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INTRODUCTION 

 

EUNEC is the European Network of Education Councils . Its members  advise 

the  governments of their countries on education and training. EUNEC aims to 

discuss the findings and recommendations of all European projects in education 

and training, to determine standpoints and to formulate statements on these 

issues. EUNEC wan ts to disseminate these statements pro -actively towards the 

European Commission, relevant DGs and other actors at European level, and to 

promote action by EUNECôs members  and participants at national level. EUNEC 

also has the  objective that the councils sh ould put international ization and 

mobility high on the national agenda, that they should recommend and support a 

European policy in education and training towards all relevant stakeholders: 

ministry of ed ucation (and employment), sector al and br anch organi zations, 

providers and other actors.  

From 200 8 on EUNEC has been  subsidi zed  as European Association acting at 

European level in the field of education  ( Jean Monnet programme ). This 

conference  is organiz ed with the support of the  grant.  

 

CENTRAL QUESTION 

 

Current situation across the EU  

Reduce the number of early school leavers is a central issue in both the Education 

and Training 2020 programme and the Europe 2020 programme: by 2020 the 

share of early school leavers has to be reduced to maximum 10%.   

The concern of the European Union is legitimate: research demonstrates that 

there is a relation between early school leaving and problems related to societal 

participation in different domains (employment, citizenship, health, social status, 

participation in c ulture,..).  Moreover, the negative consequence of a low 

qualification level has impact on the next generations.   According to the most 

recent data from OECD 1, a great deal of the economic and social hardship caused 

by the crisis fell chiefly on less -educ ated individuals. The unemployment gap 

between well -educated young people and those who left school early widened 

during the crisis.   

Facts and figures  

According to the Eurostat figures for 2012, a majority of EU Member States have 

made progress on the Eu rope 2020 education targets to reduce the rate of early 

school leaving to below 10%. However, there are still wide disparities between 

                                           
1 Education at a glance 2013, OECD indicators 

(http://www.oecd.org/edu/eag.htm )  

http://www.oecd.org/edu/eag.htm
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Member States and between males and females. The share of young people 

leaving school early now stands at 12.8% on averag e in the EU, down from 

13.5% in 2011. Overall, girls tend to do better: the rate of early school leavers 

among girls is 24% lower than for boys.  

According to the Education and Training Monitor 2012, which is a staff working 

document part of the European Commission Communication óRethinking 

educationô,  reaching the target would require at least as much effort as in the 

past, if not more.  ñTargeted action remains necessary to reduce early school 

leaving through comprehensive, targeted evidence -based strat egies.ò 

State of the art of the innovation policies  

EUNEC considers that it is a merit of European cooperation that this theme is high 

at the policy agenda and became a top priority.   

The most recent EU recommendation on early school leaving 2 is from 2011 .  In 

this recommendation, the rate of early school leavers is defined as the proportion 

of the population aged 18 -24 with only lower secondary education or less and no 

longer in education or training. This document, focusing on prevention, 

intervention an d compensation policies is a good basis for European cooperation.   

In March 2012, the European Commission organized a conference 3 to discuss 

ways of addressing early school leaving and to share views on the most urgent 

needs for further policy development  and to see some concrete examples of 

successful initiatives.  The conference also marked the launch of a Thematic 

Working Group in this field.  

Member States agreed at the Council meeting in February 2013 4 to focus on 

improving the performance of young pe ople at high risk of early school leaving 

and with low basic skills. This can be achieved, for example, through early 

detection across the education system and by providing individual support.  

The Commission reports on latest developments concerning early school leaving 

and tertiary attainment in the Education and Training Monitor , released on 30 

October 2013.  The yearly country -specific reports related to the follow -up of the 

European Semester show already that many Member States are not so successful 

in implementing the commitments taken 5. The Communication of the Commission 

of May 2013 is a very severe one.  The Commission concludes that the share of 

early school leave rs, particularly for people with a disadvantaged or migrant 

background, remains unacceptably high in several Member States (é).  These 

                                           
2http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:191:0001:00

06:EN:PDF   

3  http://ec.europa.eu/education/school -education/doc/esl/report_en.pdf   
4 Council Conclusions on investing in education and training ð a response to 

óRethinking Education: Investing in skills for better socio-economic outcomesô and 

the ó2013 Annual Growth Surveyô, February 2013. 
5  http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/nd/2013eccomm_en.pdf   

http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/progress_en.htm
http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:191:0001:0006:EN:PDF
http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:191:0001:0006:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/education/school-education/doc/esl/report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/nd/2013eccomm_en.pdf
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problems existed before the crisis but are especially problematic now in the view 

of the breadth of economic adjustments taking place, and the prospect of longer 

working lives.  Skills mismatches and bottlenecks in many regions and sectors are 

a further illustration of the inadequacy of certain education and training systems.  

In the  country - specific reports the wa rnings tow ard Member States to take up 

these problems are compelling.   

While the factors leading to early school leaving vary from country to country, the 

causes of ineffective policies can be boiled down to three typical issues 6:  

× Lack of a comprehensive strategy: many countries adopt a patchwork of 

different measures to tackle various aspects.  

× Lack of evidence -based policy -making.  

× Insufficient prevention and early intervention.  Compensatory measures 

are not enough to address the root causes of the problem.   

 

Focu s for the EUNEC conference  

During the conference the education councils will make a state of the art of the 

reform in each country and identify what could be done to push national policies 

into a higher pace of reform.  

Therefore we will examine the profil e of the early school leavers and discuss the 

efficiency of policies to deal with these problems. One of the main levers for 

success seems to be to adjust learning processes to the motivation and learning 

styles of the present generation of youngster s.  An other perspective is a 

multilevel analysis of the stream of incidents and context - related factors leading 

to detachment from education.    

Roughly, two types of early school leavers can be distinguished:  

× The profile of the pupil that drops out of school ju st before the end of 

schooling  

× The profile of the pupil who belongs to a multi -problem group.   

The first profile has followed a ónormalô curriculum, but decides to quit right 

before the end of compulsory education.  Causes are diverse: ódead endô 

trajecto ries, demotivation, wrong choices... This group already acquired a lot of 

competences. They should be able to reach a sufficient qualification level, with 

only limited extra efforts.  

The second group is the most problematic one; the outcomes of the confer ence 

should include policy recommendations to address the needs of this particular 

profile.  These are pupils that have followed a very fragmented curriculum and 

lack a lot of competences.   

Motivation, or lack of motivation, is a central concept to be add ressed.  In that 

sense, the conference will also include information and debate on the general 

profile of the current generation of pupils: How are they living?  And how are they 

learning?  

                                           
6 Communication from the CommissionôTackling early school leaving: A key 

contribution to the Europe 2020 Agendaô, COM(2011) 18 final, January 2011. 
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The theme of the Vilnius conference is closely linked to former EUN EC topics: the 

conference on guidance (Budapest 2009), the conference on new skills and new 

jobs (Lisbon 2011), the conference on migration and education (Larnaca 2012), 

and the seminar on community schools (Brussels 2013) 7.    

 

PROGRAMME 

 

Monday 18 November 2013 

Chaired by Mia Douterlungne, general secretary EUNEC  

09.00 ï 09.30   Opening session   

Adrie Van der Rest, president EUNEC  

Audronƍ Pitrƍnienƍ, Chair of the Seimas Committee on 

Education, Science and Culture  

Vilija Targamadzƍ, President of the Lithuanian Education 

Council  

09.30 ï 10.30  A holistic approach to early school leaving prevention 

in Europe: Key strategic priorities for system level 

development  

Dr Paul Downes, Director, Educational Disadvantage Centre, 

Senior Lecturer in Education (Ps ychology), St. Patrick's 

College, Drumcondra, Dublin City University, Member of 

European Commission Network of Experts on the Social 

Aspects of Education and Training (NESET) (2011 -13)  

10.30 ï 11.00     Questions and debate  

11.00 ï 11.30  Coffee break  

11.30  -   12.15   Early school leaving in Lithuania: current situation and 

policies  

Dr Saulius Zybartas, Director of the Department of General 

Education and Vocational Training, M inistry of Education and 

Science  

 In search for a good school  

                                           
7 http://www.eunec.eu/statements/shared -viewpoints   

http://www.eunec.eu/statements/shared-viewpoints
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Graģvydas Kazakeviļius, Director of the National Agency for 

School Evaluation  

12.15 ï 13.30  Lunch  

12.30 ï 13.00  Press conference  

13.30 ï 14.30  Guided tour of the Seimas  

14.30 ï 17.00  Visit to Gabijos Gymnasium in Vilnius  

 

Tuesday 19 November 2013 

Chaired by Adrie van der Re st, president EUNEC  

09.00 ï 10.00  Reducing Early School Leaving  

Annalisa Cannoni, European Commission   

10.00 ï 10.30  Questions and debate  

10.30 ï 11.00  Coffee break  

11.00 ï 13.00  Parallel workshops: first round  

Martine Poirier, Sherbrooke  University: Presentation of Trait 

dôUnion, a school dropout prevention programme  

adapted to students (with the support of Laurier Fortin and 

Danyka Therriault)  

Andrea Fraundorfer, Head of the Unit for tackling early 

school leaving, Department of Psycholog y and Educational 

Counselling, Ministry of Education, Arts & Culture, Austria:  

óThe long way from a strategy on early school leaving 

to sustainable changes in schoolsô  

13.00 ï 14.30   Lunch  

14.30  ï 16.00  Parallel workshops: second  round  

Professor David Justino, President of the Portuguese 

Education Council: óEarly school leavers and labour 

markets: the Portuguese case in a European contextô 

Koen Stassen, Vlor (Flemish Education Council): 'Measures 

to tackle early school leaving in Flanders'  

17.00  -   22.0 0  Conference dinner offer ed by the Ministry of Education  

and Science at M. K. Ļiurlionis Arts Gymnasium  
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Wednesday 20 November 2013 

Chaired by Professor Juozas Augutis, Deputy Chair of the Lithuanian Council  

of Education  

 

10.00 ï 11 .00  Presentation of the outcomes of the working groups  

 

11.00 -   12.00   Debate leading to conclusions  

Moderated by Roos Herpelinck, Flemish Education Council   

12.00 ï 13.00  Closing remarks  

   Adrie van der Rest, president EUNEC  

13.00    Closing lunch  
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Opening Session  

 

Adrie van der Rest  

Adrie van der Rest is president of EUNEC and  secretary director of the Dutch  

Education Council  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adrie van der Rests offer s a warm welcome to this EUNEC  confe rence on early 

school leaving, with a special welcome to the  guests who will be helping to kick -

start the thought processes on this important topic with an introductory 

presentation.  

EUNEC president also extends a special welcome to all the colleagues from 

Lithuania, and invites and  encourage s them  to take a full part in the discussions.  

He thanks the Lithuani an education council for organiz ing the event and making 

the meeting in Vilnius possible.  

It is fit ting that this conference of the  network of national education councils is 

being held  in the  parliament build ing, as education councils give their 

recommendations on sensible education policies, which are then debated and 

enacted by parliaments. The recommendations of education council s benefit the 

quality  of public decision -making.  

Early school leaving is an im portant, but highly complex problem. It is important 

because leaving school too early without a qualification leads to all kinds of 

problems for the young people in question. Finding and keeping a job is more 

difficult than it is for those with qualificati ons. Early school leavers tend to suffer 

more health problems as they grow old, and they participate less in c ultural and 

social activities. It is a problem that has a negative impact on the individual and 

on society.  
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It i s not a minor problem. M any young  people are affected. Despite policy efforts 

in recent years, the target of the Europe 2020 programme to reduce the number 

of early school leavers to no more than 10% is not yet in sight. The average 

percentage of early school leavers across the European U nion was still 12.8% in 

2012, and there are large differences between the member states and between 

boys and girls. The number of early school leavers among girls is 24% lower than 

among boys.  

From the principle that every pupil coun ts, this issue needs a ttention.  

But how to  deal with this problem? What works and what doesn't? And why? This 

is where the complexity of the problem  becomes clear . Numerous factors are 

continually at play. In the first place, of course, the pupil s themselves; the group 

of young  people that now drop out of school is very diverse. The pupil's 

environment (family, friends, neighbourhood) plays a role, as does the labour 

market; but the school and the edu cation system are also factors.  

There is a group of young people that drops out  unnecessarily and is actually 

capable of gaining a qualification, but not through a mainstream route or within 

the standard time. By offering more flexible routes to learning, drop -out rates 

within this group could be reduced and a group of these young pe ople would still 

be able to gain a qualification.  

However, there is also a group of young people who are unable to obtain a 

qualification. These young people should be helped to find work and continue 

supervi sed learning in the workplace.  

Education councils are expected to feed the democratic decision -making process 

with robust recommendations. In preparing their recommendations, education 

councils make use of scientific knowledge and experiences from the teaching 

profession. All the information is d eliberated and considered, and at the end of 

this process the recommendations are formulated. The structure of this 

conference is largely the same.  Keynote speakers will inform the participants  

about the relevant policies at the European level and their ef fects. We will zoom 

in closely on the situation in Lithuania. The situations in Quebec, Austria, Portugal 

and Flanders will also come under close inspection during workshop sessions. On 

Wednesday, all this information will lead to conclusions that we can d raw in 

relation to the current policy and how, where needed, to push  that policy  in the 

right direction.  
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Audronƍ Pitrƍnienƍ 

Audronƍ Pitrƍnienƍ is Chair of the Seimas Committee on Education, Science and 

Culture   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Opening speech: How can Europe  address the problems of early school l eavers?  

Early school leaving is a recogniz ed problem in the European Union already been 

covered by  the European Trade Unions during the Lithuanian Presidency of the 

Council of the EU. The  problem of premature drop -out s or  early school leaving 

was analyz ed by the managers of  the Lithuanian educational institutions and the 

community of teachers at the conference  held in the Seimas a few days ago.  

According to various sources, more than six million young people in the Eur opean 

Union  drop out of school every year having achieved lower secondary education 

at best. We understand well how serious the social problem is. Early school 

leavers face severe  difficulties in finding jobs, are more often unemployed and 

more often depen dent on social  benefits. This hinders economic growth and 

development of society. Studies also show that  people without secondary 

education are less involved in democratic processes and are less  active citizens.  

The European Commission, therefore, has set an ambitious target of reducing the 

EU average rate of early school leavers to 10% by the end of the decade.  The 

President of the European Commission, Jose Manuel Barroso, has once said, 

ñEurope cannot afford that so many young people who have the potentia l to 

contribute to our  societies and our economies ar e left behind. We need to realiz e 

the potential of all young  people in Europe in order to recover from the crisis.ò 

The European Commissioner for  Education, Culture, Multilingualism and Youth, 

Androulla Vassiliou, added, ñReducing the share of early school leavers across 

Europe by just 1 percentage point would create nearly  half a million additional 

qualified young people each year. Most EU countries have made  progress in 
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reducing the number of young peop le leaving school with low qualifications, but  

more needs to be done.ò 

I think our conf erence will substantially analyz e the reasons for early school 

leaving and  come up with possible solutions for the problem. Although indicators 

of early school leaving  in Lithuania are really low, just seven per cent, we need to 

closely follow the situation and  to find ways to improve it. Lithuania is a small 

country; therefore sensitive to seven per cent  of early drop outs. I am happy that 

schools in regions put a lot of  genuine effort in order to  encourage children of 

school age to stay in schools and to prevent them from dropping out  without 

having achieved lower secondary or secondary education qualifications. It is 

easier  to do this in smaller towns, where members of communities know each 

other very well. The  staff working in district authorities is best suited to assist 

schools when it comes to problem  solving, including that of early school leaving. 

In big cities, relationships among people are  often broken off; ther efore, a child in 

school is not always under careful supervision.  

I participated in quite a few meetings during which Lithuaniaôs indicators for early 

school  leavers were referred to as exemplary. I am convinced that it is possible 

and necessary to  improve  them, particularly because of active and targeted social 

partners, such as trade  unions representing educational community and the 

forum of parents, who contribute to  the solution of the problem.  

There is room for improvement in Lithuania. I think, inform ation technologies 

have not  been used to their full potential to solve the problem of pupil attendance 

and early school  leaving. For example, instruments for recording the attendance 

of schoolchildren should  also serve as instruments for informing parents.  This 

would definitely serve as a means of  control and some sort of ñsurveillanceò. I 

welcome the idea to address the problem of early  school leaving by moderniz ing 

our schools and education and by involving our society into a  broader dialogue on 

education . Various surveys and research have demonstrated that a  modern 

school has already crossed the boundaries of school walls or schoolyards.  

Apart from caring efforts by the community, school or social services, or apart 

from various  control measures, I believ e we should also develop institutional and 

personal competences.  We should look for new forms to motivate pupils, to 

balance their workload, learn better  the needs of children, and seek development 

of conflict management skills. In other words,  we need to create the conditions at 

school to show to children that they are welcome there  and that they may feel 

safe there, rather than forcefully make them return to school. We  should 

remember as often as possible that the modern school is much more than a place  

m erely for teaching, but rather an institution intended for upbringing a young 

human being ï a future active citizen.  
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Vilija Targamadzƍ  

Vilija Targamadzƍ is president of the Lithuanian Council of Education  

Vilija Targamadzƍ insists on the 

fact that this conference on 

early school leaving is 

organized during the year of 

doctor Meilutƍ Lukġienƍ.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meilutƍ Julija LukġienƍïMatjoġaitytƍ (August 20, 1913 Vienna, Austria -  October 

16, 2009 Vilnius, Lithuania) was a Lithuanian c ultural historian and activist . The 

significance of her works proves M. Lukġienƍ to be a scholar of European 

orientation and global level; a personality, who has significantly contributed to 

the development of democratic society and modern education. The c elebration of 

the 100th anniversary of the birth of Meilƍ Lukġienƍ highlight s the role of culture 

in education. Her contributions are important in raising cultural awareness with 

modernization of education and social justice, and continue to influence 

deve lopment of education, science, and culture in Lithuania.  She always stressed 

the importance of the maturity of the child.  

Today, the rate of early school l eaving in Lithuania is óonlyô 7 %, which is lower 

than the EU average.  For a small country, however, this figure is high; every child 

within  this figure is a person who will have difficulties in f inding his place in this 

world, in ac quiring the necesseray skills to be employed and to adapt to todayôs 

world.  

We lack emphasis on educatio n systems that bene fit people. Nowadays, often 

people seem to serve the systems. This is a methodological error: systems are 

created to benefit people. As EUNEC is no t an institution  with much regulations, 

this conference can be of help to search  for best scenarios, applicable in the 

domestic situations of the present countries.  
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A holistic approach to early 

school leaving prevention in 

Europe:  

Key strategic priorities for 

system level development  

 

Paul Downes   

Dr. Paul Downes is  the Coordinator of the 

Educational Disadvantage Centre at St. Patrickôs 

College, Drumcondra and Senior Lecturer in 

Psychology.  

 

 

 

Dr. Downes obtained his Ph.D., Psychology, and Law degrees from Trinity College 

Dublin and has received a number of academic awards there, including the 

Butterworth (Ireland) Prize for Law, the Graduate Memorial Prize for Psychology, 

and is a TCD scholar of Law through the TCD Foundation Scholarship Exam. In 

2001 he joined the lecturing staff at St. Patrick's College, d irecting the 

Educational Disadvantage Centre at the College since 2004. He was appointed as 

a Senior Lecturer in 2007.  

His research interests are in early school leaving, drug prevention, community 

psychology, educational disadvantage, cross -cultural psych ology, life - long 

learning and access to education.  

With the European Commission, Directorate -General for Education and Culture, 

as well as Directorate -General for Research, Dr. Downes has been involved in a 

number of expert advisory roles in the areas of social inequalities, early school 
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leaving and lifelong learning. He was also member of the Irish Senate and 

Parliament Expert Advisory Group for its 2010 study on early school leaving  

Currently he is a Thematic Expert Advisor to EU URBACT initiative, PREVE NT 

project, for its 10 city research project on early school leaving and family support 

(2012 -2014). Dr. Downes is also Associated Expert of The European Institute of 

Education and Social Policy; and Member of European Commission Network of 

Experts on Soci al Aspects of Education and Training (NESET).  

 

The presentation of Dr. Downes  is structured along four axes:  

× Beyond óineffective policiesô: Moving from an Individualistic to a Syst em 

Blockage Focus  

× Beyond the OECDôs 10 Steps to Equity in Education: The Neglected 

Shadow of Emotions for E arly School Leaving  Prevention -  óItôs the heart 

stupidô 

× óBeyond a patchworkô approach of System Fragmentation in National 

Policies to Early School Leaving  

× A Strategic Systemic Approach to Early School Leaving  Prevention ï 

Structural Indicators  

 

Moving from an individualistic to a system blockage 

focus  

 

1.  Overcoming system blockages in communication: professional 

development for teacher conflict resolution skills and cultural 

competence/diversity training  

Rumberger (2004) argues that it is important to study drop -out and completion 

not only from an individual perspective, but also within an institutional 

perspective.  We need to look at institutions and systems, not only at persons.  

Key results observed in TALIS (OECD 2009) include that o ne teacher in four in 

most countries loses at least 30% of the lesson time, and some lose more than 

half, in disruptions and administrative tasks ï and this is closely associated with 

classroom disciplinary climate, which varies more among in dividual teachers than 

among schools . 

Studies examine further this theme. Pyhältö et al. (2010) Finland, conclude that 

óunjustified and authoritarian behaviour that undermined pupilôs agency was 

considered as a source of burden, anxiety, and angerô (518  st udents, 9th grade, 6 

schools).  
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In Poland (CBOS 2006), a national survey of 3,085 students, 900 teachers and 

554 pare nts, across 150 schools reveals that:  

× Concerning conflict with teachers, a clear difference between primary and 

postprimary students emerged . 33% of students had at least one conflict 

with a teacher in a school year in primary school, 52% in gymnasium and 

54% in post -gymnasium.  

× Experience of school violence from teachers towards students was 

reported directly as being hit or knocked over by 6% of students with 13% 

reporting having observed this occur for others. Teachersô use of offensive 

language towards students was reported by 16% as having been 

experienced directly individually and 28% as observed towards other 

students.  

This is cleary an issue of teachers not coping. Teachers need more professional 

system support.  

This also appears in Malta. Cefai & Cooper (2010), in the Malta review of 

qualitative research: óthe autocratic and rigid behaviour management approach 

adopted  by many teachers in their response to misbehaviour. Their blaming and 

punitive approach was seen in many cases as leading to a n exacerbation of the 

problem. It  looks that perceived victimiz ation by teachers was more prevalent 

and had more impact than vict imization and bullying by peersô.  

Again, the issue is raised of teachers who are ruling by fear themselves. This is a 

system block age  in communication that requires a system level approach.  We 

cannot have a hate -based or a fear -based approach in our schoo ls. If we do, 

students will walk away from the system.  

There is a large body of international evidence for the importance of warm 

welcoming relations.  

A wide range  of US longitudinal studies provide evidence that a teacherôs report 

of a warm supportive r elationship with a student has positive effects on 

elementary studentsô behavioral and academic adjustment  (Curby, Rimm-

Kaufman, & Ponitz, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001;  Hughes, Cavell, & Jackson, 

1999; Ladd, Birch, & Buhs, 1999; Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 2 003; OôConnor & 

McCartney, 2007; Valiente, Lemery -Chalfant, Swanson, & Reiser, 2008).  

We see a contrast in primary and post -primary systems of communication. In 

Dublin, Ireland , a  survey (Downes et al., 2006) of students in 4 primary (n=230) 

and 2 secondar y schools (n=162) reveals that  

× Approximately 74% of pupils at primary level (6th class) and 55% of 

students at secondary level (first year) stated that they are treated fairly 

by teachers in school.  

× Approximately 15% of pupils at primary level (6th class) state that they 

are not treated fairly by teachers in school, whereas 25% of students at 
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secondary level (first year) state that they are not treated fairly by 

teachers in school.  

These differences between 6th class primary and 1st year secondary are 

statistically significant.  We need to mak e sure that there is consistency  in 

communication  approaches  in the transition from primary and post -primary 

education.  

It has to be emphasized that there is larg e consensus in international research.  

In the EU Commission public consultation óSchools for the 21st centuryô, 

classroom management strategies were raised as an issue needing to be better 

addresse d by teacher initial education.  

Modifications that appear t o have merit according to WHO (2012) include:  

× establishing a caring atmosphere that promotes autonomy;  

× providing positive feedback;  

× not publicly humiliating students who perform poorly;  

× identifying and promoting young peopleôs special interests and skills to 

acknowledge that schools value the diversity they bring . 

A taecher, in some ways, is a manager in the clasroom. We do not accept that 

adults in the workplace work in an environment where their boss tells them in 

public that they are no -goods. Why  do we expect, for a number of our young 

people, that they are motivated if they are told in front of the rest of the class 

that they are no -goods? Why do we accep t this kind of demotivating approaches 

towards pupils in schools that would not be accepted f or any communication with 

adults in enterprises?  

This is a minority of teachers, but the approach is leading to alienation, and to 

school leaving.  

The findings are confirmed by some more qualitative research results.  

× Estonia  

A school principal fro m the Estonian national report:  ñschools can create 

circumstances where unwanted students feel that they have to leaveé and they 

do...ò (Tamm & Saar 2010, in Downes 2011).  

× Lithuania  

The secondary education system in Lithuania according to a school management 

rep resentative:  ñThe attitudes towards students have to change and then they 

will feel better at schools. [...] at the moment students are selected under the 

criteria Ăgoodñ and Ăbadñ and those who get the Ăbadñ label do not want to stay 

at such school ï they  leave itò (Taljunaite et al 2010, in Downes 2011).  Labe ling 

is a demotivating approach, internalizing an identity of failure.  
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A positive school climate can be created at classroom and school levels. In the 

classroom, teachers must be adequately prepared and motivated to meet 

studentsô needs through sensitive and responsive pedagogical interactions 

(Danielsen et al 2010).  Strategies and approaches to achieve a positive 

developmental atmosphere in schools are recommended for pre -  and in -service 

teacher trai ning  (Jourdan et al. 2008).  

A student, experiencing teachers shouting at her, witnessed: t here is no sunlight 

in my  school.  The key issue is how to find strategies to bring sunlight into the 

schools.  

Some similar quotes from students participating in th e Irish study:  

× ñI canôt wait to leave, I would leave tomorrow if I had the choice because I 

get picked on by a teacherò 

× ñNow some (teachers) think they own the schoolò (Downes and Muansell 

2007)  

These are some quotes from Downesô (2004) student centered research in 

Ballyfermot, Dublin (12 focus groups and 173 questionnaire responses from 

secondary students):  

× ñHave anger management courses for teachersò (female, focus group):  

× ñThe teachers shouting at you. That makes me really, really downò (Age 

13, F)  

× ñIf the teachers didnôt roar at youò (Age 13, F) 

× ñHave an equal teaching system and sack ignorant snobby teachersévery 

harsh teachers usually make me stay out of schoolò (Age 16, M) 

Magriôs (2009) study of girls aged 12-16 in the Inner Harbour of Valetta and 

Northern regions of Malta illustrates this theme of alienation through 

authoritarian teaching:  

× ñI remember very clearly phrases from my teacher such as; óyou should 

really be in t he B classô, or óthis is above your levelô. I felt incompetent 

compared to the other students and was very much aware of how happier 

I was in my previous class.ò   

× ñDisastrous, because they expect everything the way they want it. I 

cannot take it when they  start shouting. They start shouting as soon as 

you utter a wordò.   

× ñItôs not the subject that I donôt like, itôs the teacheré she starts shouting 

in your faceò 

This notion of the hostile teacher not coping is not a problem at the individual 

level, but and system level, and therefore requires system level support.  

Acknowledged subsequently in the Council Recommendation (2011), the 

Commission Proposal for a Counci l Recommendation in relation to early school 

leaving further highlighted this issue of te acher professional development:  
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ñTargeted teacher training helps them to deal with diversity in the classroom, to 

support pupils from socially disadvantaged background s and to solve difficult 

teaching situations ò (p. 12).  

The issue is thus addressed at EU level.  But will it be transferred sysematically 

into national strategies  and policies ? There is an emerging European and 

international consensus ï not only that teach ers need more support regarding 

conflict resolution skills, classroom management techniques and assistance in 

fostering a positive classroom and school climate ï but also that these are key 

protective factors in prev ention of early school leaving. ( Downes (2013 ))  

Implementation i ssues  

Even where teacher professional development is required and implemented, the 

focus is often more on the subject. This is a missed opportunity.  

In Slovenia teachers are formally entitled to 5 days y early for in -service training. 

However, it appears from the information collected by our interviews that in -

service training is primarily meant for the improvement of professional 

competences while more soft skills needed for conflict solving, participativ e 

learning appear to be more related to individual personality (Ivanļiļ et al., 2010, 

in Downes 2011).  

The TALIS study (OECD 2009) observes an extremely wide variation in teacher 

participation in continuing professional development across countries.  

Downes  (2013): ñThe danger exists that it is precisely those teachers who may be 

most resistant to professional development for conflict resolution skills who need 

them most; this applies a fortiori if there is no specific requirement or incentive 

provided  to do  soò.  And: ñIt is important to emphasize that it is not a matter of 

shifting blame from student to teacher; it is about going beyond an individual 

blame type of focus to a systemic oneò.  

Implementation i ssues: Need fo r Transparent System of Quality  

Lithuanian [secondary] school management interviewee on teacher prof essional 

development generally:  

ñI think it is a waste of money. It is a huge political fiction...Speaking about this 

centre ï itós more money making than real knowledge. There are a lot of courses 

where teachers come the first and the last day. On Monday they come to this 

centre to register and pay for the courses, and on Friday they come and get the 

certificate. The course fee is usually paid (or is later reimbursed) by the school. 

Thereós no test, no final examination. Just for being on the list of participants one 

gets a certificate. Teachers need a certificate, the centre needs money and it is a 

vicious circle ï wasting money. Hundreds of people are paid by the centre and 

they say that salaries of teachers are low ï teachers should get that money, not 

this Centreò (Taljunaite et al., 2010, in Downes 2011). 
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Cultural competence and staff  from stakeholder groups ï Access to Teaching 

Profession for Dive rse Social Groups (Downes 2011)  

There is an increasing call for what is called cultural competence across the health 

professions, and teaching is a health profession; Lieberman et al (2011) note 

that, 'The shortage of infant mental health providers from minority groups has a 

particularly negat ive impact on immigrant and minority children and families, who 

need interventions that are provided in their native language by practitioners who 

understand their cultural values and childrearing practices'  We need practitioners 

who understand the culture  of the minority groups. This raises the issue of access 

to the teaching profession for diverse ethnic and social groups. Strategies are 

needed to make sure that the teaching  profession is representative of  the 

population.  

 

2.  Overcoming system blockages through a systemic focus rather 

than mainly individual risk factors focus. Moving to a systemic 

focus informed by more policy relevant research.  

Some concerns related to research on early school leaving ask for caution.  

International research on identifyin g individual risk factors typically fails to 

analy ze the mediating variable of system support s, i.e., services to prevent early 

school leaving , state supports available for students in schools or community (cf. 

Cederberg & Hartsmar (2013), Scandinavia: Tho se who were considering 

dropping out, but changed their mind, reported that they did so after advice from 

a teacher or a social worker) .  Risk factors do not exist in a vacuum.  

Much of research on early school leaving focuses on correlations, which is not t he 

same as causes.  

Similarly, a lot of research is problem focused, not solution focused. A focus 

overwhelmingly on individual early school leaving  risks is not solution focused, 

simply problem focused: a solution focused approach includes an awareness of  

risk factors but is not limited to simply stopping risks . 

Risk factors are decontextualised stories (see also Bruner 2002), they may lack 

transferability through problem of ecological validity (Bronfenbrenner 1979) to 

other cultures/contexts . When we look  at risk factors, it has to be done within a 

wider framework of system support.  

A focus is needed on silent background enabling conditions for helping young 

people stay in school ï not only individual protective factors but also system level 

protective fac tors, supportive systems . 

Risk factors can lack policy relevance without a focus on how changeable they are 

and how they can be changed to protective factors at a system level . 
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Another concern with research on early school leaving, is that r isk factors are  

seen as static traits of those likely to leave school early .  Trait  based psychology 

is highly limited, peopleôs motivations are dynamic and situational, and they live 

in dynamic developmental contexts . Try to fix static traits is simplifying.  

Policies need to  move from a models of good practice approach to extracting key 

structural and process features of such good practice models (Downes 2013b) ï 

rather than simply attempting to transfer a whole model from one complex 

context to another . Good practices cannot be simply transferred, given their 

sensitivity ot the cultural context.  

Theoretical Framework fo r Understanding System Blockage  

The theoretical framework adopted draws back on Bronfenbrenner (1979), who 

neglected system blockages, diametric splits and displacement (Downes 2013) .  

It also draws back on Foucault ôs idea (1972) described a s a  fundamental 

óstructure of exclusionô: A system blockage focus examines ways of overcoming 

system structures of exclusion, system level diametric splits in communica tion 

and structures (Downes 2012, 2013) . We should move to a focus on óresilience 

fostering systemsô to neutralize risk factors . We need to try to stop systems of 

exclusion and move to systems that can protect.  

 

3.  Overcoming system blockages: Beyond intergenerational splits in 

policy to lifewide community lifelong centres to engage ethnic 

minorities such as Roma.  

An insteresting example illustrating an intergenerational vision is the approach of 

the Balkan Sunflowers NGO in Fushë Kosova. Fushe Kosova hosts the largest 

Learning Center within the BSF Learning Center Network. Serving approximately 

300 children daily, the center is staffed by seven facilitators and thirty - five tutors.  

The center has programs both in Albanian and Serbian languages. Fushe Kosova 

Learning Center provides early childhood, elementary and secondary educational 

programming as well as additional support for staff currently enrolled in  

secondary school and college. Fushe Kosova also has a womenôs literacy program 

enabling a group of committed women to learn to read and write. The Center 

opened in April 2008 for homework help and the language club, began the 

preschool in June 2008, and the womenôs literacy program in April 2009.  

The NGO has thus set up a number of community lifelong centers where they 

have the children and the mothers attending the same c ourses. The f act that the 

mothers are going to the same buildings as the children was a huge motivation 

for both.  
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This is a good example of an intergenerational ed ucation strategy, a lifewide 

approach of community learning, moving beyond blockages of split at a system 

level.  

Figures below show important gains in attendance, enrolment and success.  

Since the opening of the Balkan Sunflowers Learning Center in Fushe K osova in 

April 2008, the number of children from the communities served  quitting school ï 

during primary school! ï has fallen from 120 for the 2007 -2008 school year to 14 

during the 2009 -2010 school year. While this is most dramatic in Fushe Kosova, 

as this  is BSFôs largest center, a similar story is also true in the other Learning 

Center towns: Gracanica, Plemetina and Shtime.  

Primary school enrolment has more than tripled in Gracanica since the Centreôs 

opening in 2004 from 25 to 85 children.  

 

 

 

 

None of  the children attending Gracanica Learning Centre dropped out of primary 

school in 2010, while only one child in Plemetina dropped out of school that year. 

75% of all registered Roma children in Plemetina attend the Learning Centre, 

while girlsô school attendance has increased and there are currently 58 girls in 

primary school .  

 

4.  Overcoming system blockages in communication: student voices to 

be systematically consulted in policy and p ractice across EU  

The EU has issued excellent documents on early school le aving, but with an 

important gap: the lack of focus on the voices of the pupils. Pupils should not only 

be the objects of policy, but have to be consulted  about what why they are 

leaving school , and not only after having dropped out.  

In Iceland, Brigisdottir (2013) highlights a process of communication with those 

dropping out from school, whereby the students are interviewed individually by 

an education Ministry official to find out why they are leaving school early. Yet 

this dialogue with students arguably comes too late in the process and needs 

systematic expression at a range of earlier stages as part of a Europe -wide 

prevention focus (Downes 2013) .  

This consultation of the child is not just some optional bonus, it is a right, writ ten  

down in  ar ticle 12 (1) of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child which 

declares: óStates Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or 
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her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the 

child, t he views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age 

and maturity of the childô. Childrenôs voices are largely absent from US research 

as they have not ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child . 

 

The n egl ected shadow of emoti ons for early school 

leaving p revention -  óItôs the heart stupidô 

 

A mental health/emotional support and early intervention focus 

for national ESL strategies ï depression, trauma, bullying, school 

climate, family support outreach, substance abuse preventio n, fear 

of failure/success  

A more intensive focus is needed on the interconnected issues of depression, 

poverty, school climate, family support outreach. In a lot of countries, there is a 

ónon not doingô approach: it is not that  nothing is happening, but policies are not 

strategic and systematic.  

Poverty impacts on mental health, mental health impacts on early school leaving  

A wide range of international research recognizes the effects of poverty on mental 

health and on the school success.  

Mental health issues, including depression , anxiety, disruptive behaviour 

disorders, eating disorders, or post - traumatic stress  disorder s, can negatively 

impact on a childôs school success, as  well as general well-being (Kessler 2009; 

World Health  Organization 2003).  

Children living in low - inco me families are especially vulnerable to mental health 

difficulties (Annie E. Casey Foundation 2009; US Department of Health and 

Human Services 2001).   

Early interventions that aim at enhancing student mental health and sense of 

mastery could be instrument al in preventing premature school exit, as they are 

likely to increase academic engagement (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 

2006; Christenson & Thurlow, 2004).  

Quiroga  et al. (2013) conclude, based on a high - risk longitudinal sample (2000 ï 

2006) of  French -speaking adolescents living in Montreal recruited from two 

suburban secondary schools ranked by the Ministry of Education of Quebec (MEQ) 

in the three lowest deciles of socioeconomic status (SES) according to motherôs 

education and parental employment (493 participants,228 girls and 265 boys) 

that depression scores were negatively correlated with self -perceived academic 

competence but not with self - reported academic achievement.  D epression 

symptoms at the beginning of se condary school are related to higher drop -out 
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mainly by being associated with pessimistic views about the likelihood to reach 

desired school outcomes; student negative self -beliefs are in turn related to lower 

self - reported academic performance and predict  a higher risk of dropping out. 

These findings emphasize that the connection between early depression and 

leaving school without qualifications is mostly indirect, as it is accounted for by 

achievement - related self -perceptions.  I nterventions that target st udent mental 

health and negative self -perceptions are likel y to improve dropout prevention . 

Even apart from poverty related depression, emotional distress contr ibutes to 

early school leaving  

A troubling number of adolescents are showing serious emotional d istress and 

depression symptoms are at risk for school failure and dropout (Quiroga, Janosz, 

Lyons, & Morin, 2012; Thompson, Moody, & Eggert, 1994; Wagner, Kutash, 

Duchnowski, Epstein, & Sumi, 2005).  

A meta -analysis of 28 longitudinal studies found that b ullying doubled the risk for 

depression an average of 7 years later, even after controlling for numerous other 

risk factors (Ttofi, Farringon, Lösel,& Loeber, 2011).   Bullying and depression are 

interconnected issues, both re levant for early school leaving  prevention.  

Emotional trauma (bereavement, rape, sexual abuse, bullying, family break up, 

sleep related problems) ï supports needed to prevent early school leaving  

Irish Parliament and Senate present in their óReport on early school leaving ô 

(2010) c ase studies of those who left school early due to trauma factors of rape, 

bereavement, sexual abuse. It is important that emotional trauma is recognized 

to be a big issue for the prevention of early school leaving.  

Evidence suggests that the emotional supp ort needs of withdrawn students, who 

are at risk of early school leaving, may be missed by teachers compared with 

those students displaying and externalising problems through aggre ssion (Doll 

1996; Downes 2004).  

Quotes from Downes & Maunsell (2007):  

× ñWhy do you think some people are dying ? Because there is no one to 

talk toò  

× ñWe should do more personal developmentò  

× ñGirls slit their wristsò  

× ñGirls take tablets and slice their wristsò  

× ñGirls sleeping around to hurt themselves, other ways instead of slitting 

wristsò  

It is vital that pupils should feel that they have someone from the system on their 

side, someone to talk to.  

Multiple domains intervention needed for bullying prevention success ï a risk 

factor for early school leaving  
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Intervening at one level is not sufficient.  

Pervasive teasing and bullying in a school may lead to disengagement and 

avoidance of school, distraction and inattentiveness in th e classroom, and, 

ultimately, poorer academic performance (Juvonen, Wang, & Espi noza, 2011; 

Lacey & Cornell, 2011; Mehta et al., in press).  

Swearer et al (2010) conclude from th eir international review that b ullying will be 

reduced and/or stopped when prevention and intervention programs target the 

complexity of individual, peer, scho ol, family, and community con texts in which 

bullying unfolds.  

School Climate, Teasing, Bullying  

This issue was addressed in a recent study by Cornell et al. The first point they 

noted is that poverty has a direct impact on early school leaving. A  one stand ard 

deviation increase in school - level pove rty was associated with a 16.7% increase 

in drop -out rates, holding all other variables constant. (Cornell et al. (2013) ).  

Notably, one standard deviation increases in student and teacher - reported 

óPrevalence of Teasing and Bullying ô were associated with 16.5% and 10.8% 

increases in drop -out counts, respectively, holdin g all other variables constant.  

For Cornell, being in an environment where teasing is part of the negative 

atmosphere, the óschool without sunlight ô, is an important factor influencing early 

school leaving, even if the pupil is not personally teased or bullied.   

A basic conclusion from the  study is that the prevalence of teasing and b ullying  in 

high schools deserves serious consideration by educator s in addressing the 

problem of drop -out. In a sample of 276 high schools, the level of teasing and 

bullying reported by both ninth -grade students and teachers was predictive of 

cumulative drop -out counts over 4 years after the cohort reached 12th grade.  

This is, again, a correlational finding, but supported by qualitative research. 

Although a correlational study cannot demonstrat e a causal effect, these findings 

are consistent with the hypothesis that a climate of teasing and bullying exerts a 

negative inf luence on students that contributes to the decision to drop out of 

school.  

And more conclusions from Cornell  et al. (2013) : Because educators are often 

concerned about the impact of student poverty and academic capability on drop -

out rates in their schools , these findings suggest that a climate of teasing and 

bullying in the school also deserves consideration. Notably, the increased drop -

out count that was associated with prevalence of teasing and b ullying was quite 

similar to the increases that  were assoc iated with FRPM (Free and Reduced Price 

Meals ), poverty and academic failure . 

Cornell et al. (2013) note that drop -out programs often focus too narrowly on 

changes in individual students, without considering broa der peer and school 

influences.  
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Cornell et al. (2013) : T easing and bullying may be a neglected source of decay to 

the social capital of schools that generates an atmosphere of mistrust and 

alienation, animosity and fear that ultimately pushes students to abando n their 

educational aspirations . 

Teach ers and principals consistently underestimate levels of school bullying 

(Tattum 1997; Downes 2004, see also Young, Glogowska & Locky er 2007 on 

related divergences), whereas dialogue with the students will tell what is really 

happening.  

Estonian School man agement interviewee : ñThe majority of those who have 

dropped out of or left their previous school are lower secondary students. They 

had conflicts with teachers or other problems and could not continue in their old 

schoolò (Tamm & Saar, 2010, in Downes 20 11)  

There is thus the need for a combined universal prevention focus (school wide, 

curriculum), selected prevention focus (groups of students in classes of high 

levels of bullying/teasing) and indicated prevention focus (intensive emotional 

support work for chronic level bullies and victims) .  

Sleep aspects linked to academic achievement, mental health  

This is again a ne glected area obviously affecting  motivation and academic 

performances.  

Taras & Potts -Datema (2005) note that most children need at least 9  hours of 

restful sleep  each night and conclude that t he preponder ance of literature that 

recogniz es the detrimental effects of sleep disorders is astounding and perhaps 

not fully appreciated among many primary care providers, school hea lth 

professionals a nd educators.  

Other research has shown that adolescents require at least 8.5 hours of sleep per 

night and more appropriately 9.25 hours of sleep (Carskadon et al., 1980). A 

review by Blunden et al (2001) of 13 articles demonstrated that reduced 

attention, memory, intelligence and increased problematic behaviour resulted 

from sleep - related obstructive breathing. Other international studies have shown 

a relationship between insufficient sleep and lowered academic performance 

(Allen, 1992; Kowalski & Allen, 19 95; Schuller, 1994; Wolfson & Carskadon, 

1996, 1998).  
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Downes and Maunsell (2007) asked pupils at what time they usually go to sleep 

on a weekday. Many of the students donôt have enough sleep.  

 

Bridging health and edu cation (Downes & Gilligan 2007)  

We expect from the policy makers to look for a bridge between health and 

education. Simply reframing school drop -out as a health issue has the potential to 

bring new players into the effort ð parents, health institutions, young people, 

civil rights groups ð and to encourage public officials to think of the drop -out 

problem as central to community health and as a long - term solution beneficial to 

population health (Freudenberg and Ruglis 2007)  

Family support Outreach for emotional and practical supports  

Progr ammes are neede d to engage with the  families, with the involvement of 

professionals they trust.  

The Familiscope Morning Programme  is an intervention used to support children 

with chronic absenteeism. It is a 

family outreach programme set up in 

a socially disadvantaged area of 

Dublin, addressing the chronic need 

level.  
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It involves:  

× supporting parents to implement appropriate morning and night time 

routines  

× monitoring and tracking childrenôs attendance  

× offering practical support and advice to parents to overcome the issue  

× rewarding children for improved school attendance  

× promoting an awareness of the link between poor school attendance and 

early school lea ving  

× resolving transport issues  

× engaging the necessary outside supports to benefit the child.  

The child welfare w orker will regularly call to the childôs home to  

× support the parent i mplement morning time routines  

× enable the breakfast, uni form and schoolbag preparation  

× ensure the child gets to school on time  

× support the parent to be firm and follow through when a child is school 

refusing.  

Work is also carried out with the parents to support the m with night - time routines 

i.e. homework and bedtimes. T he child welfare w orker wi ll often transport the 

child to school or arrange for the child to take the school bus when available.  

The ultimate goal is to improve school attendance for children living in families 

that are often quite chaotic. Long term the g oal is to pass these skills to the 

parents and children so they will no longer require support. Children who are 

consistently absent in their earl y school years rarely catch up.  

Gains are significant. It was observed that 16 out of 19 children on Familisco peôs 

Morning Programme  demonstrably improved their school attendance. 3 out of 19 

did not improve attendance.  

Challenging fatalism and sustance abuse  

Fatalism is the feeling tha t  nothing can be done. Fatalism is the killing of hope. 

ñHope was an instinct only the reasoning human mind could kill. An animal never 

knew despair.ò (Graham Greene). Fatalism is a factor that is often 

underestimated.  

Strategies are needed  to challenge fatalism which is a risk factor for drug use and 

other self -harming behaviour, i ncluding a fatalism associated with early school 

leaving (Kalichman et al. 2000, Downes 2003; Ivers, McLoughlin & Downes 

2010) , even if government departments usually are not interconnected.  

OôConnell & Sheikh (2009) explored non-academic (non -cognitive) f actors in early 

school leaving and found strong correlations with smoking and with lack of daily 

school preparation for early school leaving in a sample of over 25,000 8th grade 

US students from over 1,000 schools . 
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Fear of failure ï Internaliz ing a failure  identity  

Pupils are afraid to try, because they are afraid of failing.  

There is need for emotional supports a nd public ceremonies to recogniz e 

achievement (Hegarty 2007; Ecorys 2013) .  

A wide range of educational theorists and ed ucational psychologists recogniz e the 

danger of labelling students as failures (e.g. Merrett 1986; Glasser 1969; 

Warnock 1977; Handy & Aitken 1990; Jimerson 1997; Kellaghan et al 1995; 

MacDevitt 1998; Kelly 1999; Downes 2003) .  

Fear of succes  

Other pupils show fear of success: the y are afraid of doing well, of standing out 

from the crowd, because this could make them loose their friends.  

Ivers, J. & Downes, P (2012) published  óA phenomenological reinterpretation of 

Horner's fear of success in terms of social class ô.  (European Journ al of Psychology 

of Education, Vol 27, Number 3, 369 -388 ).  

Suldo et al., (2010) discuss the supports needed for provision of óa continuum of 

tiered intervention services, including prevention and universal intervention (e.g., 

school wide positive behavior al supports, school climate promotion), targeted 

interventions for students at risk (e.g., social skills and anger management 

groups, classroom management strategies), and intensive individualized 

interventions with community support (e.g., therapy, implem entation of behavior 

intervention plans) in schoolsô.  

 

Beyond a patchwork approach of system fragmentation 

in national p olicies to early school l eaving  

 

1.  Clarity on which prevention levels the service is targeting  

The three widely recognized prevention approaches in public health are:  

UNIVERSAL, SELECTED and INDICATED prevention (Burkhart 2004; Reinke et al., 

2009).  

× UNIVERSAL prevention applies to school, classroom and community -wide 

systems for all students and th eir families   (e.g. teacher conflict 

resolution skills, whole school bullying prevention approaches engaging all 

families).  

× SELECTED prevention targets specialized groups of students at risk of 

early school leaving and their families (e.g. some family sup port 
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programmes can work more efficiently at a group level than simply 

individually for families in need but not at chronic need levels).  

× INDICATED prevention engages in specialized, individualized systems for 

students with high risk of early school leavin g and their families. 

INDICATED prevention looks at the chronic need level and requires more 

than afterschool homework support approach (Downes et al 2006), more 

than ómentorsô to more complex emotional and academic supports.  

The VaSkooli project in theTur ku and Salo regions of South -West Finland 

acknowledges the ódifficulties in reaching the youngsters and their families, who 

do not participate in any of the special services provided by the sub -projectsô 

(Ahola & Kivela 2007).  

ALL 3 levels need to be focused on in a  national and regional strategy.  

 

2.  From multiple agencies to  cohesive multidisciplinary teams  

This is a second level of going beyond the patchwork, that may require a 

restructuring of agencies, working towards common goals within a much more 

cohesive strategy.  

The Alliances for Inclusion report (Edwards & Downes 2013) reviewed the 

enabling conditi ons for the effectiveness of multidisciplinary teams and 

crosssectoral approaches for early school leaving prevention, building on 16 

exampl es from 10 European countries.  

× A policy focus is needed to go beyond multiple agencies.  

× Need to minimiz e fragmentat ion across diverse services ópassing on bits of 

the childô and family (Edwards & Downes 2013).  

× The multi - faceted nature of risk requires a multi - faceted response that 

needs to go beyond referrals to disparate services resulting in this ópassing 

on bits of the childô.  

× For genuine interprofessional collaboration for early school leaving 

prevention, for example, between schools and multidisciplinary teams of 

outreach care workers, therapists/counsellors, nurses, speech and 

language therapists, social workers, occupational  therapists, policy - led co -

location is not sufficient. Efforts are needed to support inter -professional 

collaborations and overcome resistance. It is not enough just to designate 

a desk for these services in schools.   

× There is a need to focus on intervent ions across multiple domains (e.g., 

family, school, groups, individual, community, see also Reinke et alôs 2009 

review of US combined school and family interventions) with a focus on 

system change (institutions and environment), as well as individual 

chang e. 

× There is not one single generaliz able ideal model or specific list of 

disciplinary professionals but a European framework of key structural 
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indicators could be established to guide such models. Such indicators 

could include addressing issues such as a) a continuum of care, b) 

stakeholder representation for distinct marginalised groups that are being 

sought to be reached, c) specific implementation plans for bullying 

prevention, c) specific alternatives to suspension and expulsion from 

school, d) an outre ach strategy for supporting marginalised families, e) 

teacher professional development for conflict resolution and diversity 

skills.  

× Need to focus o n direct delivery and to minimiz e ócommittee sittingô 

(Downes 2013a)  

× To adopt a multifaceted approach via mu lti -disciplinarity through either 

one team or two collaborating agencies as a common direct delivery 

network (Downes 2013a)  

× A focus is needed on expanding the multi -disciplinarity of existing teams 

(2 agencies or one team) in a local area, bridging (mental ) health and 

education expertise . 

Prevention and early intervention focus  

× To engage directly with problems related to early school leaving, for 

example nonattendance, trauma, bullying, mental health difficulties, 

language development, parental support, sleep deficits, risk of substance 

misuse, suspension/expulsion, conflict with teachers . 

× Outreach work to r each most marginaliz ed families.  

× Each family has one ólead professionalô to link them with others (Edwards 

& Downes 2013a)  

Field et alôs (2007, p.97) OECD study illustrates the Finnish approach of adopting 

a multidisciplinary team as part of a continuum of interventions in schools. These 

include professionals from outside the school, such as a psychologist and social 

worker, together with the schoolôs counsellor, the special needs teacher  and 

classroom teacher.  

However, a major issue of the need for confidentiality has been highlighted in a 

range of student centred research in Ireland, with relevance for the needs of 

potential early school leavers in the context of multidisciplinary teams (Downes 

2004; Downes et al., 2006; Downes & Maunsell 2007; Mellin et al 2011).   

 

3.  Alternatives to suspension/expulsion to stop diametrically 

opposing strategic approaches  

This point reveals an absurdity of the system. It is incredible that we have, at one 

side, many professionals trying to keep pupils in the system, aiming at preventing 

early school leaving (it is a EU headline target!). And yet, at the other side, in a 

number of countries, we have high levels of suspen sion and expulsion. Two parts 
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of the system are engaging in diametrically opposing strategic approaches. We 

need to work towards system level alternatives for suspension and exclusion.  

Suspension rates themselves are predictive of drop -out rates (T. Lee,  Cornell, 

Gregory & Fan, 2011).  

An English study by Rennison et al., (2005) found that young people in the NEET 

[Not in Education, Employment or Training] group were over three times more 

likely previously to have been excluded from school than young people overall.  

In Polish national research (CBOS 2006), being put outside the classroom was a 

sanction experienced by 15% of students, with 53% observin g this as occurring 

for others.  

The Irish post -primary figure of 5% for suspension, applied to the total popul ation 

of 332,407 students equates to well over 16,000 students suspended from post -

primary schools in 2005/6 (ERC/NEWB 2010).  

A multidisciplinary team plays a key role in devising alternative strategies to 

suspension in this  example from a Russian school: The school does not practice 

expulsion or suspension of students. Instead, the psychological support service 

team regularly conducts preventive meetings and conversations with students 

who have discipline or study problems. Each school has a Preventive Cou ncil 

aimed at dealing with óproblemô students...Use of preventive measures as an 

alternative to expulsion shows that the school staff aims to keep as many 

students at risk of early leaving at school as possible (Kozlovskiy, Khokhlova & 

Veits 2010).  

A longi tudinal study by Markussen et al (2011) following a sample of 9,749 

Norwegian students over a five -year period, out of compulsory education and 

th rough upper secondary education, reveals that: ñThe higher the students 

scored on an index measuring deviant b ehavior, the higher their probability of 

early leavi ng as compared to completingò. And: ñStudents with high scores on an 

index measuring seriously deviant behavior were in fact less likely to leave early 

than students with low scores on this index. This la st finding is explained by the 

extra resources, support and attention these students are provided with, making 

it less probable for them to leaveò. 

Significantly, an overall reduction in suspensions through Behavioural 

Interventions and Supports (PBIS) has  also been observed in the US (Bradshaw, 

Mitchell & Leaf 2008), thereby indicating a direct benefit for early school leaving 

prevention.  

Language dimension to disruptive behaviour/suspension needs to be addressed  

Rates of language impairment reach 24% to 65% in samples of children identified 

as exhibiting disruptive behaviours (Benasich, Curtiss, & Tallal, 1993),and 59% to 

80% of preschool -  and school -age children identified as exhibiting disruptive 
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behaviours also  exhibit language delays (Beitchman, Nair, Clegg, Ferguson, & 

Patel, 1996; Brinton & Fujiki, 1993; Stevenson, Richman, & Graham, 1985).  

 

4.  Anticipat ing territoriality  

Local rivalries across municipalities and schools can be an obstacle to sharing of 

good p ractice, especially in a recession ï to claim  resources and credit for gains.  

Tensions between schools and community, in cluding community professionals, 

are also an obstacle to sharing of good practice.  

Physical location of community service needs to be i n a neutral community space 

(Downes & Maunsell 2007) . 

If possible, no more than two agencies will be involved to limit fragmentation and  

provide shared goals focus. Agencies should be restructured for greater focus 

(Downes 2013b) . 

 

5.  Avoiding undifferentiate d categorizing  

It is important to go b eyond si mple categorizing of students: there is n ot ó1 early 

school leaving problemô; the problem is linked to a behaviour with a vast range of 

underlying motivations and factors . 

A ó1 size fits allô solution for generic categories does not exist, but there can be 

better models than others for key asp ects.  

Itôs also important to go beyond simple categorizing of pare nts: Parental 

engagement for early school leaving  prevention involves a range of strategic 

appro aches and models rather than  a single intervention approach. A 

differentiated strategic approach to eng aging parents for preventing early school 

leaving  of their children needs to operate at the family support (chronic need, 

indicated prevention) level and  at parental involvement (groups -selected 

prevention and universal) levels . 

The d evelopmental needs and interests of parents with younger children (e.g., 

language development, attachment, nonverbal emotional therapy) ared different 

from the needs of parent s with older children. D evelopmental needs and interests 

of parents can also be different bas ed on their own age differences. Gender 

differences can play ar role for parental involvemen t and lifelong learning classes. 

Some groups of parents have specific n eeds, such as single parents and p arents 

with chronic needs such as intergenerational drug abuse.  These points ar e 

obvious, but often forgotten.  

 



 EARLY SCHOOL LEAVING  

 

 

34  

 

6.  National and regional central driving committees for early 

school l eaving prevention  

An area/regional focus is  needed .  

Norway, Markussen et al (2011) demonstrated a statistically significant variation 

in the probability of early leaving and non -completion, as compared to 

completion, due to both county and study program. Students from Hedmark 

County had a higher probability both of early leaving and not completing, as 

compared to completing, than students in Buskerud (reference group), all else 

being equal. Moreover, students from the counties Oslo, Vestfold, and Akershus 

had a higher probability of early leaving than students from Buskerud.  

This Estonian example illustrates th e need for regional actors to focus on early 

school leaving prevention : Kello et al.ôs (2011) student-centred research on the 

effects of language change in instruction from Russian to Estonia n which places 

less academic Russian -speaking students in more difficulty. Kelloôs (2009) focus 

groups with Russian -speaking students in Narva, Estonia highlighted that 

óstudents whose language skills are poorer are left aside or leave completelyô , so 

tha t early school leaving is a foreseeable consequence of language reforms for 

the less academic Russian -speaking students in Estonia and Latvia (Downes 

2003).   

  

A strategic systemic approa ch to early school l eaving 

prevention. Structural indicators.  

Structural Indicators have to be decided, with Yes/No a nswers for system 

transparency  (see UN Right to Health) . 

× Core structural indicators for early school leaving  prevention, shared by all 

Member S tates nationally and regionally, such as  

¶ central driving c ommittee for early school leaving  prevention 

yes/no,  

¶ alternatives to suspension across all schools, yes/no,  

¶ professional development for teachersô conflict resolution skills, 

yes/no, emotional supports availab le for students in need, yes/no  

× Specific/them atic country specific struct ural indicators, linked to local 

needs, distinctive features of national systems  

× Holistic structural indicators, all relevant ones that Member States 

na tionally and regionally recogniz e are important and will address in the 

futu re if successful case for additional funding is made. These allow for 

recognition of gaps in current services for early school leaving  prevention 

(e.g., for family support, outreach and mental health)  
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This is a set of outcome indicators from interventions of multidisciplinary teams:  

× at an individual level  

¶ improved school attendance (outreach dimension and improved 

school climate)  

¶ improved student motivation and performance due to improved 

class climate  

¶ improved student concentration as trauma related issues being 

supported  

¶ improved behaviour in class  

¶ decreased anxiety and depression and improved mental health, 

including academic  performance  

¶ improved sleep patterns influencing improved concentration and 

academic performance  

¶ decrease in substance abuse influencing improved concentration 

and academic performance  

¶ reduction and elimination of suspension and expulsion  

¶ decrease in school bullying bringing improved school attendance, 

improved motivation for lear ning in school, less personal anxiety  

¶ improved self - image, self -esteem, self -efficacy for learning: 

overcoming fatalism as a risk factor for early school leaving, 

substance abuse, other risk behaviours  

¶ increased language development in younger children  

× at  family level  

¶ increased engagement of previously marginalized families with 

support services  

¶ increased engagement of previously marginalized families with the 

school  

¶ improved communication between child and parents  

× at the school system level  

¶ decreased use  of suspensions  

¶ increased use of alternatives to suspension  

¶ improved school and classroom climate  

¶ decrease in bullying in class and school  

¶ professional development of teachersô conflict resolution skills and 

social class and ethnicity diversity awareness  

¶ increased tolerance of diversity and confidence for minority groups 

in the school institutional culture  

Need for focus on  

emotional, relational issues  

at system level  
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Key questions for your national/regional strategy: a 

strategic systemic appraoch to ov ercome gaps  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.  At which level(s) of prevention is your strategy working  ï UNIVERSAL, 

SELECTED, INDICATED? (E.G. Stockholm ABC is general parent 

programme  ages 3 -12, is universal level and not selected or indicated) 

At which levels of prevention is your strategy NOT working?  

2.  Is there collaboration with key target group  members (i.e., 

involvement in design, strategy, decision -making, leadership roles, 

employment of them) or merely information to be consumed by them?  

3.  At which level of system change is  your strategy working?  

× Individual only  

× School system  

× Family system  

× Community system (e.g., Gijon festivals)  

× Links between some of these?  

Which of these system levels are NOT being targeted in your 

national/regional/municipal strategy and need to be ? 

4.  Is the focus in your national/regional strategy holistic for parental 

engagement and including:  

× Practical and emotional outreach family support  

× Mental health issues (plus drug, alcohol support focus)  

× Education issues for parents  

× Language education issu es for parents  

× Support for parents in educating children  

× Parent peer supports  

 

5.  Is there clear responsibility at local levels for which agency takes the 

lead on key issues or is there diffusion of responsibility? Are there 

integrated teams or fragmented m ultiple agencies ? 
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The presentation  by Mr Zybartas is divided in  two part s:  

× A reference to the wider framework: the EU recommendations  of 2012  

× A lo ok at the Lithuanian situation: statistics, plans, programmes  

A number of concepts are cleary defined:  

× Early school leavers  

Early school leavers aged 18 ï24 with lower secondary or l ower education and not 

in education 4 weeks prior to the research  
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× Dropping out  

Leaving school because of different reasons. All forms of leaving before acquiring 

general or equal to general education. Leaving studies without a diploma.  

× VET dropouts  

Those having started VET programs but not completed with a qualification are 

considered as VET dropouts.  

× School children not in education  

Children of compulsory age for education (7 -16 years old), not in programs of 

primary and lower secondary education.  

 

EU recommendations  

The problem is sensitive. A secondary education certificate has become a 

minimum condition for the labour marke t. Youngsters who leave school 

prematurely lack skills needed at the labour market. The higher the share of early 

school leavers in a country, the higher the probability that this will hinder the 

development of the country.  

By the time of the publication of  the EU recommendations in 2012,  Lithuania was 

still nego tiating the priorities for the P residency of the Council of the EU. It has 

been agreed that early school leaving would be a priority, to be tackled in various 

meetings:  

× A conference on school leadership : how might the work of the school 

principal affect the number of early school leavers?  

× A conference on inclusive vocational training, addressing three major 

aspects :  

¶ How can VET address early school leaving?  

¶ How to define good measures for preventing drop -out?  

¶ How to make VET more attractive for young people and how to 

increase the prestige of VET?  

× The meeting of the directors general for education  in December 2013  

× A meeting on how VET can help in addres sing migration issues (Tbilizi)  

The fact that early school leaving is recognized to be very important during the 

Presidency implies a number of challenges  and sensitive issues  fo r Lithuania  vis -

à-vis the more general EU recommendations :  

× A common  strategy has to be defined. Systemic changes can only be 

implemented if initiatives are integrated in one single policy.  Percentages 

for Lithuania are quite good, but there is certainly ro om for improvement.  
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× Policy has to be evidence based. We have to collect information on the 

percentages of early school leaving in Lithuania, and analyze the data.  

× Measures for prevention and early intervention have to be taken at 

national, institutional and individual level.  

× The inclusiveness and attractiveness of VET have to be addressed.  VET 

must become a possibility for requiring professional qualifications.  

 

Early school leaving in Lithuania  

The situation in Lithuania regarding early school leaving (6.5 %) looks rather 

optimistic compared to the EU average. The Europe 2020 Strategy aims at 

reducing the number of early school leavers to 10 % by 2020.  

The graphs show that Lith uania has 6.5 % of early school leavers, compared to 

the EU average of 12.8 %. Men drop out rather than women, children with a 

migrant background have higher drop -out rates. This problem is acute in 

Lithuania too.  

Early school leavers aged 1 8-24 in Europe:  
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If we compare drop - out rates for the cities and drop -out rates for rural areas, we 

notice a huge difference. Drop -out rates for men in rural areas are very high. 

Addressing this high percentage is a priority for Lithuania.  

City   Males   4,7   Country  Males   14,3  

  Females  2,6     Females  8,7  

Apart from these figures there is a huge difference not only between cities and 

rural areas, but also among schools, both in general and vocational education.  

Early school leaving from VET in Lithuan ia  

Official statistical data evidence that during one school year around 15 -16 % of 

students drop out from VET programmes. Data show a wide variation in dropout 

rates amongst different VET institutions, varying from 5 to 30 % per annum.  

A survey of VET i nstitutions showed that  

× Major reasons for  students to drop out from VET are of financial 

(economic) nature: moving abroad or seeking a job in Lithuania.  

× Important personal reasons influence studentsô decision to discontinue 

their education: lack of learnin g motivation and weak prev ious preparation 

at general education institutions.  

× A tendency is observed that sometimes employers with unqualified works 

salary ótemptô students to discontinue VET. 

Early school leaving outcomes  

The most obvious impact of early  school leaving is unemployment of young 

people.  In 2011, in the EU, 54,8 % of early school leavers were unemployed, but 

around 70 % intended to get a job.  People without proper education lost their 

jobs during the crisis.  
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In Lithuania  

× one third of early school leavers are employed,  

× one third are not employed but with the intention to get a job,  

× the rest is not in employment and not intending to get a job.  

In 2012 youth aged 15 ï24 and unemployed:  

× in the EU: 22,8 %  

× in Lithuania: 26,4 %  

How to prevent early school leaving?  

Directions to reduce the numbers of early school leavers concertrate on three 

types of mechanisms:  

× Preventive mechanisms enabling youth to use their learning potential and 

successfully integrate at school.  

× Intervention mechanisms. Prevention of dropping out: reacting to first 

signs and offering support to youth at risk.  

× Compen sation mechanisms. To help those who dropped out,  offering ways 

of returning to education and acquiring a qualification.  

NEMIS is a prepared and i mplemented information system for drop -outs and 

children not in education. Information is collected on their number, the reasons, 

and the educational support offered.  

Measures to reduce drop - out from VET  

The measures to reduce drop -out from VET include:  

× Social, educational and psychological support, work with parents  

× Material support, incentives  

× Flexible scheduling for working students and students having children  

× Improvement of learning environment, investments into training basis  

× Student adaptation prog rammes for newcomers  

× Career education, meetings with employers and successful graduates to 

prove that it is worth to have a qualification.  

The 16th government of the Republic of Lithuania programme  

Key p rovisions of the 16 th  government include:  

× Increasing accessibility of early education and better quality  

× Decisions regarding school network  are made on the basis of quality of 

services provided by school and the importance of the school in the local 

society  

× Orientation towards high quality secondary educat ion and better 

accessibility to education for all  

× VET attractiveness to the youth and usefulness for the country and society  
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× Better image of VET  

The following actions are linked to the implementation of the 16 th  government 

programme:  

× Action plan for stren gthening of lower -secondary schools and 

progymnasiums  

× Yellow buses programme for 2013 ï2017  

× Action plan for increasing access to inclusive education  

× Prevention programmes for safe school  

× Children and youth socialization action plan  

× Vocational education an d training development action plan  

The following investments are planned for 2014 -2020: Prevention and reducing of 

drop -outs number and securing of equal conditions to gain high -quality pre -

primar y, primary, basic and upper -secondary education (investment priority 9.2). 

The concrete objective is to de crease the number of early drop -outs and the 

number of students who havenôt finished the general education programme 

(9.2.2).  
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In search for a good school  

 

Graģvydas Kazakeviļius  

Graģvydas Kazakeviļius has been engaged in 

education for 27 years. He started as a teacher of 

history and became a headmaster at the age of 27. 

He was specifically keen on  the introduction of 

novelties. His subsequent posts were with the 

Administration of Vilnius Ci ty Municipality as the 

Direct or of the Department for Culture , Education 

and Sports; with the Ministry of Education and 

Science; and since 2006 Director of the National 

Agency for School Evaluation. His geography of 

internships cover Hungary, France, Slove nia, Israel 

and the United Kingdom. He lectures and publishes 

articles on school evaluation and development.  

 

 

When we are thinking of measures to prevent early school leaving, it might be 

useful to agree on common national guidelines for a good school, p resuming that 

pupils would not leave a ógood schoolô. The concept of a good school could lead to 

the development of a comprehensive debate on what a good school is. We could, 

for instance, try to find an answer to the question óHow many pupils take part in 

the school activity planning?ô  Research shows that, in Lithuania, 40 % of the 

pupils are absolutely not included in school planning. Similar results have been 

concluded in other countries, for instance in Germany.  

The aim of the research is to come up w ith a concept of a good school that is 

challenging and at the same time encouraging schools to think about whether 

they are a good school or not. A concept of a good school is a tool which 

empowers and encourages school communities to discuss and to act, i.e. find 

their own ways to improve their school activities and move towards a genuinely 

good school.  

In order to sum up features of a good schoo l, a n expert  working group has 

overviewed the international situation, as well as the situation in Lithuania.  

The first stage in the work was the research stage: which concepts of a good 

school are prevailing across countries? The second stage has been executed by a 

working group of experts, working towards a generalization and systematization 

of various concepts,  and developing an own model of a good school.  
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Lithunia already has a national concept of education quality, but so far no 

common agreement on what a good school is.  

In the Lithuaninan concept of educational quality, q uality assurance consists of 

three b asic functions or activities:  

× Quality concept building  

× Quality improvement  

× Quality assessment  

The working group of e xperts overviewed earlier  concepts of a good school in the 

independent Lithuania.  

× The national school concept (1988): focus on personôs dignity, 

individuality, morality, national identity and citizenship.  

× The concept of a good school in the Introduction to Framework 

Programmes of General Education Schools (1994): emphasis on the role of 

the community and school - life and on the importance o f an independent, 

self - conscious and comprehensively educated personality.  

Two dimensions have been analyzed during the research:  

× The dimension of the education process  

The content of education can take two directions: it can be a traditional 

knowledge -providing school, functioning in a controlled environment, or a 

constantly changing school that is learning and responding to the needs of 

pupils and society.  

× The dimension of the school management ideology  

There are two management ideologies. O n the one hand, there is an 

independent school which is thus able to learn fast and improve. On the 

other hand, there is a school whose activity is regulated and constantly 

controlled.  

The most conspicuous directions of thought, discovered in the Lithuania n and 

foreign scientific literature, strategic documents and foreign practice, cover school 

management ideology and education matters. There is a clear movement towards 

independence and transition to a complex environment can be seen.  

Key players have bee n interviewed by a set of two kinds of questions  

× related to the current situation  

× related to the wanted situation  

Results of the research showed that expectations of players in the educational 

process match the tendencies provided for in the theoretical m odel and identify 

the same direction towards improvement.  
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The concept of a good school covers more and more features of the changing, 

adapting and learning school, featured in the fourth square of the matrix.   In the 

scheme below, the arrow indicates the w anted direction for a good school: 

towards a rapidly adapting and changing school.  

 

 

 

The current understanding of a good school seems to oversimplify the concept by 

stressing only academic achievement. However, research shows that t he success 

of educati on lies in pupil sô progress and achievements not only in academic, but 

also in personal and social terms. According to Baleviļienƍ (2012) three key 

elements can describe a good (successful) school:  

× common, agreed upon and recogniz ed values and objectives based on 

these values;  

× abilities to attain the objectives;  

× and skilfulness in executing activities.  
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The following image shows which are, according to the research, the f eatures of a 

good school:  

 

The Working Group of E xperts has also gained an in -depth understanding of 

foreign concepts of a good school and their structuring . 

Two exa mples:  

× New Zealandôs model of a good school 
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× The Scottisch model of a good school  

 

 

Furthermore, experts analyzed  the futuristic approach to school: what will 

education be like in the future? There will be an evolution in the field of new skills 

and of new learning methods, as demonstrated in the scheme below:  
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A good school is the kind of school which seeks to ensure meaningful  activity, 

discoveries  and successful learning and functions based on agreements with the 

community.  

It is significant in the following scheme that the top box balances both the pupilôs 

experience and the learning outcomes. The expert g roup believes that the 

metaphore of the scales is key: it is crucial to strike a good balance between 

pupilôs experience and learning outcomes: maturity, achievement and success, 

which should be the end result of the learning process.   A pupil must be insured 

with the opportunity of catching up when he lags behand. A school has to  insure 

this caring environment, it is the schoolôs mission. Everything else, what is not in 

the top box  (environment, teaching and staff) are only preconditions to establish 

this balance beween pupilôs experience and learning outcomes.  
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The following boxes show an overview of the features of a good school, described 

according to ni ne main areas:  

 

 


