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INTRODUCTION

Jan Figel’, Member of the European Commission in charge of education, training,
culture and youth

From 14-16 March, the eTwinning Conference 2008 held in Bucharest on “Promoting
Intercultural Dialogue” was an excellent opportunity for over 400 participants from 29
countries — made up of teachers from across Europe, representatives from
eTwinning's Central and National Support Services, and other important stakeholders
in school education — to meet and discuss both the success and future of eTwinning
in Europe. In my opinion, what better place than Bucharest to host this event, as
Romania has just recently joined the EU in the latest wave of enlargement and is
now the youngest member of the eTwinning family. | believe this is quite an important
and positive symbol which will guarantee future fruitful cooperation.

As a strong and long-time supporter of
eTwinning — having attended all four
eTwinning conferences — it was a pleasure
to again take part in this year’s conference.
| am continually impressed by the positive
results obtained since the launch of the
Action in 2005 which drives towards more
and better  collaboration between
European schools. The constant and
undeniable success of eTwinning projects
elegantly combines learning about other
cultures with the use of Information and
Communication Technologies. Thousands
of European schools patrticipate in these
virtual partnerships, and this year alone,
more than 3,500 new projects involving
more than 8,000 schools have been
registered in the last 3 months — these
figures have exceeded our expectations by
an overwhelming margin.

As regards the strength of eTwinning, |
would like to again congratulate teachers
and pupils for their enthusiasm to interact
with peers across Europe and to set up collaborative projects. The high educational
value of these projects gives, as a first-hand experience of Europe, the opportunity to
appreciate Europe’s diversity, to learn about each other, and above all, to foster
among pupils a spirit of openness and curiosity towards others. Young Europeans
need to develop their intercultural skills to be able to effectively adjust to a changing
world. It is thanks to these skills that they will draw the biggest benefits from the
wealth of Europe’s cultural diversity.

| would also again congratulate the finalists of the eTwinning awards and point out
the great variety of these projects as regards their use of language, the diversity of
topics and technologies used, as well as the many ways of working together. While
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helping children familiarise themselves with the use of Information and
Communication Technologies, eTwinning breaks down the barriers of ignorance that
might exist among fellow Europeans. As a matter of fact, eTwinning projects more
often than not welcome intercultural contacts and view them as a source of
enrichment. eTwinning gives pupils the opportunity to appreciate Europe’s diversity
of traditions, habits and beliefs. In addition, as we are now celebrating the European
Year of Intercultural Dialogue in 2008, this aspect of the eTwinning experience is
particularly welcomed.

| am also impressed by the deep commitment of young children as they realise and
understand the very active role that they have played in the projects. This truly
demonstrates the significance of this kind of action in the learning to learn process,
which plays a key role in lifelong learning as one of the fundamental policy goals of
the European Commission in education. It is important to take responsibility for one’s
own education, even for young children. When it comes to the evolution of the
learning environment, acquiring a store of specific knowledge, as was common in
traditional learning, is no longer enough. What counts today is being creative and
adaptable, and learning to learn in a lifelong learning context is a vital prerequisite.

For this reason, in the context of an open and complex cultural environment, it is
imperative to rethink the role of the schools. One of the actions undertaken by the
European Commission has been to gain a thorough understanding of the new
challenges that schools now face. A public consultation entitled “Schools for the 21st
century” has recently gathered responses from across Europe, which are currently
being analysed. However, what has already emerged from this survey is the
fundamental role of teacher quality. This is actually the backbone of the learning
process. Teachers not only have to pass on knowledge, but also have to prepare
young people to become the citizens of tomorrow, to help develop their talents and to
fulfil their potential for personal growth and well-being. It is therefore extremely
important to help teachers achieve excellence in their profession by providing them
with high-quality training and support throughout their careers. Teachers must be
lifelong learners too.

Schools and teachers have a decisive role in the process of integration in our
societies. As migration flows and other societal changes take place in the EU,
schools are facing new responsibilities in their local communities, as do the teachers
too. Teachers have an indisputable social role because they are often the first
contact for foreign children within a new host community. They must then help
families from different backgrounds to settle in and participate fully in their new host
society.

| would like to conclude by reminding us all of the important issues that lie behind this
European Year of Intercultural Dialogue. If dialogue between cultures has always
been a feature of European integration, then dialogue is not enough. What really
matters is to move beyond being multicultural societies towards intercultural
societies, where people from all backgrounds can participate, cooperate and share
responsibility. eTwinning is a valuable intercultural dialogue initiative, and | am
confident that its results have and will continue to contribute positively to the
educational and personal development of young people in Europe.
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