Dear Sir or Madam,

Following the stakeholder consultation on Strengthening STE(A)M education in the EU today, I have a few comments I would like to add which I hope could be useful:

1. Promoting STEM to students (especially girls) from primary school all the way through to higher education is essential. However, we should not forget about the leaky pipeline phenomenon for girls that occurs during their transition from education to employment. Only a third of women STEM graduates from tertiary education end up in STEM occupations compared to half of male graduates. For vocational education, this number is even lower. This issue is crucial when we want to address the lack of women in STEM occupations. It shows that it is not only an issue of education, but also of work environment and the (lack of) attractiveness of STEM jobs. The effective implementation of work-life balance and provision of adequate and affordable care services is essential in this regard.
1. Entrepreneurship education is a perfect example that can help empower girls and boys to make their own well-informed career choices and which can be really useful for a career in STEM.
1. The local aspect and bottom-up approach is extremely important in our opinion. Employers and education and training providers have a key role to play in promoting the acquisition of STEM skills. Stronger cooperation between business and education is essential in increasing the number of STEM qualified people, especially women, including through addressing gender stereotypes in STEM. The involvement of STEM teachers and employers in the design of education policies and curricula as well as strong social dialogue between social partners and education policy makers and providers are crucial in this regard. Companies, including innovative start-ups and other SMEs, can play an important role in the identification of STEM skills needs and the teaching and promotion of STEM skills, e.g. through apprenticeships, hybrid teachers (for example, engineers working in companies that go to schools or training centres a couple of days a week to teach) or promotion days in schools. Local and regional authorities could support the abovementioned cooperation and partnerships whilst respecting the social partners’ autonomy. All of the above would increase the effectiveness of the STEM approach and promote local and regional interests.
1. Having STEM skills is no longer sufficient on its own, there is also an increasing need for transversal and soft skills in STEM occupations, such as creativity, team work, communication and problem solving. Vocational education and training provides a way to tackle this since it often provides a mix of transversal and occupation-specific training.
1. Since STEM skills and digital skills are closely associated, STEM skills actions should be embedded in the digital skills agenda in order to ensure coordinated progress on both fronts.

Thank you for having invited SMEunited!

Best regards,

Silke Van den Bogaert
Social Affairs Policy Adviser
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