools System is based on the idea of three pillars 
(Shore and Baratieri 2005):

 1. Education should be in the official languages of the European member 
states.

 2. The syllabus and timetables should align to that of the various 
European member states, allowing for flexible entry and leaving points 
as students go backwards and forwards to their home countries, with 
no educational disadvantage. This includes the provision of the 
European Baccalaureate as an alternative to national pre-university 
entry qualifications.

 3. The promotion of cultural exchange.

Mechanisms for this form of European integration included the con-
struction of a history and geography curriculum that attempted to tran-
scend borders, with instruction from multiple vantage points and national 
positions. For example, an early EC newsletter for a US readership 
describes how the European Schools were supplied with specialist maps of 
Europe, including roads, railways and major agricultural and industrial 
areas, putting them into a European rather than national context 
(European Community 1964). Another curriculum tool that was deployed 
was privileged access to native speakers of other languages, which led to 
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enhanced opportunities for plurilingual education. Both tools contrib-
uted to a polydirectional and polycultural version of pedagogic reform, 
rather than one grounded in existing systems that predominated in any 
particular country (Rydenvald 2015). The combination of these social, 
cultural and linguistic factors also contributed to high academic stan-
dards, with the apparent bonus of creating what we might describe as 
‘mini citizens of Europe’, and through this, promoting ideals of European 
unity. Indeed some have described the European Schools as a pedagogical 
mini-Europe (Haas 2004).

The system was always intended to expand indefinitely in response to 
the need and desire of citizens. Early on there was recognition that there 
could be other European schools in member states in the future (Jonckers 
2000). By 2004, twelve had been established in total, but the system was 
reported to be in crisis due to two main factors. The first factor was over-
crowding after European expansion into Eastern Europe. The second was 
the advent of Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, Czechs and Slovaks, 
amongst others, who wanted to be taught in English or French and not 
in their mother tongue, because they regarded English or French as ‘more 
useful’ as primary languages in terms of their children’s education. This 
put an additional strain on teachers in the European schools, as they were 
being required to fulfil new pedagogical roles that were never anticipated 
by the original founders of the system, such as teaching non-native speak-
ers in L1 (native tongue) classes (Kinstler 2015).

In spite of apparent difficulties in the practical aspects of delivery, 
there has been extensive demand amongst parents for the European 
schools model, even if they do not have a professional connection to the 
European Commission. While this group of parents is entitled to apply 
for school places on behalf of their children, in most of the European 
schools it is likely to be extremely difficult to find a place in view of the 
general problems of overcrowding that is placing a strain on most of the 
original European schools. One solution to this supply and demand 
problem has been to found accredited schools (Category II schools 
receive funding from Brussels and prioritise the children of Commission 
employees, unlike Category III schools) or Category III schools, which 
are not subject to the same legal, administrative and financial arrange-
ments as their European Commission cousins, and which do not form 
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part of the intergovernmental system of education, but which neverthe-
less meet the same pedagogical standards (Board of Governors 2013). 
This 2009 expansion indicates growing appetite for the European Schools 
model amongst parents and students, beyond Brussels and indeed the 
European Commission.

 The Impact of Maastricht

In addition to the expansion of Europe in 2004, another turning point 
for the European Schools pedagogical model had been the Maastricht 
treaty of 1992, when the European Community became the European 
Union. The Treaty was designed to bring about significantly closer 
involvement amongst Member States in the areas of matters such as for-
eign policy, military, criminal justice, and the judiciary. Article 127 of the 
Maastricht Treaty lays out its position on education:

The Community shall contribute to the development of quality education 
by encouraging co-operation between Member States and, if necessary, by 
supporting and supplementing their action, while fully respecting the 
responsibility of the Member States for the content of teaching and the 
organisation of education systems and their cultural and linguistic diversity.

There were some reservations within some member states about the 
desire for what had been termed ‘ever-closer union amongst the peoples 
of Europe’, a term dating from the earliest days of the European 
Community in 1957 and at the time, meant in a different context relating 
to mutual peace and co-operation (European Community 1957). This, 
combined with low turnouts in EU elections, led to the beginning of a 
potential lack of legitimacy for the EU (Savvides, op. cit. 2006a, b, c). 
There was also a perceived lack of a sense of European loyalty or identity 
(Garcia and Wallace 1993, cited in Savvides, ibid.). In turn, this also 
linked to a lack of electoral will for a proposed European Union constitu-
tion, especially in France and the Netherlands. From this it appears that 
the project of cultural integration was starting to falter, something that in 
time would also impact on the European schools, and which is discussed 
later in this chapter.
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It was in the context of this that the post-1993 Directorate General 
XXII for Education, Training and Youth was established. Under the aus-
pices of the Socrates programme, the Directorate has concentrated on 
programmes such as:

 1. ERASMUS (European Community Action Scheme for the Mobility 
of University Students, originally established in 1987)

 2. LINGUA (a language teaching and learning programme, originally 
established in 1989)

 3. COMENIUS (a primary and secondary education development pro-
gramme aimed at encouraging school partnerships, established in 
1994)

 4. GRUNDTVIG (an adult education and lifelong learning develop-
ment programme, established in 2007)

While these programmes clearly have education at their core, they are 
essentially about contact amongst and between EU member states and 
not about directly inserting distinctively European content into curricu-
lum. This has been avoided because of what is seen as a nation state prob-
lem, with the principle of subsidiarity, meaning that individual countries 
wanted to retain control and direction of their educational systems. This 
is in spite of the apparent identification in the 1973 Janne report of ‘an 
irreversible recognition of an educational dimension of Europe and the 
irreversible initial movement towards an education policy at European 
Community level’ (Janne 1973: 10), and attempts within the Lisbon 
Treaty of 2007 to achieve greater levels of educational harmonisation 
across Europe, for example, with regard to qualifications. The absence of 
this kind of shared European curriculum and assessment process has 
meant that member states have never had access to the kind of tool that 
would allow them to buy in completely to the idea of cross-European 
educational unity. This both reflects the educational zeitgeist across 
Europe, resistant to a perceived loss of national independence, whilst at 
the same time presenting a significant area of tension in terms of future 
collaborative development amongst different countries.

Another area of tension is symbolised by the relationship between offi-
cial versus unofficial EU languages. Within the European Community, 
and later the European Union, the ‘vehicular’ languages of French, 
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German and English have been given privileged status, illustrating the 
cultural hegemony of the core member states (Shore and Baratieri 2005), 
whereas languages such as Maltese, Irish, Basque, Catalan and Welsh 
have been seen as less important (indeed Welsh, Basque and Catalan do 
not appear at all as official EU languages, even today, despite the fact that 
two of these languages are widely spoken in more than one country). To 
understand why this concept of the vehicular language links to an inher-
ent problem of legitimacy, we need to consider the concept of folk versus 
elite bilingualism, as discussed in Bulwer (1995). Folk bilingualism (for 
example Maltese, Irish, Basque, Catalan and Welsh, as listed above) is not 
seem as an active choice, but instead something that has grown out of the 
domestic situation of a child. In this way such languages are minoritised 
and marginalised (Nic Craith 2006). Elite bilingualism, on the other 
hand, is potentially seen as more progressive and associated with moder-
nity (ibid.). It has a more international mindset and has usually come 
about as a result of a conscious decision to study socially and economi-
cally useful languages with the potential for use in a professional context 
later in life. These are the reasons invoked by Eastern European parents 
for accessing L1 provision in English, French or German even though 
their child’s native tongue may in fact be Estonian, Czech, or Slovak. 
Meanwhile languages such as Maltese, Irish, Basque, Catalan and Welsh 
(or indeed Estonian, Czech or Slovak) continue to be implicitly treated as 
‘folk’ languages (even where they are nationally recognised in their own 
member states as official languages) and not resourced to the same degree. 
While there may be sound practical and financial reasons underpinning 
this decision, the consequence is a two-tier structure that appears remote 
from the everyday concerns of millions of linguistically diverse European 
citizens in other regions. Even within the EU itself, of the three ‘vehicu-
lar’ languages, it is English and French that largely dominate, possibly on 
the basis that they are historically used as diplomatic languages, and in 
the case of English, possibly also because more twenty-first century tech-
nical, scientific and computing terms exist within it than most other lan-
guages (ibid.)

In Chap. 3 we discussed the technical aspects of language education 
and the European schools in considerable depth, but it is also necessary 
to touch on it to a certain extent here. Even though the principle of learn-
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ing other languages is securely embedded within the European schools’ 
pedagogical structures and philosophy, there is little if any scientific evi-
dence for their current approach to languages, where children study them 
in a semi-osmotic way in class (Gray 2003; Leaton Gray et al. 2015). This 
is because much of the teaching is not sufficiently explicit. Consequently 
the standards required in terms of learning different languages are unclear. 
The current practice of examining many subjects orally as well as in writ-
ten form contributes to a lack of clarity surrounding requirements, as it 
means it is unclear whether final examinations are assessing the subject 
knowledge or the language of examination. Indeed, this is a major con-
cern, which has led to the reform of the European Baccalaureate final 
diploma (ibid.).

Despite these difficulties of tracking and assessing linguistic progress 
out of context, the impact of ‘peer talk’ in language learning in European 
schools may be profound (Baetens Beardsmore and Kohls 1988). Another 
advantage of the natural ebb and flow of many languages within the 
European schools is that structures are orientated around horizontal tol-
erance of different cultures and language speakers, promoting the ability 
to be critically reflective on the nature of one’s own culture and language, 
as well as the way they impact on others, and promoting a more healthy 
sense of citizenship (Starkey, op. cit.). Nevertheless, while this is laudable, 
languages are still taken for granted in the current system to a certain 
extent, and one criticism might be that language instruction perhaps 
doesn’t go far enough in terms of deeper integration. This leads once 
again to the problems of legitimacy first seen in the Maastricht outcome 
(Theiler 1999) and reminds us that the European dimension in such 
schooling can be relatively vague, with an occasional lack of curricular 
coherence (ibid.). Theiler predicted the wider demise of the EU on 
grounds of problems such as these, and he was not alone in anticipating 
Europe’s current difficulties. There are also clues evident in an important 
quotation in the work of Savvides, by a teacher interviewee who probably 
did not know how prescient he or she was being:

I do not feel I’m really European because I don’t know what it means … so 
far for me the EU is not linked to people. It’s a financial world, a political 
world … an economic world, it’s not a people world. (Savvides 2006c: 125)
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Here we see an identity issue being raised; people in the system have a 
sense of being involved with European integration in some way, but they 
don’t necessarily have a feeling of what it might mean to be a ‘European’. 
The personal and the political seem to be divided.

 Social Selection, Sorting and Segregation

Novel patterns of system governance have resulted in administrative and 
diplomatic complexity within the European Union, and this is reflected 
within the European Schools. There are multiple power bases, which 
engage in complex interactions both within and across different net-
works, both vertically and horizontally. Ansell (2000) terms this ‘net-
worked polity’, although he refers to the term at a regional level rather 
than an institutional one, as in this case. Hence we see a complex assem-
blage of actors (as described by Carlos, op. cit.) with multiple stakehold-
ers, for example: students, parents, Interparents (Parent Association), 
teachers, directors, Joint Teaching Committee, Board of Governors, 
Office of the Secretary General of the European Schools, Joint Board of 
Inspectors, working groups, and the European Commission.

Within this structure, there are continuous negotiations taking place 
amongst and across groups, through the endeavours of the various work-
ing parties in place at any particular time, a practice explained in consid-
erable depth by Carlos (ibid.). She describes a cyclical model that involves 
policy proposals flowing from one board to another, underpinned by new 
forms of meaning enacted at different stages. This negotiation and rene-
gotiation leads to somewhat blurred boundaries, with the regular and 
routine grouping and regrouping of power bases and rules. To an extent, 
such practices are unsurprising, and simply indicative of the usual power 
struggles routinely inherent within any form of policymaking, where lob-
bying and bargaining are embedded within everyday interactions. Yet, 
the particular complexity of this model, and its hierarchical structure, can 
result in parents being excluded from voting rights, particular in the case 
of financial matters, representing a form of stakeholder segregation. The 
next part of the chapter deals with other forms of social selection, sorting 
and segregation, with particular reference to the impact on students.
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 Selection

The European Schools System is meant to be comprehensive, which 
resembles the English system of secondary school, but incorporates some 
aspects of the French and German systems, such as a broad curriculum 
throughout, with only limited subject selection. Another characteristic of 
the European Schools System is the use of retention, where a student is 
kept down a year if he or she is seen as not meeting the usual standards of 
the existing year cohort. Educationally speaking, this type of intervention 
is unlikely to be effective and can even be seen as a problem (cf. Hattie 
2008; Martinez et al. 2015). In the case of the European Schools, some 
children who don’t fit with the system are held back for multiple years 
and eventually encouraged to leave the European schooling system alto-
gether if matters aren’t resolved.

As far as students are concerned, retention may simply be a conse-
quence of being in the wrong European school or language section at the 
wrong time, something that has little if anything to do with innate stu-
dent ability. This is clearly evident within retention rates, which differ 
considerably across the different schools and countries. For example, if 
we examine the retention data for the primary sector (P1–P6), for 2010 
to 2012 (the latest available literature freely available to the authors), we 
see that it is 0.1% to 1.2% in Culham, UK, where this is not regarded as 
a common educational practice, and the highest is 3.1% to 3.9% in 
Luxembourg 1, and 2.5% to 5.3% in Mol, examples of where retention 
may be more closely aligned to prior teacher expectations. Mean rates 
were 2.2% to 2.7% across all European Schools P1–P6 for this period. As 
the rates differ so much, to the sociologist’s eye, it seems less likely to be 
caused by student unsuitability, and more likely to be a consequence of 
regional cultural practices and expectations.

The practice of retention can have negative consequences. Sociologically 
speaking, retention with the year group below may well bring with it a 
potential sense of anomie (alienation) on the grounds that one doesn’t fit. 
In this way, the European schools’ upper secondary triaging of students 
into an ‘in-group’ (who can cope with the work) and an ‘out-group’ 
(who can’t cope with the work) amounts to clear evidence of social selec-
tion, with unintended outcomes when students leave for academic 
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reasons (as opposed to family relocation for work, for example). This is 
very different from the inclusive, comprehensive model of schooling 
envisaged by its founders. In our 2014–2015 research into the upper 
secondary curriculum, we spoke to several students who had survived 
the sudden conceptual shift required by the mathematics and science 
curricula at S4–S5 level (age 14–15), something that is said to be a 
known phenomenon within the European schools. Their view on leavers 
was that ‘those students did not work hard enough’ and ‘we don’t have 
anything to do with those students now, we are not in touch’, indicating 
a kind of social ostracism once a student had left, because the student 
concerned had not made the grade academically (or indeed never fitted 
in at all).

This social selection also has an effect on the perceived standard of 
the European Schools System by outsiders. This is because in educa-
tional attainment terms, the success of these schools at upper second-
ary level is being measured by the success of those who have survived 
what can be a challenging, and even somewhat academically harsh, 
system for certain types of child, effectively selecting them at the age of 
around 15. From our discussions with European schools inspectors 
during 2014–2015, we found that this may present problems for late 
developers, those with special educational needs, and those who start 
in the system late with relatively weak L2 (second language) and L3 
(third language) skills. Another category of student that might experi-
ence difficulties are those who are more vocationally inclined, as there 
is virtually no provision in this regard. For them, the system can be a 
very difficult one. Therefore what we may be seeing here is less a kind 
of social selection, and more a kind of inadvertent segregation, linked 
to how familiar and established families are within the European 
Schools System and the Commission itself, and how closely they fit 
with existing social groupings there. Shore and Baratieri have described 
this group as:

A social class that does not need to worry about obtaining a specific job on 
leaving secondary school and, perhaps, confirms their status as a highly 
adaptable and mobile group in the top ranks of Europe’s elite. (Shore and 
Baratieri 2005: 36)
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Social distance, leading to a child leaving a European School for reasons 
other than parental employment, may simply be a manifestation of the 
kinds of class-based problems we see in segregated schooling systems else-
where, where belonging to a higher social class (or in this case a class of 
elite bilinguals) can be educationally advantageous (cf. Jenkins et al. 2006; 
Ball 2006). We therefore now turn to the issue of social segregation.

 Segregation

European schools are often described as being more like ‘company 
schools’, providing a facility for a clearly defined social group, in this case 
certain types of employees. This is because they have very strict admis-
sions rules, as follows (Fig. 4.1):

• Category I: Students who have to be admitted by the European 
Schools. These students are exempt from school fees.

• Category II: Students covered by individual agreements or deci-
sions, each entailing specific rights and obligations for the stu-
dents concerned, particularly as regards school fees.

• Category III: Students who do not belong to categories I and 
II. These students would be admitted to the European Schools in 
so far as places are available, in accordance with an order of prior-
ity listed here. The ordinary school fees fixed by the Board of 
Governors would be payable for these students.

Category I
The children of staff in the service of the Community institutions 
and of the organisations listed below [1] employed directly and con-
tinuously for a minimum period of one year.

 1. Members of the Community Institutions
 2. Officials covered by the Staff Regulations of Officials of the 

European Communities [*]
 3. Staff covered by the Conditions of Employment of other Servants 

of the European Communities [*]
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 4. Persons with a directly binding contract of employment, gov-
erned by private law, with the Community Institutions

 5. National experts seconded to Community Institutions
 6. Employees of the E.I.B.
 7. Staff of any Community organisation set up by an act of the 

Community Institutions and staff in the service of other organ-
isations recognised by the Board of Governors

 8. UKAEA staff seconded to the JET project at Culham
 9. Staff of the European Investment Fund’s Secretariat
 10. National officials attached to the Permanent Representations of 

the Member States to the European Communities, with the 
exception of staff recruited locally

 11. Teaching staff and the administrative and ancillary staff of the 
European Schools and of the Office of the Representative of the 
Board of Governors

 12. Staff covered by the Service Regulations of the EPO in Munich.

The special conditions governing the admission of the children 
referred to in points 1 to 11 to the Munich School and those for the 
children referred to in point 12 to the other Schools are determined 
by the Board of Governors.

Category II
Students covered by individual agreements or decisions, each entail-
ing specific rights and obligations for the students concerned.

Category III
The order in which the following students are listed is the order of 
priority for admission purposes:

 (a) Children of national officials seconded to diplomatic representa-
tions, to the NATO Representation and to the Consulates of the 
Member States (with the exception of locally recruited staff);
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 (b) Children of members of the diplomatic service returning to 
their home country in which a European School is situated and 
where they can only be integrated into the national education 
system in place with great difficulty on account of the latter’s 
special features;

 (c) Children of national officials of the Permanent Representations 
of non-member States to the European Communities (with the 
exception of locally recruited staff);

 (d) Children of staff with diplomatic status, posted in Brussels or in 
Luxembourg, belonging to non-member countries which signed 
the Lomé Convention;

 (e) Other officials posted abroad, in all the Schools;
 (f ) Others: priority will be given to students whose mother tongue 

or language of previous education is not a language of tuition in 
the national education system.

Please Note the Admission Regulations for Category III Students

 a) Decisions on admissions in category III, as allowed by the regu-
lations, are taken by the Director, in accordance with the provi-
sions of Article 8 of the General Rules of the European Schools.

In admitting such students, the Director must ensure that enough 
places are kept free in each class to allow a reasonable number of 
children coming into categories I and II to be admitted during the 
year without this leading to a class having to be divided.

 b) No category III student may be admitted to a class which already 
has 24 students at the beginning of the school year.

 c) See also the “Policy on Enrolment in the European Schools in 
Brussels” and the “Admission Criteria of the European School, 
Munich”.
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Admission of Children of Assistance of Members of the European 
Parliament

 1. Admission of the children of accredited parliamentary assistants
The Board of Governors confirmed that the children of accredited 

parliamentary assistants come under Category I for purposes of 
access to the European Schools.

 2. Admission of the children of local assistants of Members of the 
European Parliament

The Board of Governors decided that the children of local assistants 
of Members of the European Parliament are classified in Category 
III for purposes of admission to the European Schools.

(Source: Office of the Secretary General of the European Schools 
2017)

https://www.eursc.eu/en/European-Schools/enrolments/
admission

Fig. 4.1 Terms and conditions of admission

The argument for describing them as ‘company schools’ as opposed to 
‘international schools’ has some grounds. Despite the fact that children 
from many different nationalities attend them, looking at the admissions 
rules, they use a distinctive model that is not as straightforward or inclu-
sive as a normal international school. By its very nature and location, the 
model and the curriculum exclude many non-Europeans, as they will not 
be eligible for many diplomatic or civil service posts in European mem-
ber states or within the Commission itself. In turn, the curriculum itself 
specifically privileges European perspectives over global ones, for example 
through the incorporation of ‘European Hours’. This comes at the 
expense of an international perspective in the truly global sense, and 
potentially risks promoting what Starkey describes as a form of 
‘Eurocentric cultural superiority’ (Starkey 2012).

Another issue in terms of segregation is that European schools also have 
very little to do with their immediate local communities, as a rule, in that 
they are not embedded within local educational authorities and they gener-
ally don’t share many facilities or resources with other local schools. In this 
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way, the somewhat isolationist nature of EU Schools belies their supposed 
social liberal philosophy in some respects, as students may be standing side 
by side with each other but certainly not socially adjacent to their geo-
graphical neighbours. Finally, if we look at the admissions rules for Category 
3 students, the category for those families who do not have a diplomatic or 
employment connection with the European Schools, fees can range from 
around 3500 Euros a year to around 6800 Euros a year depending on the 
phase of education. For many local families on a national average wage or 
below, such fees may be prohibitive, particularly if they have more than one 
child of school age. Consequently students in the European schools are 
schooled apart from other students in the local area, as well as those who 
can’t afford fees or who are not members of the European diplomatic, sci-
entific and political ‘family’. Their system is segregated on multiple levels, 
and has been accused of encouraging elitism through this, as well as through 
an apparent lack of accountability (Oostlander 1993).

A different kind of system segregation is encountered by some 
European schools’ teachers in relation to the fact that various forms of 
national law can come into direct conflict with European law when it 
comes to the terms and conditions for their employment. The principle 
of subsidiarity means that the European Union has no hard powers to 
determine education or teacher employment policy across all its 28 mem-
ber states. Instead it relies on negotiation, which sometimes can be prob-
lematic. For example, there has been conflict between UK national 
employment law and European law in relation to the standard nine-year 
contracts used for teacher secondments from the UK education system to 
the European Schools System. The intention of these limited-term con-
tracts is to ensure that teachers stay in touch with developments in their 
national systems. This is a very different type of employment from an 
international school, where teachers might be on indefinite contracts. It 
has come about because in many countries in Europe, teachers are directly 
employed by the State, and allocated to a particular school or region, 
meaning that, if an EU schools’ secondment ends, they can simply go 
back to their home country and be relatively easily redeployed. In the 
UK, teachers are employed not by the State, but an individual school, 
meaning that when an EU schools’ secondment finishes after nine years, 
the teacher is made redundant and accrued employment rights are lost. 
This places a UK teacher at a disadvantage compared to, say, a French, 
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German or Greek teacher, where their Governments will ensure (and 
indeed underwrite) the teacher’s continuing employment (Schmalenbach 
2010). Therefore, for a UK-funded teacher, their experience of the system 
amounts to a form of segregation in a wholly different model from the 
national system they are expected to return to. This is diametrically 
opposed to the original intention of the nine-year secondment model, 
and a problem to which the EU Commission (or the UK for that matter) 
has been able to offer little in the way of a useful solution.

Another symptom of segregation is that European Schools can seem dis-
connected from the wider community, as touched on previously (Hayden 
and Thompson 1997). This happens on two levels. In geographical terms, 
it would be possible to stand in a European school building, and not know 
which country you were in unless you knew already, for example. This rep-
resents an unusual form of Eurocentrism in which the culture of European 
schools overrides national cultures. The second level is that this inherent 
cultural hegemony also overrides wider European ones outside the immedi-
ate European employee community (ibid.). In practical terms, this means 
that although you may live physically next door to a European school (and 
indeed be funding such schools indirectly via taxation), you will find your-
self paying school fees to attend a European school as outlined earlier in the 
chapter, if a place is available for students in your category of applicant (and 
this is unlikely). It also applies to those closely connected with the European 
Union but not actually employed by the Commission, such as local jour-
nalists, lobbyists, and sub-contractors. They also find themselves with infe-
rior access to European schools, even though it could be argued that they 
are an essential part of the Brussels political machinery. In this way, segrega-
tion has taken a number of forms, just as it has for teachers and students. 
As Stacul et al. (2006) argue, the pedagogical laboratory of the European 
School has resulted in exclusive institutions that try to dissolve the bound-
aries of national cultures at the same times as reinforcing class boundaries. 
This is because they are not designed to include a mass public.

 Sorting

The frequently stated desire amongst EU Schools, parents and students 
for an education that focuses on speaking multiple languages can be seen 
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as a kind of social sorting, in which families seek membership of a specific 
social group, in this case a caste of ‘elite bilinguals’. As explained earlier in 
the chapter, these are people who have learnt additional languages out of 
choice as an enhancement to their social, cultural and intellectual capital, 
as opposed to ‘folk bilinguals’ who have learnt a second language in addi-
tion to their national one, or as a result of immigration. This desire for 
elite bilingualism has created a number of problems within the European 
schooling system in recent years. For example, the UK has until recently 
found itself in the position of ‘over-seconding’ UK-funded state school 
teachers to European schools (Interparents 2013). This is because of the 
rise in the importance of ESOL (English as a Second or Other Language) 
internationally, leading to the predominance of English as the chosen L2 
(second language) within the European schools. Occasionally non-native 
speakers of English have also requested to be allocated to English mother 
tongue classes as well. Initially the UK Government routinely provided 
the majority of native speakers required to underpin such provision, but 
increasingly with greater numbers of non-UK students wanting such pro-
vision and fewer UK students actually attending the European schools, 
the UK Government argued that they were funding provision dispropor-
tionately and this represented a form of over-secondment (Bulwer, 
op.  cit.; Interparents, op.  cit.). Presumably the recent UK referendum 
and Brexit vote will make the provision of L2 (second language) English 
even more problematic in years to come, as the UK Government with-
draws completely from provision, leaving English provision in the hands 
of the Irish and Maltese Governments.

Students are also sorted on the basis of mother tongue. It is often stated 
that many of the larger European schools are effectively ‘schools within 
schools’ on account of the number of different language sections that a 
school contains. When we visited Brussels III during the academic year 
2014–2015, for example, we found there to be seven language sections in 
total: Czech, German, Greek, English, Spanish, French and Dutch. In a 
language section, students are taught in the mother tongue of that sec-
tion. It is also possible to be a student without a languages section (known 
as SWALS), educated in a language section of his or her choosing. The 
existence of language sections leads to another unusual and somewhat 
contradictory phenomenon within the European schools, whereby the 
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central model, whilst at the same time being reinforced by the mother 
tongue groupings of students, erodes nationalism.

The practicalities underpinning educational delivery in such a com-
plex, plurilingual context contribute to this. Over the years there have 
been various attempts to produce teaching materials in different lan-
guages. These were usually widely distributed but not always properly 
evaluated (Theiler, op.  cit.). The outcome was that special European 
schools’ textbooks were not always considered appropriate by teachers 
(Savvides 2006b), who instead developed their own teaching materials. 
This led in some circumstances to a lack of collaboration amongst some 
European schools’ teachers from different nationalities, and in turn a 
somewhat atomised form of professional identity for some teachers (ibid.) 
Similarly, student identity can be somewhat atomised as well. It is clear 
that there is usually unqualified approval of students trying to speak other 
languages, but this does not automatically lead to high levels of compe-
tence in non-native tongues, or deep integration. This is because the 
pedagogy of language instruction within the European schools is not 
always sufficiently well-structured (Baetens Beardsmore and Kohls 1988). 
This can lead to limitations to the linguistic ability of some students, 
where they can speak enough of an additional language to ‘get by’, but 
not necessarily a great deal more (Shore and Baratieri 2005).

A further issue peculiar to the European schools is that while multiple 
languages are welcomed, relatively few sociocultural demands are put on 
students in terms of integration due to the existence of language sections 
as ‘mini schools’ (Bulwer 1995). That having been said, it would be very 
wrong to dismiss the existing structure as having no merit at all in terms 
of promoting international cohesion. Baetens Beardsmore and Kohls (op. 
cit.) found that by the end of the secondary school phase, friendships are 
cross-national and racism rare, if students stay in the system for a suffi-
cient amount of time. Savvides (2006b, op.  cit.) similarly found that 
although it might seem like several schools running within one large 
school, European Hours provision helps with integration, although in a 
later work she also describes some evidence of atomisation, such as the 
national groupings on school trips (Savvides 2008).

In summary, therefore, we see multiple forms of social sorting taking 
place within the European schools, and multiple identities co-existing 
under the same institutional banner. The experiences of children vary 
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greatly according to their ages, nationalities, and prior social backgrounds. 
Similarly teacher identity can be very different depending on the traditions 
that have defined the professional practice of individual educators. Much 
of the academic research in the field indicates that it is length of time 
within the European Schools System which indicates how close a teacher 
or student is likely to be to the concept of some sort of ‘ideal type’ (to use 
a technical sociological term), aligning well to the traditions and values of 
the system and thriving within them. However the national and cultural 
diversity embedded within the European school structures makes defining 
an ideal type more exact than this somewhat problematic. Nevertheless the 
next section attempts this, through the lens of citizenship.

 Forms of Citizenship

In the absence of what has been described as ‘Leitkultur’ (Pomerantsev 
2016), or in other words, a mainstream model of cultural transmission, 
citizenship in the European schools cannot rely on simplistic indicators of 
belonging or nationalism. For example, it would be considered inappro-
priate within the European schools to pledge allegiance to the EU flag 
daily, in the manner of American children in relation to the US flag. 
Similarly the Anthem of Europe is usually absent from everyday schooling, 
not least because performing it properly would presumably require a full 
orchestra and four-part choir. There is no single monoculture that prevails. 
What we do see instead of a cohesive monoculture are various forms of 
social fragmentation within what is on many levels the same social group 
(Haas, op.  cit.). This is partially due to the elite bilingualism practices 
amongst students and their parents, as seen in the drive towards non-
native speakers joining the English sections of various European schools, 
as we discussed earlier. Here we see language learning as an active choice, 
and linked to the concept of what might cautiously be labelled third cul-
ture kids (Fail 2007), whose identities are international in context as a 
result of being brought up in a different country during their early years.

There is an additional interplay between citizenship and social class 
within the educational system here. It is a relatively privileged model 
where the individual sits at the centre (in this case with personalised 
timetables and special educational arrangements unique to them alone) 
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with the collective aspects of schooling more peripheral. This has come 
about purely as a result of the pragmatic arrangements that need to be 
in place to administer a system as complex as this with any degree of 
parity and efficiency at all. However a relatively individualistic model 
such as this also promotes exclusivity, and a by-product may be the 
development of elites (Swan 1996), as we have seen in the tendency to 
filter certain types of student out at upper secondary level. This filtering 
process has its own complexities. The broadly configured European 
Baccalaureate that students sit at age 18 has been designed around an 
essentially Francophone model (hence the name) with some aspects of 
the German Abitur system embedded within it, and it is a long way 
from the British A Level examination, which focuses more on early spe-
cialisation and choice. The system is very much an academic one, and 
does not usefully provide for vocational streams (Marjoram and Williams 
1977), although there does seem to have been a single attempt at this. 
Existing technical and vocational provision is very limited and dates 
from 1969. It includes: (Group 1) geometric drawing, notions of tech-
nology, handicraft; (Group 2) accounting and commercial arithmetic, 
typewriting, shorthand and commercial correspondence; (Group 3) 
child care, domestic science and art. These represent short non-academic 
courses and while still permissible under the regulations, do not seem to 
be offered any longer in European schools, leaving no vocational pro-
grammes at all. Children who don’t fit with this elite academic model 
are regarded as having what Goffman (1963) might describe as a ‘spoiled 
identity’ in which they are effectively rejected by the mainstream, leav-
ing to seek an education elsewhere.

We see therefore that citizenship issues are highly complex within the 
European School System, and yet it is this that is the primary indicator 
that such schools are needed. Students are in effect a form of temporary 
migrant, and in transit throughout different EU member states in a way 
that is difficult to accommodate at a national level (Olsen 2000). 
Therefore the original founders were correct in understanding that there 
would be a continuing need for the European schools. However the 
identity formation of students, and to the same extent teachers, is more 
often than not a European schools’ identity rather than an essentially 
European one. It would be wrong to make the assumption that just 
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because the curriculum is being taught plurilingually that a European 
dimension has naturally and automatically developed, despite the best 
intentions of the founders.

This raises a number of associated issues. Some teachers are con-
cerned there is a concentration on languages yet there is compla-
cency around subject content (for example in the history and 
geography curricula); they have also expressed concern at the growth 
of cliques amongst language sections, and whether a Eurocentric 
identity is possible only at the expense of a truly international one 
(Savvides 2006b, c). As Savvides argues, it may be that developing a 
true European identity is elusive, which led to an attempt at a defini-
tion in 1988 by the Council of Ministers of Education (Savvides 
2008: 8). As Furedi explains, ‘(i)t is evident that it is far easier to 
create a European Union than to make people think of themselves or 
identify as Europeans’ (Furedi 2012: 9). This vagueness means that 
the whole notion of a European identity has suffered from a lack of 
clarity throughout most of the history of the European schools. It 
may be that the roots of a European schools’ identity lie in a differ-
ent type of classification and framing. Osler and Starkey talk instead 
of the idea of ‘cosmopolitan citizenship’, ‘based on feelings of soli-
darity with fellow human beings wherever they are situated’ (Osler 
and Starkey 2005: 23) and that might be what we are seeing here 
instead, rather than a European identity in its own right. This brings 
with it the possibility of international co-operation, but also a poten-
tial burden. In the words of one student: ‘(t)he European School was 
meant to integrate nationalities but stopped me being integrated 
into any nation I went to’ (Pomerantsev, op. cit.). Whether this is a 
particular characteristic of the European schools, or a wider problem 
associated with attending international schools, needs further 
consideration.

This chapter opened by asking whether the European schools reflected 
a united and thriving Europe. What is clear is that any answer to this 
question is a very complex one. The ideology of the European Schools 
System has its origins in a significantly more limited European project, 
involving many fewer countries than today, such as Germany, France, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg. European expansion 
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to the current 28 member states has led to the European Schools System 
becoming much more complex and fragmented over time, particularly in 
the light of key policy changes dating back to the Maastricht Treaty in 
1993. This means that while the European Schools System remains sepa-
rate from the national systems of the countries in which it is hosted, the 
political tensions currently experienced by Europe are starting to be 
reflected in its provision.

There are several aspects to this, and in response we see the European 
Schools System responding on a number of fronts. The pragmatic, pluri-
lingual approach to education it routinely adopts has been challenged by 
the expansion into Eastern Europe, with many students demanding 
increased provision of English language teaching, and to a certain degree 
additional French teaching as well. An increasingly complex web of stake-
holders and critics are attempting to renegotiate the basis for provision, 
and its underlying resource base, particularly in relation to the second-
ment of teachers from the UK, for example. Admissions policies have 
come under fire, although to a certain extent this has been ameliorated 
through the growing provision for accredited schools. This all indicates a 
system in flux. However within this we see new forms of citizenship 
emerging. These may indicate a more globalised, international model of 
integration that reaches beyond the European Schools System itself. In 
this way, European schools potentially offer a viable alternative to the 
standard international schooling model frequently based on either the 
UK or US systems, and a challenge to a monocultural nation state model 
of education. This sits within a global knowledge economy that has 
become a reality since 1993 and the Maastricht Treaty.

If the European schools can adapt for the future, ensuring appropriate 
levels of social inclusion beyond purely the linguistic and citizenship 
domains, and reflecting the fluid boundaries of modern political life 
beyond the nation state, there is the potential here for a much more inte-
grated form of European education. This will, however, only happen if it 
can reach confidently beyond both national and social boundaries, as this 
form of schooling needs to find a way of appearing relevant to those 
beyond its immediate circle. In the next chapter we examine the European 
Baccalaureate and the notion of a final examination.
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Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction 
in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the 
chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons 
license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds 
the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright 
holder.
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