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Modern European society is beset by various problems. Early school leav-
ing is regarded as being one of the most pressing. In the last two decades, 
it has been placed high on the European Union policy agenda and vari-
ous promising solutions to the problem have been identified and policy, re-
search and practical approaches to address it developed and implemented.  

This scientific monograph, as part of the three interconnected mono-
graphs: Early school leaving: Contemporary European Perspectives, Early 
school leaving: Cooperation Perspectives, Early school leaving: Training 
Perspectives, may be seen as one of them. 

Three monographs have been prepared as the scientific base within 
the TITA project (Team cooperation to fight early school leaving: Training, 
Innovative Tools and Actions). Each monograph covers in detail one of the 
three main pillars of the TITA approach – early school leaving, team co-
operation and educators training. The three-year project forms part of the 
programme Erasmus+, Key Action 3 in whose framework the European 
Commission conducts policy experiments in order to test and improve pol-
icy implementation systems, structures and processes that have a potential-
ly significant impact on the future EU policy agenda. The monograph offers 
valuable scientific insights into the topic of contemporary European per-
spectives of early school leaving also to the wider interested research, poli-
cy and practice community in the EU and beyond.  

Preface
Urška Štremfel and Maša Vidmar
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Early school leaving (ESL) in the European Union (EU) is recognised as 
an urgent and serious problem for individuals and society as a whole. It rep-
resents the waste of both individual life opportunities and social and eco-
nomic potential (European Parliament, 2011). In this context, reducing ESL 
is essential for achieving several key objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy. 
Decreasing it addresses the ‘smart growth’ aims by improving education 
and training levels as well as the ‘inclusive growth’ aims by targeting one of 
the biggest risk factors in unemployment, poverty and social exclusion. The 
Europe 2020 strategy therefore includes the headline target to bring the 
share of early school leavers (ESLers) (persons aged between 18 and 24 who 
leave education and training with only lower secondary education or less, 
and who are no longer in education and training) below 10% by 2020, from 
14.4% in 2009. That EU 2020 headline target was also acknowledged as one 
of the five priority areas of the strategic framework for European coopera-
tion on education and training (ET 2020). 

Although considerable effort to tackle ESL at the levels of the EU and 
member states has already been made (not only in the ET 2020 frame-
work, but also of its predecessor ET 2010), the 2012 Joint Report of the 
Council and the Commission on the implementation of ET 2020 noted 
that the EU is not on track to meeting the headline ESL target by 2020. The 
Education Council (2011) confirmed that all of the efforts so far to address 
ESL have not been effective and efficient enough and that further and new 

1.1 
Team Cooperation to Fight Early School 
Leaving: Training, Innovative Tools 
and Actions 
Urška Štremfel & Maša Vidmar 
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approaches are needed. Further, the European Commission (2011) recog-
nised that, while the factors leading to ESL vary from country to country, 
the causes of ineffective policies can be boiled down to three typical issues: 
a) the lack of a comprehensive strategy; b) the lack of evidence-based poli-
cy-making; and c) insufficient prevention and early intervention measures. 
On that basis, the Education Council (2011) recommended the development 
of a framework for coherent, comprehensive cross-sectoral strategies and 
evidence-based policies against ESL so as to provide a range of school-wide 
and systemic policies that target different factors leading to ESL. 

The Education Council invited the European Commission to support 
member states’ strategies through the exchange of experience and good 
practices, and to facilitate effective peer learning, networking and experi-
mentation with innovative approaches to measures aimed at reducing ESL 
and improving the educational outcomes of children and students from 
groups at risk of ESL (Education Council, 2011). Member states are thus 
supported in exploiting all opportunities of the common EU cooperation 
in the field, taking advantage of the existing and developing new tool kits, 
which will enable the EU as a whole to achieve the agreed target. 

Taking the above EU initiatives into consideration, the TITA (Team 
cooperation to fight early school leaving: Training, Innovative Tools and 
Actions) project contributes to accomplishing the EU headline ESL target 
by addressing one of the key policy messages identifying the critical con-
ditions for successful policies countering ESL (Thematic Working Group, 
2013): to promote and support multi-professional teams in schools to ad-
dress ESL by building on evidence-based policies and practices. 

TITA’s evidence-based approach to ESL 
The TITA scientific base consists of three sections (European perspectives 
of ESL, Cooperation perspectives of ESL,Training perspectives of ESL) pre-
sented in three interconnected monographs. It was prepared in line with 
the European Commission’s (2007) understanding of evidence-based edu-
cation. The European Commission (ibid.) believes that such education en-
ables the member states and EU institutions to identify the most effective 
education policies and practices, and allows for their effective implemen-
tation. Evidence-based education provides the foundations for modernis-
ing education systems. The improved use of knowledge that occurs as edu-
cation policies and practices are developed in turn improves the quality of 
both the content of education policy and governance in the education field. 
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This means decision-making in the area of education must be strategically 
oriented towards improving education based on research and evidence. In 
the process, policy decision-makers, experts and stakeholders should join 
forces in the search for ways to develop new knowledge that will, based on 
high-quality education, contribute to the EU’s economic competitiveness 
and social cohesion (ibid.: 12, 13). 

The TITA project consortium brings together educational experts and 
researchers, policymakers and practitioners from European countries in 
a collaborative research and implementation process that enables the evi-
dence-based approach to ESL to be fully realised. By identifying the main 
factors that trigger ESL and reviewing the phenomenon’s characteris-
tics at the national, regional and local level of the consortium countries, 
it provides an accurate understanding of the scope and reasons behind 
ESL; namely, the preconditions for establishing targeted and effective evi-
dence-based policies and practices regarding ESL.1 

TITA also considers the European Commission’s (2011) recommen-
dation that policy experiments be based on precise information in order to 
better target measures, monitor their development, while constantly adapt-
ing them and drawing policy lessons from their results. By providing in-
depth information on the contextual factors of ESL in the member states 
making up the consortium, the TITA scientific base also takes into con-
sideration Edwards and Downes’ (2013: 47) thinking that “one implication 
of recognising the local sensitivity of interventions is the need for practi-
tioners to work with data in order to make evidence-informed decisions 
about adjusting practices”. Although Dale (2010) states that establishing 
the relative importance of factors, and the nature of the causal links and 
mechanisms, is a crucial step in enabling policymakers to formulate evi-
dence-based, and possibly targeted, pre-emptive ESL measures, the TITA 
scientific base focuses more on describing and conceptualising new ways of 
1 For example: a) the collection of evidence allows for the analysis of the biggest rea-

sons underlying ESL for different groups of students, schools, and local, regional 
and national systems; b) the combination of data on ESL and contextual data (e.g. 
socio-economic information) can help in targeting measures and policies at differ-
ent groups of students, as well as specific local, regional and national communities; 
c) gathering and analysing information on the motivation and non-cognitive skills 
of ESLers and their employment and career perspectives can also assist in the tar-
geting of measures and policies; d) evaluation of the effectiveness and efficiency of 
the existing policy measures aimed at curtailing ESL is an important basis for im-
proving strategies and programmes for increasing pupils’ chances of school success 
(Council, 2011). 



e a r ly school l e av i ng: con t e m por a ry eu rope a n per spect i v e s

22

working with ESLers than on assessing measurable outcomes of policy ex-
periments (Edwards & Downes, 2013: 48). 

Fields of TITA (scientific) backgrounds 
The overriding goal of the TITA project is to support the implementation of 
innovative policy solutions at the institutional level to reduce ESL, in line 
with the priorities set out in Europe 2020 and ET 2020. By promoting and 
supporting multi-professional teams in schools, it provides scientific sup-
port, tools for actions and training to address ESL. Therefore, the project 
presents innovative responses to the generally identified problem of com-
mon EU cooperation in the field of education, and thereby addresses the 
European goals. 

Promoting and supporting the development of multi-professional 
teams in schools at the EU level is identified as a key to successful strategies 
to cut ESL. To work on ESL with other professionals and to establish stu-
dent-centred measures, education staff needs to understand ESL, the ba-
sic principles of multi-professional cooperation and develop or strengthen 
special skills. Accordingly, the TITA comprehensive scientific base pro-
vides a detailed evidence-based understanding of: a) early school leaving 
(as the core policy problem the TITA project addresses), presented in this 
monograph; b) cooperation (as a promising solution to reducing ESL), pre-
sented in the monograph ESL: Cooperation Perspectives and training (as 
a tool for arriving at solutions), presented in the monograph ESL: Training 
Perspectives.  

This monograph, focused on contemporary European perspectives of 
ESL, is divided into four main parts. The first subsection provides an in-
sight into the EU and national context of ESL, including its policy frame-
work and development, as well as the specific ESL situation encountered in 
the TITA consortium countries. These insights help understand the cur-
rent ESL situation in the countries participating in the TITA project and 
are useful for exploiting the TITA results at the level of the EU and other 
European countries. Since the reasons for ESL vary widely from country to 
country and also within regions, policies to reduce ESL need to be adjusted 
to the specific situation a local area, region or country finds itself in.

In the second subsection, special emphasis is devoted to understand-
ing the interplay of different factors related to ESL. ESLers are a heteroge-
neous group and the factors for leaving education prematurely differ vast-
ly. Theoretical assumptions (e.g. Dale, 2010) argue that ESL stems from the 
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interaction of individual-based (including those related to the family, so-
cial and community background), school-based and systemic factors. All 
of these factors in the TITA scientific base are also scientifically elaborated 
and highlighted by the results of secondary analysis of international com-
parative studies in education (e.g. PISA – Programme for International 
Student Assessment). 

The third subsection relies on the assumption that knowing and un-
derstanding ESL factors is crucial when developing ESL-prevention activi-
ties. The TITA scientific base elaborates on selected factors such as teaching 
style, teacher-teacher and teacher-student cooperation, students’ social and 
civic competencies, mental health, home environment, learning difficul-
ties, career guidance, physical activity and critical media literacy in terms 
of their role in preventing ESL. 

In the fourth subsection, the problem of ESL and its (negative) conse-
quences for the individual and modern (EU) societies is considered more 
deeply in order to understand why ESL must be curtailed. 

Methodological aspects of the TITA scientific base 
Reflecting the TITA project’s underlying rationale, its scientific base is 
based on an interdisciplinary approach (policy analysis, theory of organ-
isations, pedagogy, andragogy, psychology, philosophy). By considering a 
wide range of research evidence, it provides a holistic approach to ESL, its 
understanding and targeting policies. The TITA scientific base was pre-
pared using the following sources and methods: 

Theory and literature review 
A thorough review of existing theoretical and empirical research on ESL, 
multi-professional cooperation and training in order to provide compre-
hensive theoretical bases and a multidisciplinary background to develop 
policy experiments and elaborate on its results. In that framework, scientif-
ic monographs and articles high in academic quality and based on sound 
evidence are the main source of the reviews. 

Review of primary sources (official documents) 
A review of official sources that form the policy framework for address-
ing ESL at the levels of both the EU and the consortium countries (France, 
Spain, Luxembourg, Switzerland). The chief source of the investigation 
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in this framework entails EU strategies, Council recommendations and 
Commission communications, as well as national laws, strategies and oth-
er legislative documents. 

Review of existing (good) practices 
An analysis of existing (good) policies and practices and measures in or-
der to expose ‘what works’ when tackling ESL in different environments 
and which approaches are worthwhile learning from when developing new 
(school, local, national) approaches to ESL. Data for the analysis are gath-
ered by different sources (mainly the DG EAC and EACEA websites, ESL 
project websites, national reports etc.). While the focus of the TITA scien-
tific base is ESL in the EU, we also refer to practices outside Europe, which 
strengthens the evidence base, and suggest alternative solutions. 

Synthesis of the quantitative information available on ESL
Data were gathered and analysed from different points of view (longitudi-
nal analyses, comparison between member states, different regions and lo-
cal environments in the EU). Strong disparities in ESL levels might indicate 
specific structural problems in certain geographical areas or educational 
tracks and help identify national, regional and local specificities of the phe-
nomenon. The primary sources are EU qualitative reports, country reports, 
inspection reports, as well as EU and OECD (Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development) indicators. 

Secondary analyses of data from international comparative 
assessment studies

Secondary analyses of data emerging from international comparative as-
sessment studies are made in areas where existing studies do not provide 
sufficient information on ESL that is of special importance to the TITA pro-
ject. These data can provide an additional strong and robust evidence base 
for tackling ESL at the level of the consortium countries. These data can 
provide an important insight into factors that cause ESL (identification and 
prevention) and effective school and policy practices that contribute to re-
ducing it (intervention). In addition, such data are not only able to explain 
the big differences between EU member states in attaining the EU bench-
mark, but can also identify the factors that help cut ESL in the member 
states which are making the best progress in that regard. 
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In order to provide a comprehensive review of the ESL phenomenon, 
the TITA scientific base consists of scientific review articles that are organ-
ised in the sections and subsections already described above. Each scien-
tific review article consists of the title, a key message in which the article’s 
main idea is highlighted, an abstract in which the substance of the article is 
summarised, and the core of the article which elaborates on specific TITA-
related content. 

Based on the wide and deep pool of knowledge contained in the TITA 
scientific base, the authors have summarised its main findings in Practice 
Briefs (Scientific Abstracts on Early School Leaving). These Briefs summa-
rise key (policy) messages of each scientific review article and make rec-
ommendations for practice deriving from the scientific findings. The TITA 
consortium believes it is important for strong and robust evidence to be 
presented to practitioners, policymakers and other interested members of 
the public in an easy-to-read format to attract their attention to the top-
ic and enhance the opportunities to translate TITA’s innovative measures 
into ESL policies and practices at the school, local, regional, national and 
international (EU) levels.

Possible uses of the TITA scientific base 
The TITA consortium contends that ESL policies and practices should be 
evidence-based and adaptable to local, regional and national conditions. 
Developing such policies requires a strong political commitment but also 
solid knowledge of ESL processes among the wide range of actors involved. 
The TITA scientific base has therefore been prepared as: 

−	 Scientific input for the TITA consortium when preparing and im-
plementing evidence-based and targeted policy experiments for 
addressing ESL by promoting and supporting multi-profession-
al teams in schools and for successfully conducting other project 
tasks.  

−	 Scientific input for practitioners, implementing policy exper-
iments in three consortium countries (France, Luxemburg, 
Switzerland). To work on ESL with other professionals and es-
tablish student-centred measures, education staff need to under-
stand ESL and develop or strengthen special related skills. The 
scientific and comprehensive database on ESL, as summarised in 
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the Briefs for Practitioners, has been prepared in order to support 
these ends. 

−	 Scientific input for policymakers at the national and EU levels 
(European Commission) to understand the policy relevance of 
the project results. From the policy point of view, the TITA sci-
entific base establishes the foundations for the effectiveness, ef-
ficiency and conditions for the scalability of the policy experi-
mentation results and enables the transnational transfer of good 
practices. Ultimately, the TITA consortium believes that use of 
proposed and tested measures has the potential to act as a major 
catalyst for integrating effective and efficient ESL measures into 
education systems across the EU.

−	 Scientific review of ESL for other interested actors. The compre-
hensive TITA scientific base is freely available to other interested 
actors so they can exploit it in support of their particular require-
ments and interests. Although an enormous amount of research 
has already been done on ESL, NESSE (2010) identified the need 
for a more comprehensive review of what is known about ESL. 
The TITA scientific base is an attempt to respond to that need. 

Scientific review articles, published as chapters of this monograph, 
are published also at the website of the TITA project (http:// titapro-
ject.eu). Design of the website enables searching and reading the articles 
interactively. 
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Synopsis
In the OMC process the EU’s strategic goals on ESL are framed, 
measured by specific indicators and benchmarks (by 2020 the share 
of ESLers should be less than 10%), translated into national ESL pol-
icies and periodically monitored. Knowing and understanding this 
process among all relevant actors is crucial for their more proactive 
involvement in ESL policy-making and contributing to good gov-
ernance in the EU. 

Summary

The European educational space has widened and deepened in 
the last two decades, which can also be recognised in the field of 
ESL (e.g. Walkenhorst, 2008). Since 2000, when the Open Method 
of Coordination (OMC) was formally established as the framework 
for EU cooperation in the field of education, member states have 
been working intensively together in order to attain their common 
goal/benchmark “to reduce ESL to less than 10% by 2020”. The ar-
ticle systematically presents the normative framework of the EU 
cooperation in the ESL field in the last 20 years according to the 
OMC elements defined in Presidency Conclusions (2000) and il-
lustrates how these elements have been put to good use in TITA 
EU member states (France, Luxemburg, Spain and Slovenia). The 

2.1.1 
ESL in the EU: 
Policy Overview and Development
Urška Štremfel
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review presents examples of various general directions (e.g. Council 
Recommendations) as well as concrete policy and practical recom-
mendations (e.g. Toolkits) for how to tackle ESL at the individual, 
school, local, regional, national and EU levels. The way EU mem-
ber states transpose these EU guidelines into national policies (e.g. 
by setting national targets and publishing national strategies) is de-
scribed along with the OMC policy learning framework (e.g. the-
matic working groups and policy learning activities) within which 
member states search for solutions to a commonly identified prob-
lem and share their related (good) practices. Finally, the role of reg-
ular (quantitative and qualitative) reporting in stimulating member 
states to achieve the commonly agreed goal is emphasised. The arti-
cle concludes that for OMC to be an open, participative, accountable, 
effective and coherent process, contributing to good governance in 
the EU, all relevant actors in its process at all levels of the EU need to 
be more involved. Referring to different research findings (e.g. Lajh 
& Štremfel, 2011; Ecorys, 2014) this could also be ensured by better 
awareness of the potential of OMC, as presented in this article. 

Key words: EU, member states, ET 2020, benchmark, good govern-
ance, open method of coordination

Introduction 
European cooperation in the field of education dates back over six dec-
ades, but the EU competencies in this field have remained limited until 
more recently (Walkenhorst, 2008). The legal basis for this is presented in 
the Maastricht Treaty (1992), specifying that: “The Union shall contribute 
to the development of quality education by encouraging cooperation be-
tween member states and, if necessary, by supporting and supplementing 
their action, while fully respecting the responsibility of the member states 
for the content of teaching and the organisation of education systems and 
their cultural and linguistic diversity …”. 

In that framework, the open method of coordination (OMC) was in-
troduced as a (non-obligatory) method of EU cooperation in the field of 
education. The Lisbon Strategy (European Council, 2000) stated that it 
contains the following elements: a) fixing guidelines; b) establishing quan-
titative and qualitative indicators and benchmarks; c) translating these 
European guidelines into national and regional policies; and d) periodic 



e sl i n t h e eu: pol ic y ov erv i e w a n d de v elopm e n t

33

monitoring, evaluation and peer review organised as mutual learning pro-
cesses (see Figure 1). 

In addition to the main OMC elements, the Strategy stated that “A ful-
ly decentralised approach will be applied in line with the principle of sub-
sidiarity in which the Union, member states, the regional and local levels, 
as well as the social partners and civil society, will be actively involved, us-
ing variable forms of partnership” (European Council, 2000). The White 
Paper on Governance (European Commission, 2001) recognised that these 
OMC characteristics hold great potential for respecting the principles of 
openness, participation, accountability, effectiveness, coherence and there-
fore contributing to good governance in the EU. 

Soon after the formal introduction of the OMC, early school leaving 
(ESL) was identified as one of five concrete strategic objectives of common 
EU cooperation in the education field (European Commission, 2002) and 
even today it still represents a priority area of EU cooperation in education 
and one of the five targets of the overall EU 2020 Strategy. In the mean-
time, a comprehensive framework for cooperation on the basis of the OMC 
has been developing, assisting member states in their search for solutions 
to this pressing problem of EU society. 

The main aim of the article is to provide a review of the normative pol-
icy framework for common EU cooperation in the ESL field since 2000 on-
wards. The review is provided in line with the four elements of the OMC 
as defined in the Lisbon conclusions. Each OMC element is introduced in 
terms of: a) basic theoretical dispositions and scientific insights into its nor-
mative functions; b) concrete examples/definitions from policy documents 
on ESL accepted at the EU level; and c) practical insights into its implemen-
tation at the EU level and at the level of selected TITA participating states 
(France, Luxembourg, Spain and Slovenia).1 As such, the article does not 
provide a review of in-depth theoretical conceptualisations of the OMC 
(e.g. Alexiadou, Fink-Hafner, & Lange, 2010; Borrás & Radaelli, 2010) or 
its analytical critics and problematisation (e.g. Hatzopoulos, 2007; Büchs, 
2008). It aims to raise basic awareness and understanding of the normative 
1 Since Switzerland is not formally an EU member state, its involvement in the OMC 

processes is quite limited. According to different agreements, Switzerland is involved 
in various comparative studies and is an eligible country to receive financial support 
from various EU financial initiatives contributing to the development of education-
al policies and practices at the national level. Due to its constrained role in the OMC 
processes, practical insights into the reception of EU agendas in Switzerland in this 
article are very limited. 
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policy framework in which policies against ESL are developed, implement-
ed and evaluated in the EU. 

Figure 1. Tackling ESL up until 2020 within the OMC framework.
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influence of soft law on member states. The article is qualitatively orient-
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dress the article’s aims, we employ the following methods: (a) an analysis 
of relevant literature and secondary sources. Here we conducted a literature 
search of the scientific EBSCOhost and Web of Science online research da-
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ature were: early school leaving, open method of coordination, education, 
EU, policy learning, benchmarking, monitoring. (b) An analysis of formal 
documents and legal sources at the EU and national levels (EU official doc-
uments in the field of educational policy, unofficial documents, press re-
leases, an analysis of national policy documents (e.g. legislation, strategies, 
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criteria: being published between 2009 and 20162, being formed within the 
OMC framework. 

Studying EU policies on ESL through the OMC lens

Fixing guidelines for the Union combined with specific timetables 
for achieving the goals /.../ in the short, medium and long term 

By establishing common educational goals, EU member states have aimed 
to coherently respond to common challenges, whilst retaining their indi-
vidual sovereignty in the field of education. Establishing common goals 
and measuring progress according to specific guidelines demonstrate the 
political will to identify the common problems facing European education. 
Such identification can unleash the envisioned capacity of cooperation to 
foster the greater convergence of ideas (Dehousse, 2002; Gornitzka, 2006). 

Common goals of European education are first initiated by general 
political strategic directions, such as the well-known anticipation of the 
Lisbon Strategy (European Council, 2000): “By 2010 the EU should be-
come the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the 
world” and of the EU 2020 Strategy (European Council, 2009): “Smart, sus-
tainable and inclusive growth”. These two high-level EU strategies put ed-
ucation in the heart of the EU integration and recognise its great contribu-
tion to realising the EU’s overall (social and economic) goals. 

The EU 2020 strategy establishes two specific interrelated targets in 
the education field: to reduce rates of ESL below 10% and at least 40% of 30- 
to 34-year-olds having completed third-level education. In order to support 
the attainment of these goals, seven “flagship initiatives” have been devel-
oped within the Strategy, with two of them especially targeting education: 
An agenda for new skills and jobs and Youth on the Move. Both relate ed-
ucation to employability and at least indirectly point out the importance 
of cross-sectoral contributions in realising the EU’s overall strategic goals. 
2 Although ESL has been recognised as one of the priority areas of common EU co-

operation since 2002, the article takes into account the second strategic framework 
of EU cooperation in the field of education (EU 2020 and ET 2020). References to 
their predecessors (Lisbon Strategy and ET 2010) are established only when need-
ed to clarify some current issues. The reason for that is at least threefold: 1) EU 2020 
and ET 2020 build on the achievement of the previous working period (2000–2009); 
2) availability of the data from the previous working period is quite limited; and 3) 
the TITA project addresses the strategic priorities of the second working period (EU 
2020 and ET 2020). 
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In addition to education’s generally recognised contribution to re-
alising overall EU strategic development, more education-specific goals 
and guidelines are important for understanding common EU cooperation 
when it comes to tackling ESL. 

On the basis of its predecessor ET 2010 (Council of the EU, 2002), in 
2009 a new Working programme Education and Training 2020 (ET 2020) 
(Council of the EU, 2009) was accepted with the aim of supporting EU 
member states in further development of their education systems. It con-
sists of four common strategic objectives: 1) Improving the quality and ef-
ficiency of education and training; 2) Promoting equity, social cohesion 
and active citizenship; 3) Making lifelong learning and mobility a reality; 
4) Enhancing creativity and innovation, including entrepreneurship, at all 
levels of education and training. It defines a set of principles for achieving 
these objectives, as well as common working methods with priority areas 
for each periodic work cycle3 (Council of the EU, 2009). ESL is related to all 
four strategic objectives, most directly to the third one in terms of its elab-
oration that “Education and training systems should aim to ensure that all 
learners including those from disadvantaged backgrounds complete their 
education”. Making ESL a priority area of EU cooperation in the period 
2010–2020 gave a clear mandate to the European Commission, EU member 
states and all other relevant actors to closely work together. In that frame-
work, various activities have been implemented with the result that many 
soft law (non-binding) documents have been accepted, providing general 
and more concrete directions for achieving the commonly agreed EU ESL 
goal. 
3 The Council wanted a strategic framework that would remain flexible enough to re-

spond to new challenges and could therefore be regularly adapted. This is the rea-
son for ET 2020’s 3-year work cycles with Joint Reports (adopted by the Council and 
the Commission) as a basis for establishing fresh priority areas for the ensuing cy-
cle. An overview shows that ESL has been identified as a priority area in all three 
already activated cycles 2009–2011, 2012–2014 and 2015–2017. For example, in the 
current cycle (2015–2017) as a concrete issue in addressing one of the priority areas 
it is stated “Reducing ESL by supporting school-based strategies with an overall in-
clusive learner-centred vision of education and ‘second-chance’ and “Supporting in-
itial education and continuing professional development at all levels, especially to 
deal with /…/ ESL /…/”. Review of the National Report on the implementation of 
ET 2020 in which member states were asked to point out priority areas which they 
find necessary to focus EU cooperation in the next working cycle (2015–2017) on re-
veals that all TITA countries actually conducting the (formally non-obligatory) re-
port (France, Luxembourg, Slovenia) exposed the importance of strengthening EU 
cooperation on ESL from different angles. 
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Based on two European Commission communications (2011a; 2011b), 
the Council of the EU (2011) adopted Recommendations on policies to re-
duce ESL. The Council proposed six recommendations to EU member 
states, emphasising the importance of developing comprehensive, evi-
dence-based prevention, intervention and compensation policies at all levels 
of education and as coordinated among different policy sectors. Following 
the progress made in 4 years by employing the OMC working methods, 
new Council conclusions (2015) on reducing ESL and promoting success in 
school have been accepted. The conclusions acknowledge the need for rein-
forced activities in pursuing the common EU goal, among them we expose 
the emphasis on prevention activities, committed participation and coor-
dination between different policy areas, and the promotion of collaborative 
(whole-school) approaches to reducing ESL at the local level, as being the 
most relevant to the TITA project. 

In order to make the achievement of agreed EU strategic goals meas-
urable, indicators and benchmarks are established within the OMC frame-
work. They are presented as the next OMC element in the section below. 

Establishing, where appropriate, quantitative and qualitative 
indicators and benchmarks against the best in the world and 
tailored to the needs of different member states and sectors 
as a means of comparing best practice

The role of indicators (and benchmarks) in European education and train-
ing policy is twofold: to measure progress towards achieving commonly 
agreed goals and to highlight cases of good practice. By operationalising 
goals, indicators and benchmarks should lead to a greater transparency 
and a more comparable environment. They should not only be used to pro-
vide direction in those fields where more progress is required, but also be 
used as a tool for sanctioning and for increasing the consensus on common 
EU policies (Lange & Alexiadou, 2007). 

As a means of monitoring progress and identifying challenges, as well 
as contributing to evidence-based policy-making, a series of ‘European 
benchmarks’ was established to support the EU 2020 and ET 2020 strate-
gic objectives. As mentioned, in both documents the benchmark for ESL 
is defined “by 2020 the share of early leavers from education and training 
should be less than 10%”. 
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Figure 2. Following the EU benchmark for ESL in selected TITA participating countries 
(Eurostat, 2016)

Although presentations of benchmarks being attained are very simpli-
fied (see Figure 2), the unsettled questions about their development and ap-
propriate interpretation are much more comprehensive.

Benchmarks are defined as reference levels for average European per-
formance, meaning they should not be considered as concrete targets for 
individual member states to reach by 2020. Instead, member states (for ex-
ample, both Slovenia currently with a 4.4% ESL rate and Spain currently 
with a 21.9% ESL rate) are invited to consider, based on their national prior-
ities and after taking the changing economic circumstances into account, 
how and to what extent they can contribute to the collective achievement 
of the European benchmark through their national actions (Ecorys, 2014, 
p. 5). 

It should be noted that benchmarks never show internal particulari-
ties/problems of a particular education system (e.g. in the case of ESL, dif-
ferent ESL rates between regions, different social groups within a coun-
try etc.) and that, when interpreting the ESL rates in a given country, other 
national contextual factors (e.g. welfare tradition, unemployment rate of 
ESLers etc.) should also be taken into consideration. 

Another important issue present is the statistical infrastructure 
at both the EU level and the level of member states, which enables ade-
quate measurement of a selected indicator/benchmark. As seen from the 
Education and Training Monitor (European Commission, 2015, p. 34), 
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despite 15 years of common cooperation in the field, ensuring a compara-
ble environment for measuring the ESL rate among all EU member states 
remains challenging. 

Once EU member states agree on the particular indicator(s) and/or 
benchmark(s) they will use to measure the attainment of commonly agreed 
strategic goal(s), they sovereignly decide how they will translate the EU 
guidelines into their respective national contexts and which national poli-
cies they will develop in order to follow commonly agreed EU goals. 

Translating these European guidelines into national and regional 
policies by setting specific targets

The OMC is particularly interesting for the way in which it directs both na-
tional and sub-national policy-making in EU matters (Alexiadou, 2007, p. 
4). The OMC does not require new legislation or the transposition of EU 
legislation to suit European directives; further, this is not a precondition 
for change, reform or implementation within a respective member state 
(Lopez-Santana, 2006). Therefore, the EU’s influence in the education field 
is intended to be visible not just in structural and policy changes but also 
in the internalisation of European values and policy paradigms at the na-
tional level and in the way political debates and identities are changing. It 
is argued that the OMC has an impact especially on the cognitive level of 
public policies, for example, on the discourse of political actors and policy 
concepts. It stimulates national debates and provides various interests with 
arguments in support of policy change, and consequently offers arguments 
that legitimise national reforms (e.g. modernisation of education systems) 
(Radaelli, 2003). 

In the case of ESL, the process of translating EU agendas into nation-
al contexts is anticipated in the following way: As part of the Europe 2020 
strategy, member states have agreed at the highest political level to set na-
tional targets on reducing ESL, taking their starting position and national 
circumstances into account. It is supposed that (ambitious) national targets 
(e.g. 9.5% France, 10% Luxembourg, 15% Spain, 5% Slovenia) foster policy 
development in this area and increase the pressure for efficient and effective 
national policies. Strategies and actions for pursuing targets are elaborated 
in National Reform Programmes. In addition, the Council of the EU (2011) 
invited member states to “ensure that comprehensive strategies on ESL are 
in place by the end of 2012, and that they are implemented in line with na-
tional priorities and the Europe 2020 objectives”. Education and Training 
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Monitor 2015 reveals that the majority of member states has implement-
ed the Council Recommendation by adopting either explicit comprehen-
sive strategies (e.g. France) or other national policies (e.g. Luxembourg and 
Spain) (European Commission, 2015b, p. 37). 

In the OMC framework various operational documents have been ac-
cepted at the EU level, assisting member states in implementing their na-
tional policies on ESL. The working group on ESL outlined 12 key messages 
for policy-makers and translated them into practical tools through a check-
list regarding comprehensive policies on ESL (European Commission, 
2013). The working group on school policy created policy messages, iden-
tifying key conditions for implementing a whole-school approach to tack-
ling ESL as well as an online “Toolkit for Schools”, supporting (national) 
policy-makers and practitioners in their efforts to tackle ESL (European 
Commission, 2015a). 

The review shows that, despite the non-obligatory nature of the OMC 
(no harmonisation of EU laws), in nation states various policy measures are 
accepted which, at least to some extent, are initiated by EU-level process-
es. Since the process of translating EU guidelines into national contexts is 
very differently and in some states weakly organised, Ecorys (2014) rec-
ommends that the European Commission and member states share their 
(good) practices in this regard. 

For translating EU guidelines into national contexts and developing 
their national policies on ESL, member states have a variety of mutual pol-
icy learning activities available within the OMC framework. They enable 
member states to share good practices and therefore collectively search 
for solutions which lead to the achievement of commonly agreed goals (as 
measured by indicators and benchmarks). 

Periodic monitoring, evaluation and peer review organised 
as mutual learning processes 

To reflect the complexity of the last OMC element, we split its presenta-
tion into two parts. The first part presents peer review organised as a mutu-
al learning process and the second part presents periodic monitoring and 
evaluation. 

Various academics (e.g. Gornitzka, 2006; Radaelli, 2008; Lange & 
Alexiadou, 2010) claim that the OMC represents the “architecture of pol-
icy learning”. Seen in this way, the OMC is an institutional arrangement 
which organises policy learning process among member states. This means 
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that, irrespective of their different traditions, systemic differences, and the 
lack of a normative interpretation of European integration, states can learn 
from each other and improve their policies for achieving common goals. 
Since all actors aspire towards the same goals, mutual learning is regard-
ed as a rational form of collective problem-solving. The OMC thus acts as 
a radar by searching for solutions and new applicable knowledge through 
an iterative process of organising peer leaning activities and sharing best 
practices. 

The OMC framework reveals that mutual learning takes place through 
peer-learning activities, conferences and seminars, high-level forums, ex-
perts groups, panels, studies and analyses, involving the relevant stake-
holders. Outputs can take the form of overviews of policy measures and 
examples of good practices (e.g. an inventory of good practices), analyti-
cal papers, guidelines and handbooks for policy implementation (Ecorys, 
2014, p. 7). 

Thematic working groups as the most important form of policy learn-
ing within the framework of the OMC and ET 2020 at the EU level are es-
tablished on the basis of the rich experiences of their predecessor – clusters 
in ET 2010. The mandates of working groups correspond to the priori-
ties of each (3-year) working cycle. In line with defining ESL as a priori-
ty, two working groups were especially dealing with ESL in the ET 2020 
framework: 

‐ A thematic working group on ESL was active from 2011 to 2013 
and consisted of policy-makers, practitioners and experts from 27 
EU member states and key European stakeholder organisations. 
It focused on developing (effective) comprehensive policies on 
ESL. Its activities included peer-learning visits to the Netherlands 
and France and a peer review event in Brussels in March 2013. 
The main conclusions and lessons learnt by the thematic working 
group are presented in its final report (European Commission, 
2013). It aims to inspire and generate the development of a com-
prehensive approach to ESL, especially with a checklist as a tool 
for self-assessment with which member states can evaluate the 
comprehensiveness of their current ESL policies and identify are-
as for further improvement (European Commission, 2016). 

‐ The working group on Schools Policy was active between 2013 
and 2015, consisting of policy-makers from almost all EU member 
states and representatives of European social partners. It focused 
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on holistic and collaborative ESL prevention and early interven-
tion activities at the school and local levels. Based on its activities 
(peer learning, analysis of case studies, mapping of school gov-
ernance arrangements and of practices to support learners, inputs 
from international research, dialogue with experts, and in-depth 
country-focused workshops), the working group published Policy 
messages on A whole school approach to ESL, as well developed 
the online platform “European Toolkit for Schools for inclusive 
education and early school leaving prevention”, which provides 
support to schools to prevent ESL. 

The review reveals that the mandates of the new thematic working 
groups (2016–2018) do not explicitly cover the ESL issue4, although: a) ESL is 
identified in priority areas and concrete issues for European cooperation in 
education and training until 2020 (Council ot the EU, 2015, and European 
Commission, 2015a); and b) the EU has still not reached its headline target 
(less than 10% of ESLers by 2020) (European Commission, 2015a). 

OMC policy learning activities are supposed to be implemented at dif-
ferent levels, by either organising activities at the EU level or stimulating 
member states for national policy learning, as in the case of Council con-
clusions (2015) which invite member states “to encourage and promote col-
laborative (‘whole-school’) approaches to reducing ESL at local level, for in-
stance through cooperation between schools of different types and levels 
which are located in the same area, as well as networking and multi-pro-
fessional learning communities at regional, national and international lev-
els /…/”. 

In order to monitor the success of EU member states in attaining the 
commonly agreed goals, various progress reports are published within the 
OMC framework. They help recognise potential problems, identify good 
practices and therefore stimulate policy learning among member states 
concerning how to meet commonly agreed goals. 

For national actors, the periodic monitoring and regular reporting in 
the OMC are a special task with set deadlines. These reports feed informa-
tion back into the European education process regarding how measures 
4 Two of the six working groups (Working group on schools; Working group on pro-

moting citizenship and the common values of freedom, tolerance and non-discrim-
ination through education – follow-up to the Paris Declaration) only indirectly in-
dicate ESL as a Relevant Europe 2020 target/ET 2020 benchmark, which their work 
is related to. 
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framed at the EU level have been taken into consideration in the mem-
ber states (qualitative reports) and how they help in realising commonly 
defined goals (quantitative reports). National reports are then integrated 
into the various EU-level reports. There are differing theoretical consider-
ations about how these progress reports by either literally exposing coun-
tries which have not implemented EU recommendations or numerically 
showing which countries are lagging behind in achieving the commonly 
agreed goals, or by naming and shaming exert pressure on member states 
to perform well (improve their educational policies and practices in line 
with the commonly agreed direction) (Gornitzka, 2006; Radaelli, 2008; 
Lange & Alexiadou, 2010). 

Member states are supposed to report on their ESL policies and their re-
sults in both the EU 2020 and ET 2020 frameworks. In the EU 2020 setting, 
they prepare annual reports on their annual National Reform Programmes. 
The European Commission and the Council prepare country-specific rec-
ommendations based on their analyses. While these Recommendations are 
not legally binding, their influence relies on their political weight (Ecorys, 
2014, p. 11). Although they are mostly focused on the broader macro-eco-
nomic situation in member states, in some cases they provide concrete rec-
ommendations for an education/ESL field. For example, the Council of the 
EU recommends that France “take further actions to reduce education-
al inequalities in particular by strengthening measures on ESL” (Council, 
2014a) and recalled in relation to Spain that “Some progress has been reg-
istered in measures to fight ESL /…/, but full implementation and efficient 
use of funding remain crucial”. 

In the ET 2020 framework, two kinds of progress reports are prepared.5 
The Annual Education and Training Monitor (e.g. European Commission, 
2015b), based on data from Eurostat, the OECD and other statistical organ-
isations provides an insight into the evolution of all and particular mem-
ber states with respect to the ET 2020 benchmarks and indicators (annual 
qualitative reports). Biannually, the member states also prepare qualita-
tive reports on their progress on the basis of a prepared template. These re-
ports are analysed and summarised by the European Commission and the 
Council, assessing the EU’s overall progress towards realising goals, and 
exposing the group of countries performing well/poorly or having good 
5 Another kind of reports, providing cross-national comparisons and important ex-

pert input to the OMC process, are various reports of expert bodies or networks 
(such as NESSE, 2010; European Parliament, 2011; EENEE, 2013; Eurydice, 2014). 
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practices in attaining particular goals. For example, in 2015 they exposed 
that Europe was not on track to achieve the headline target, there is an ur-
gent need to strengthen the (coherent) policy approach. It points out that 
there should be a stronger focus on preventive and early intervention meas-
ures in the contexts of teacher education, continuing professional develop-
ment and quality early childhood education and care, and that only a few 
countries (including France and Luxembourg) take a systematic approach 
to collecting, monitoring and analysing data on ESL. 

When EU member states realise in their progress reports how success-
ful/unsuccessful they have been in a certain working cycle/period towards 
attaining a particular indicator and benchmark and the long-term strategic 
goal, the OMC process is not finished. On the contrary, it is iterative pro-
cess (see Figure 1) that, by once again using all the OMC elements, enables 
member states to face the same or new educational/ESL challenges in a new 
working cycle/period. 

Conclusions – towards the OMC as good governance 
The OMC framework (its elements and process) at least normatively con-
tribute to the achievement of the common EU strategic goals and in ensur-
ing good governance in the EU. Realising the OMC as good governance re-
quires that various actors are actively involved in policy learning processes 
at different levels of the EU. Research results (Lajh & Štremfel, 2011; Ecorys, 
2014) show that the OMC process and its potential are currently not well 
known among (national) actors, what may be seen as an important obsta-
cle to their more proactive role in the OMC process.

From that perspective, it is crucial that all actors important for tack-
ling ESL in the EU (not only policy-makers and experts, but also non-gov-
ernmental organisations, social partners and practitioners) know and un-
derstand the OMC process through which EU strategic goals are framed 
(e.g. smart, sustainable and inclusive growth), measured by specific indi-
cators and benchmarks (by 2020 the share of ESLers from education and 
training should be less than 10%), translated into national policies (e.g. by 
setting specific national targets and adopting national ESL strategies) and 
periodically monitored (by regular qualitative and quantitative reporting 
and mutual learning processes) (see Figure 1). 

In the article, this normative OMC framework is presented and illus-
trated with examples of specific results which can be used by many ac-
tors dealing with ESL at the EU, national, regional, local and school levels. 
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Their better awareness of all the potential of the OMC could trigger their 
more active involvement in the OMC process, either via their active par-
ticipation in the various OMC activities that were presented or by simply 
considering different guidelines (e.g. Policy recommendations, Toolkit for 
practitioners) already produced in the OMC framework in order to sup-
port policy-makers and practitioners in their efforts to tackle ESL alone or 
by engaging in various forms of partnership. Their acquaintance can there-
fore represent a step forward not only towards a more open, participative, 
accountable, effective and coherent OMC process but also towards more 
open, participative, accountable, effective and coherent EU and national 
policies against ESL through which they are framed. 
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Synopsis
The ESL rate in France has been below the Europe 2020 target of 
10% since 2013, yet regional and subgroup differences remain. Since 
November 2014 France has had a comprehensive strategy to tackle 
ESL that provides for the establishment of multi-professional ESL-
prevention groups in all secondary schools. The involvement of 
teachers in these groups is underway. 

Summary
According to the latest Eurostat data, the early school leaving (ESL) 
rate in France was 9.3% in 2015, namely below both the Europe 2020 
target of 10% and the national target of 9.5%. The trends show a steady 
decline over the years. However, large discrepancies between regions 
and subgroups remain (the ESL rate is higher for males than females 
and for foreign-born compared to native-born). Beside Eurostat’s 
definition of ESLer, France also collects data in accordance with its 
national definition. The issue of ESL has received much political at-
tention in the last decade. In recent years, numerous measures have 
been put in place, but lacking national/systemic coordination. An 
attempt to overcome this resulted in the national strategy to tack-
le ESL (Tous mobilisés contre le décrochage – Together against ear-
ly school leaving) approved in November 2014 that put a greater fo-
cus on prevention (traditionally compensation measures have been 

2.1.2 
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stronger) and called for the collaboration of all actors (inside and 
outside of school). The strategy allowed/aimed for proliferation of 
multi-professional ESL-prevention groups (group de prévention du 
décrochage scholaire – GPDS) in all secondary schools. This group 
brings together the head of an institution, school management, the 
teaching staff, the conseiller principal d’éducation (CPE), the guid-
ance counsellor along with social and health workers. It aims to find 
adequate support for the young. ESL-prevention groups across dif-
ferent schools vary greatly in their practices and modes of organisa-
tion; particularly in the level of teacher involvement and external ac-
tors (outside of school). ESL-prevention groups are closely linked to 
the establishment of educational alliances; in fact, such groups may 
be seen as an internal educational alliance. It seems that in the fol-
lowing years the challenge regarding multi-professional collabora-
tion will be to put into practice what has been envisioned in the na-
tional strategy and supporting documents.

Key words: France, policy measures, ESL statistics, multi-profession-
al ESL-prevention groups, ESL officer

Introduction
Embedded in the European context of the Europe 2020 strategy reducing 
is one of the major issues of French society and, as such, a national prior-
ity (MEN, 2014a). The volume of different policy and operational docu-
ments on the topic of ESL in France is impressive, indicating this topic has 
indeed received significant political, professional and public attention in 
recent years. The process is ongoing, resulting in new policy and/or oper-
ational documents being published regularly (e.g. the ESL action plan for 
2015/ 16, MEN, 2015a).

The aim of this article is to give an overview of the complex state of 
affairs as well as recent trends regarding ESL in France. In the introduc-
tion, some characteristics of the French education system relevant to ESL 
are presented (i.e. transitions, length of compulsory education, grade reten-
tion; for a literature review about relevant system characteristics, also see 
EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014; NESSE, 2010; PPMI, 2014), including 
some relevant recent reforms. This is followed by statistics on ESL and an 
insight into the French ESL situation with a focus on multi-professional 
collaboration related to ESL. The purpose of the article is to elucidate the 
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context in which experiments within the TITA project are taking place, 
thus guiding the interpretation and generalisations of the findings. 

Methodology
The article draws information from European documents (European 
Commission – EC, Eurydice), Eurostat, ministerial documents on ESL and 
other documents and reports available online (prepared by French local 
governments or institutions). A search for scientific articles was conduct-
ed using the key words ‘early school leaving’, ‘drop-out’ and ‘France’ in the 
ASU Libraries search engine, resulting in very few hits (only one was rel-
evant to this article). This supports Berthet and Simon’s (2012) claim that 
up until very recently only a few academic works had examined this topic 
in France (academic articles in English are even rarer; for an exception, see 
the review by Thibert, 2013). A search was also conducted using the back-
ward procedure. 

Some relevant characteristics of the French education system
Education in France is compulsory between the ages of 6 and 16 (Eurydice, 
2014). This period is marked by two transitions: from primary school (école 
élémentaire, ages 6–11 years) to lower secondary education (collège, ages 11–
15 years) and then to upper secondary education (lycée, ages 15–18 years). 
Streaming begins after the end of collège with the transition to lycée at age 
15; the first year of lycée is part of the compulsory education. Lycée can be 
general/technical, professional or can serve as an apprenticeship. Grade re-
tention is possible, but under a new law (Guidance and Programming Law, 
2013-595) this became an ‘exceptional’ practice (Eurydice, n.d.). Moreover, 
early childhood education (ECEC) is strong in France; children over 3 years 
are legally entitled to a free place in écolle maternelle; over 99% of chil-
dren attend (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). Schools are obliged 
to provide education and career guidance services; these are provided by 
school staff and guidance counsellors outsourced from the Information 
and Orientation Centres (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014).

Another special feature of the French education system is the educa-
tional non-teaching educational staff conseiller principal d’éducation (CPE 
– chief education advisor). The CPE is senior staff responsible for ensuring 
that school life runs smoothly and supports pupils’ learning (Eurydice, n.d.). 
These responsibilities mainly cover running of the school (organisation of 
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day-to-day life within school), collaboration with teaching staff, and edu-
cational facilitation (ibid.).

Several reforms in school and vocational education and training 
(VET) have taken place in France since 2013 that hold implications for pre-
venting ESL, but do not directly address it: e.g. reforms of ECEC, school 
timetable, initial and continuous teacher education, priority education (re-
lated to schools in disadvantaged areas), assessment (see Eurydice, n.d. for 
details). On the other hand, some reforms have been directly related to ESL 
(see below for details).

In relation to governance, the French education system is by tra-
dition centralised, although the process of decentralisation over the last 
three decades has led to the increasingly significant role of local author-
ities (i.e. 26 regions, about 100 departments and over 36,000 municipali-
ties). In partnership with académie (i.e. administrative district in national 
education systems, generally corresponding with regions), they implement 
state policy as the most appropriate to local context (Eurydice, n.d.). This 
implies that also in relation to tackling ESL local authorities and academies 
are in charge of the local implementation and adaptation of central-level 
measures, leading to tensions between governance levels (Berthet & Simon, 
2012). 

ESL statistics in France
Two national definitions of ESL are in use alongside the Eurostat one: 
‘non-graduate leaver’ (students who leave education without having ob-
tained an upper secondary qualification) and ‘drop-out’ (students who 
leave education before completing a programme they are attending below 
upper secondary education) (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). In ad-
dition to collecting data for Eurostat, France also collects data in accord-
ance with the national definition. There has been some debate as to wheth-
er the ministry collects data on ESL in an unbiased way (for details, see 
Thibert, 2013). 

Figure 3 shows Eurostat’s ESL rate in France in the last two decades. A 
steady decline can be observed, even though comparability over time be-
fore 2005 (at EU level) and even after 2013 (France-specific methodologi-
cal changes, EC, 2014b) is limited. The ESL rate in France has traditionally 
been below the EU average. 

The ESL rate in France dropped below the Europe 2020 target of 10% 
for the first time in 2013 and below the national target of 9.5% in 2014. In 
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2015, the ESL rate was 9.3% (Eurostat, 2016b). Despite the relatively low 
overall rate of ESL, there are large discrepancies linked to socio-economic 
and cultural factors and between regions (i.e. from 5.8% in Midi-Pyrénées 
to 14.8% in Picardie in 2014; Eurostat, n.d.). The share of early leavers was 
higher for foreign-born versus native-born (17.8% versus 9.1%) and for males 
versus females (10.7% versus 8.7%) in 2014 (EC, 2014a). The same was true 
in 2015 (14% and 8.1% for foreign-born and native-born; 9.5% and 7.4% for 
males and females, respectively; EC, 2015). This is relevant to tackling ine-
quality in France.

Figure 3. France: time trend of share of the population aged 18–24 with at most a lower 
secondary education and not in further education or training (Eurostat, 2016a) 

Note. Lower secondary education refers to ISCED (International Standard Classification of 
Education) 2011 level 0-2 for data from 2014 onwards and to ISCED 1997 level 0-3C short for data up 
to 2013. In 2012, France changed methodology. 

Insight into tackling the ESL issue in France
Up until the early 2000s ESL was not high on the political agenda in France, 
but this has changed in the last decade. ESL has become a public prob-
lem and was even directly addressed in the presidential campaign in 2012 
(Berthet & Simon, 2012; MEN, 2014a, b). It is important to note that some 
French academics have challenged this view, more specifically they have 
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highlighted the steadily decreasing number of ESLers (also see Figure 3) 
and at the same time there is ever more talk about ESL as a problem; more-
over, they have challenged the idea that increasing people’s qualifications 
will solve the problem (e.g. Bernard, 2013; Bernard & Venart, 2013; Berthet, 
2013; Berthet & Simon, 2012; Dubet, 2015; Huart, 2013). 

As a result of the attention to the issue of ESL, many measures/actions/
bodies/institutions/networks/tools have been reinforced in the field of pre-
vention, intervention and compensation (see Table 1 in the appendix), ad-
vancing France’s strong compensation tradition (Thibert, 2013). The over-
view of measures shows there were many opportunities for cross-sectorial 
multi-professional and/or multi-agency cooperation at the school/local lev-
el in relation to ESL that also included external partners to offer more per-
sonalised and transversal responses.

The main policies and measures involved: (1) fighting against absen-
teeism; (2) supporting the integration of migrants (test of scholarly and lin-
guistic competencies and provision of support for instruction language); 
(3) preventing school drop-out for socially disadvantaged youth (priority 
ECEC enrolment, additional teacher in schools in disadvantaged areas, in-
dividualised pedagogical support); (4) ensuring adequate orientation of stu-
dents, especially in VET; (5) specific structures (MLDS – Missions de lutte 
contre le décrochage scolaire) that identify youngsters who dropped out of 
school and offer them different options; and (6) local associations (Missions 
locales pourl’insertion des jeunes) that provide professional and social in-
tegration support to ESL youngsters (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). 
Since 2011, a detection system (SIEI, an interdepartmental system of in-
formation exchange) has made it possible to identify young school leav-
ers. Data are used by local platforms to identify ESLers and support them 
in finding a solution (a personalised return path) for further education and 
training (EC, 2013). It should be noted that SIEI is not used to collect statis-
tical data on ESL (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014).

Moreover, in the reforms taking place in 2013 (see Guidance and 
Programming Law, 2013-595; also see Eurydice, n.d.) a significant meas-
ure was Formation Qualification Emploi (FoQualE), a network that coor-
dinates stakeholders working at the local level with ESLers (different organ-
isations offering education and training programmes outside the regular 
mainstream education system); it aims to offer a personalised return path 
to education and training. Another measure was the introduction of ‘ESL 
officers’ (décrochage scolaire) who are appointed in secondary schools with 
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high truancy and ESL rates. They coordinate the prevention action taken 
by the education staff, including the CPE and social and health staff, with-
in ESL-prevention groups. The third measure was related to truancy as an 
early sign of potential school leaving. Some other important measures were 
(for a detailed description, see Eurydice, n.d.): families are given the final 
decision regarding the type of lycée a student will attend (to avoid unwant-
ed streaming to vocational programmes linked to ESL; Bavoux & Pugin, 
2012), a website where ESLers can find information regarding training was 
set up (http://www.onisep.fr/), an advisory phone number for (potential) 
ESLers or parents about training solutions was made available, versatility 
in training and flexibility for tracks was increased, external partners were 
included in educational alliances to offer more personalised and transver-
sal responses, a plan to educate education staff on ESL was developed etc. 

Altogether, over 30 policies were implemented with numerous local 
projects or initiatives (also see Guigue, 2013) and the coexistence of differ-
ent type of actors (government departments, local governments and local 
structures/networks). Numerous measures and instruments were loosely 
coordinated, quickly outdated, decommissioned and scarcely financed at 
the national/systemic level (Berthet & Simon, 2012). The collision of na-
tional and local agenda has impacted and sometimes destroyed local ex-
perimentations (ibid.). The authors also find that the voice of the students 
in these projects was not heard (pupils had no information about the pro-
jects, projects bore no value to them, they were forced to participate), some-
times also due to constraints in the education system (not enough places at 
the chosen school).

In 2014, the Ministry of Education prepared an evaluation of the part-
nership policy against ESL and proposed a systemic action plan (MEN, 
2014, a, b). A coordinated and coherent action public policy to prevent ESL 
was launched in November 2014 in the form of a national strategy to tack-
le ESL (Tous mobilisés contre le décrochage – Together against ESL; MEN, 
2015b). The strategy brought different ESL policies and measures togeth-
er, and systemised them along three key areas. According to the strategy 
(MEN, 2015b) the three key areas are: 

(1) all mobilised against ESL (accountability/empowerment of all ac-
tors – schools, teachers, educational non-teaching staff, parents, 
youth, external actors; ‘staying in school is everyone’s business, 
and every young person needs daily encouragement’); 

http://www.onisep.fr/
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(2) more emphasis on prevention (ESL modules in initial and in-ser-
vice staff training, educational alliances between schools and ex-
ternal partners to provide adequate support, new teaching prac-
tices and learning methods); and

(3) a »new chance« to become qualified; i.e. return to education or 
training (greater modularity and flexibility of the education path). 

The strategy further defines specific measures within each key area, 
conditions (levers) needed for the success of the strategy and timeline. In 
the following section, we present the two measures/actions most related to 
the multi-professional collaboration in the focus of the TITA project – the 
ESL-prevention groups and the ESL officer. 

ESL-Prevention Group – an example of multi-professional 
collaboration

The GPDS (Group de Prévention du Décrochage scholaire – ESL-Prevention 
Group) is the prototype of multi-professional collaboration which is in the 
focus of the TITA project. It is a collegial internal (within-institution) mul-
ti-category body (MEN, 2015c). The GPDS is a measure/action aimed at 
students showing signs of ESL (at collège and lycée), previously known as 
GAIN (Groupe d’Aide à l’Insertion – Integration Support Group; MEN, 
2014a). 

In the national strategy against ESL (MEN, 2015b) the GPDSs are em-
bedded in the key area of prevention, in the measure of strengthening col-
laboration between teaching and educational staff to provide better support 
for young people in an ESL situation; thus the GPDS is focused on with-
in-school collaboration. 

The national strategy against ESL allows/aims for the proliferation of 
ESL-prevention groups in all secondary schools (MEN, 2015b). It is a group 
around the head of an institution bringing participants of the education-
al community together: school management, teaching staff, the CPE, the 
guidance counsellor, the social and health worker. They are brought togeth-
er in order to analyse the situation of a youngster and find suitable support 
(MEN, 2014a). The GPDS coordinates the identification of the potential ESL 
and monitors the implementation of prevention activities (MEN, 2015c). 
The ESL-prevention groups should be managed and steered by the head of 
the institution/school directors or the ESL coordinator (national education 
inspector); however, this role needs to be consolidated in the coming years 
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(MEN, 2014b). The ministry (ibid.) has identified the following three prior-
ity domains to be systematically addressed by the ESL-prevention group: 

(1) the existence of cognitive (learning) difficulties; 
(2) diagnostic of possible disorders, pathology or disease (e.g. school 

phobia); and 
(3) attention to harassment (maltreatment or abuse in all forms, in-

side and outside of school). 

Diagnostic tools for identifying ESLers remain to be generalised 
(MEN, 2015b); guidelines for sharing information and confidentiality have 
been issued (see MEN, 2015c).

The ESL-prevention groups are closely linked to the establishment of 
educational alliances, which has been put forward in the national strate-
gy (MEN, 2015b), followed by an implementation guide for educational al-
liances (MEN, 2015c). The ESL-prevention groups can be seen as an inter-
nal educational alliance (micro-level and meso-level) since alliance can be 
internal to the school (institution) or can include a variety of external part-
ners (macro level; associations, communities, companies from social, med-
ical, health, legal services/institutions to entrepreneurships) (MEN, 2015c; 
Thibert, 2013). The alliance (thus also the ESL-prevention group) can vary 
in its configuration according to each student’s needs in both its composi-
tion and scope (ibid.).

A case study of an ESL-prevention group at Lycée Arago 
To provide a concrete example of how ESL-prevention groups may func-
tion, a case study of an ESL-prevention group at Lycée Arago is presented 
below. Its functions or main goals are to:

- encourage/ensure that the student is present at school and to lim-
it ESL;

- promote the social integration of all students at Lycée Arago;

- empower and encourage the initiative and innovation of all ac-
tors; and

- personalise the orientation paths (Lycée Arago, 2015).

Besides these goals, the ESL-prevention group also sets specific goals 
each year (in line with specific problems of this school and its area). In 
a Lycée Arago document, the ESL-prevention group’s actions are divided 
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into four categories: prevention actions aimed at all students, actions to 
tackle absenteeism, actions aimed at parents, and actions aimed at teach-
ers. The ESL-prevention group is also a body that receives a student as a fi-
nal resort before outsourcing to local institutions working with school leav-
ers and alerting the academic inspector. However, there is no information 
about the extent of these different categories or the evaluations of the ac-
tions; in this respect, the TITA project will contribute to the examination 
and evaluation of the actions taken by ESL-prevention groups in different 
schools.

Lycée Arago’s phases of working with or managing (a potential) ESLer 
are: when everyday alerting signals appear (e.g. continuing absences, fre-
quent delays, exclusion from classes, fatigue/irritation, violence, aggres-
sion, avoidance strategies, poor school results) this alerts the CPE, class 
teacher and ESL officer. This leads to opening an ESL-prevention file, di-
agnosing the situation, taking care of the student in terms of his/her situ-
ation, proposing solutions and monitoring the student (weekly reports). If 
measures are ineffective, the ESL-prevention group examines the file, anal-
yses the motives of failure, prescribes other solutions, monitors the student 
(weekly reports). If these measures are ineffective, the institution resorts to 
outsourcing (it refers the student to external institutions working with ear-
ly leavers) (Lycée Arago, 2015). This protocol may make these actions appear 
easier than in everyday school life (some real situations can be observed on 
the TITA website in the framework of Training Tools).

Teachers in the ESL-prevention group
According to the ministry, the GPDSs include few teachers, while their par-
ticipation would allow the link between learning (‘school life’) and pedago-
gy to be enhanced (MEN, 2014a). Further, since there is a lack of national 
guidance and harmonisation the GPDSs’ profiles and practices remain di-
verse (ibid.). In a very recent evaluation of ESL-prevention groups, the au-
thors interviewed over 120 schools’ management teams from three regional 
education authorities (academies) and confirmed this – collaborative work 
within ESL-prevention groups takes a variety of forms at the individual 
school level (differences in practices and modes of organisation); howev-
er, a large share of schools does include teachers in ESL-prevention groups 
(Maillard, Merlin, Rouaud, & Olaria, 2016). More specifically, the authors 
found four types of collaborative work within ESL-prevention groups in 
French secondary schools. These four approaches mostly differ by how well 
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teachers are mobilised within the group, how broad the conception of pre-
vention is and to what extent actors outside of school are involved. The au-
thors conclude that the involvement of teachers is a key element of mul-
ti-professional collaboration because this will lead to a shared vision of 
what an individual school wants and is able to do. In our opinion, it is im-
portant to note that while including teachers in ESL-prevention groups is 
certainly a necessary step, this in itself does not ensure effective multi-pro-
fessional collaboration – issues like time and budgetary constraints as well 
as group composition and training must be considered.

ESL officer
ESL officers (référent décrochage) were appointed in autumn 2013 at sec-
ondary schools with high levels of truancy and ESL (Bulletin officiel, 2013). 
They have been generalised since August 2014 when a decree was issued 
that allowed for the appointment of an ESL officer within each secondary 
school (MEN, 2014b). 

The work of ESL officers is situated in the centre of the ESL-prevention 
measure. From the first signs of ESL onwards, they mobilise and coordinate 
the prevention action conducted by the ESL-prevention group. The ESL of-
ficer takes action under the head of institution alongside other members of 
the ESL-prevention group. The ESL officer is active in four work areas: pre-
vention axis (e.g. identifies the youngsters concerned from the first signs of 
ESL onwards, collects all useful information), compensation axis (e.g. in-
volved in research of solutions for a return to initial education and ensures a 
youngster is monitored (care, support, etc.)), communication (conveys and 
ensures the circulation of information between actors – management team, 
CPE) and evaluation (e.g. writing the annual report of proposed actions) 
(Académie Poitiers, n.d./a). In the prevention axis, their work includes help 
in setting up the ESL-prevention group; the ESL officer is also its joint-co-
ordinator (ibid.). ESL officers have various profiles – generally they are 
CPEs, but not always – they can also be e.g. heads of institutions, education 
assistants, guidance counsellors (Académie Poitiers, n.d./b; MEN 2014b). 
The ministry aims to assure the promotion of teaching staff in the ESL of-
ficer role, formalisation of a dedicated job description for an ESL officer, an 
increase in their competencies focused on ESL-prevention, enhancement 
of their role as the link among the actors involved (inside and outside of 
school, horizontally and vertically with local authorities). 

http://www.education.gouv.fr/pid25535/bulletin-officiel.html
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Conclusions
This overview of European and French national and local policy and/or op-
erational documents on ESL demonstrates the considerable attention this 
issue has received in France in recent years. The declining ESL rates show 
that the efforts have been efficient to some extent; however, tackling the dis-
parities among regions and subgroups remains a challenge. 

With regard to multi-professional collaboration in tackling ESL it 
can be concluded that ESL-prevention groups are a promising measure. In 
the future, raising the awareness of all actors involved and empowering 
teachers to be partners on an equal footing in these groups is warranted. 
Moreover, issues like time and budgetary constraints as well as group com-
position and training need to be considered. Although the official docu-
ments imply that ESL-prevention groups are essentially internal alliances 
composed of school staff, practice shows that in some schools the func-
tioning and linking of the ESL-prevention group has been extended to in-
clude external partners, institutions (Maillard et al., 2016). This indicates 
that in some schools the ESL-prevention group is already taking the form 
of a macro-level educational alliance. 

It seems that in the following years the challenge with multi-profes-
sional collaboration will be to put into practice what has been envisioned in 
the national strategy and supporting documents. As already mentioned, an 
important step towards that goal is to evaluate their functioning in prac-
tice, as is being conducted within the framework of the TITA project. 
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Appendix

Table 1. Principal measures/institutions/networks/tools of the policy against ESL 
(translated from MEN, 2014a)

Field
Title (French

original // English 
translation

Type of policy Target public Synthetic description Policy carrier 

PR
EV

EN
T

IO
N

Accompagnement 
éducatif // Educati-
onal support

measure/action
volunteer students 
of Priority Edu-
cation1

receive the students after school to 
propose help with their homework 
and lessons, to strengthen their pra-
ctice of modern languages, cultu-
ral and artistic activities or sports 
activity

Ministry of 
Education 
(MoE)

Aide personnalisée 
// Personalised help 
(replaced by addi-
tional pedagogical 
activities)

measure/action
primary school 
students (6-11 ye-
ars old)

60 hours per school year that the tea-
cher dedicates to accompany smaller 
groups of students

MoE

Conseil École-Col-
lège // School2-col-
lège board 

measure/action students of 5th and 
6th classes

a body uniting boards and scho-
ol/collège teachers of the sector and 
preparing an action programme 
with the aim to improve the peda-
gogical and educational continui-
ty between the primary school and 
collège 

MoE

Dispositif d'inita-
tion aux métiers en 
alternance (DIMA) 
// Measure of initi-
ation in work-lin-
ked professions

measure/action
students over 15 
who want to enter a 
training

discovering one or several professi-
ons as part of work-linked educati-
on, while also acquiring a common 
base of knowledge

MoE

École Ouverte // 
Open School institution

young people who 
cannot go on ho-
liday

opening of voluntary institutions of 
deprived areas or rural zones during 
school holidays as well as on Wed-
nesdays and Saturdays in order to 
offer youngsters a programme with 
many activities organised by quali-
fied teachers

MoE and city 
authorities

Mallette des Pa-
rents en 6e // Pa-
rents' kit/aid in 6th 
class

measure/action parents of 6th class 
students 

meeting debates between parents 
and collège staff concerning support 
they can offer to children, relation-
ship with the collège and compre-
hension of its functioning

MoE

Mallette des Pa-
rents en 3e // Pa-
rents' kit/aid in 3rd 
class

measure/action

parents of 3rd class 
students who are 
academically the 
most vulnerable

information and exchange reunions 
between the principal and the pa-
rents concerning the student's ori-
entation

MoE
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Field
Title (French

original // English 
translation

Type of policy Target public Synthetic description Policy carrier 

PR
EV

EN
T

IO
N

Programme de 
Réussite Educa-
tive (PRE) // Pro-
gramme of Acade-
mic Success

measure/action

children between 
2 and 16 that show 
signs of vulnera-
bility and that live 
primarily in the 
areas under the city 
policy 

creating personalised path of soci-
al and academic assistance based on 
multidisciplinary teams 

ACSé3

Programme ACSé 
Soutien à la paren-
talité // ACSé Pro-
gramme of Support 
to Parenting

measure/action

Families with dif-
ficulties that live in 
the priority areas 
of CUCSs4

information, listening and assistan-
ce actions, creating parent-professi-
onal links, organisation of joint pa-
rent-child activities 

ACSé

IN
T

ER
V

EN
T

IO
N

ACTE5 measure/action

students excluded 
from collège for a 
short period (<5 
days)

Taking care of excluded students in 
order to encourage academic con-
tinuity and prevent the exclusion 
to turn into ESL. The excluded stu-
dents are received out of collège for 
an academic and socio-educatio-
nal assistance essentially provided 
by specialised teachers: a speci-
al attention is given to the compre-
hension of the sanction and the re-
turn to collège

CG 936 and 
MoE

CNED7 – D’Col8 measure/action students with scho-
ol difficulties

online school support measure 
(French, Maths, English) that com-
bines personal assistance, digital 
educational means and an online 
tutoring by a CNED teacher

MoE – CNED

Dispositifs relais 
(Bride facility/brid-
ging programme)

institution

youngsters with 
school and behavi-
our problems, of-
ten in a process of 
school institution 
rejection

a reinforced educational, school and 
pre-school supervision aiming at a 
reinvestment of learning, an approp-
riation of social and school rules in 
order to return to mainstream edu-
cation

MoE

ERS9 institution

students that were 
excluded multiple 
times, but who 
don't receive a spe-
cial or adapted 
education nor are 
placed in the penal 
system

adapted education for at least a 
month, often the student lives in a 
residency in the annexed premises 
which permits an ongoing care of 
the student

MoE

GPDS (Groupe 
de Prévention du 
Déchochage schola-
ire // ESL-preventi-
on Group)

measure/action

students showing 
signs of ESL (essen-
tially collège and 
secondary school)

a group around the head of instituti-
on joining all the participants of the 
academic community (the teacher, 
the CPE10, the COP11, the social wor-
ker…) in order to analyse the situ-
ation of a youngster and find suita-
ble support

MoE

LATI 12 institution students showing 
signs of ESL

reception and pedagogical/educatio-
nal/ psychological care taking place 
at the institution

MoE

MAAF – Réseau in-
sertion/égalité des 
chances // Mini-
stry of Agricultu-
re – Integration/
Equal Opportuniti-
es Sector

network students showing 
signs of ESL

assistance of institutions in setting 
up actions against ESL at the local 
and regional level

Ministry of 
Agriculture



e a r ly school l e av i ng: con t e m por a ry eu rope a n per spect i v e s

68

Field
Title (French

original // English 
translation

Type of policy Target public Synthetic description Policy carrier 

IN
T

ER
V

EN
T

IO
N

MLDS (Mission 
de Lutte conte le 
Décrochage Sco-
laire)

network

students showing 
signs of ESL (essen-
tially collège and 
secondary school)

a body with an educational advice, 
expertise and engineering role wit-
hin institutions and CIO (Centre 
d'Information and Orientation) in-
tended for setting up identification, 
prevention, remobilisation and re-
preparation for the exams

MoE

Programme per-
sonnalisé de 
Réussite Educati-
ve (PPRE) // Perso-
nalised Programme 
of Academic Achie-
vement

measure/action

students with scho-
ol difficulties, from 
elementary school 
to collège

coordinated action plan develo-
ped by a pedagogic team, discussed 
with the parents and presented to 
the student

MoE

Réseau d'Ai-
de Spécialisé aux 
Elèves (RASED) // 
Specialised Support 
Network for Stu-
dents

network

students with scho-
ol or school adapta-
tion difficulties in 
primary school

a specialised support in and out of 
class, provided by specialised tea-
chers intended for a predominantly 
pedagogical aid: the »E teachers« (le-
arning difficulties), specialised te-
achers intended for a predominan-
tly reeducation aid: the G teachers 
(school adaptation difficulties) and 
school psychologists

MoE

Stages de remise à 
niveau // Update 
training sessions

measure/action
students with scho-
ol difficulties in 
primary school

The sessions are taking place in 
smaller groups during school ho-
lidays and targeting learning of 
French and Maths. They are pro-
posed to families and hosted by vo-
luntary teachers that are paid by 
extra hours

MoE

C
O

M
PE

N
SA

T
IO

N

Atelier pédagogique 
de Nanterre (Peda-
gogic Workshop of 
Nanterre)

measure/action youngsters betwe-
en 10 and 18 

a flexible, out-of-institution educa-
tion modality bringing together tea-
chers, educators and an infant-child 
psychiatric ward 

T. Roussel 
Hospital Cen-
tre, MoE and 
associations

CIVIS13 measure/action

youngsters from 16 
to 25 without a di-
ploma or job se-
ekers

A one-year measure aimed to enco-
urage professional integration on 
a youngster thanks to a personali-
sed assistance that can be doubled 
by an allowance. A reinforced mea-
sure (weekly meetings the first three 
months) is intended for youngsters 
of VI, Vbis and V without a diploma 
(11 to 17 year olds).

Emploi (a set of 
public policies 
regarding work 
and vocational 
training)

Clauses sociales // 
Social provisions measure/action youngsters that 

dropped out

Experimental measure involving in-
tegration of provisions in public 
markets of National Education in or-
der to enable young ESLers to do an 
integration career within a company 
completed by a monitoring by MLDS 
in order to create a professional pro-
ject/career plan. 

MoE

Ecoles de la 2e 
Chance // Schools 
of 2nd Chance

institution

voluntary youn-
gsters that often 
have a difficult re-
lationship with 
school, i.e. behavi-
our problems

a training programme aimed to cre-
ate a professional project/career plan 
for every youngster by offering indi-
vidualised paths/careers, numerous 
contacts with the companies and a 
required level of essentials

Network of 
Ecoles de la 2e 
Chance

Centres EPIDE14 institution

youngsters from 18 
to 25 that lag be-
hind or experien-
ce school difficul-
ties and frequently 
have financial and 
health problems 
and problems with 
the law

A teaching method from 8 to 24 
months, exclusively provided un-
der the scheme of residency during 
the week. The programme combi-
nes working in depth on the know-
-how, a general course encompassing 
a required school level and creating a 
professional project/career plan lea-
ding to employment

EPIDE
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Field
Title (French

original // English 
translation

Type of policy Target public Synthetic description Policy carrier 

C
O

M
PE

N
SA

T
IO

N

Etablissements Sco-
laires Publics Inno-
vants (ESPI) (Inno-
vative Public School 
Institutions)

institution variable

an institution offering innova-
tive modes of operation putting 
an accent on academic achieve-
ment, removing artificial barriers 
in teaching/education, developing 
a collective and offering individual 
assistance to the students

ESPI federation 
(FESPI)

FOQUALE network
youngsters that 
dropped out of Na-
tional Education

a network uniting the participants of 
National Education present in a par-
ticular area in order to coordinate 
and develop the offer of solutions av-
ailable to young ESLers

MoE

Ma Seconde Chan-
ce // My Second 
Chance

tool

students in the pro-
cess of dropping 
out or that already 
dropped out

an internet site and a mobile appli-
cation providing the youngsters that 
dropped out the initial education 
the nearest reception and education 
place that is adapted to their wishes 
thanks to the information, geoloca-
lisation and dialogue (chat) services

MoE - ONI-
SEP15

Micro-lycées // Mi-
cro-students institution

youngsters that 
dropped out volu-
ntarily, often with 
complex paths and 
without education 
solution 

An innovative and experimental 
programme offering preparation 
for baccalaureate (secondary scho-
ol diploma). Its objective is that the 
youngsters return to learning, ru-
les, socialisation and to adopt self-
-confidence.

MoE

Missions Locales // 
Local Missions network

youngsters from 16 
to 25 having pro-
blems with soci-
al and professional 
integration 

Spaces of intervention in the servi-
ce of youngsters. Their functions are 
identification, information, orienta-
tion and assistance.

Emploi (a set of 
public policies 
regarding work 
and vocational 
training)

Plateformes de So-
utien et d'Appui 
au Décrocheu-
rs (PSAD) // ESL 
Support Platforms

network youngsters that 
dropped out 

a coordination measure bringing to-
gether local education, orientation 
and integration participants/players 
aimed at providing a personalised 
and quick answer to every youn-
gster without a diploma and witho-
ut solution

Partnership 
(MoE and the 
Emploi work 
policies)

Service civique // 
Civic Service measure/action youngsters from 

16 to 25

a voluntary commitment in order to 
perform a common good task dou-
bled by a personalised monitoring of 
the young ESLer by a National Edu-
cation tutor 

Agency of Ci-
vil Service and 
MoE

Système Intermi-
nistriel d'Echan-
ge d'Informations 
(SIEI) // Intermi-
nistrial system of 
exchange of infor-
mation

tool

youngsters over 16 
that dropped out 
different systems 
of initial education 
(currently tracking: 
National Educa-
tion, Agricultu-
re, private schools, 
Apprentice Tra-
ining Centre)

an information system providing an 
insight into student files and thus 
identifying twice a year the youn-
gsters that dropped out from diffe-
rent initial education systems

MoE and Mi-
nistry of Agri-
culture

1 Priority Education Zones are areas of school institutions (primary schools or col-
lèges) in France with greater autonomy or resources in order to fight against diffi-
culties of the school or social order. Since 2006 they no longer exist under this name 
although it has become a well-known expression in France. Priority Education is a 
government policy targeting schools with learning and social difficulties.

2 Meaning primary school 
3 Agence nationale pour la Cohésion Sociale et l’Égalité des chances // National 

Agency for Social Cohesion and Equal Opportunities
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4 Contrat Urban de Cohésion Sociale // Urban Contract of Social Cohesion: a measure 
of French city policy between 2007 and 2014 in order to help areas with difficulties; 
when it expired in 2014, it was replaced in 2015 by 1300 Quartiers prioritaires (QP) 
// 1,300 Priority Areas in accordance with an election promise made by President 
Hollande

5 Accompagnement des Collégiens Temporairement Exclus // Assistance to 
Temporarily Excluded Students

6 Conseil Général de Seine-Saint-Denis // General Board of Seine-Saint-Denis 
department

7 Centre National d’Enseignement à Distance // National Centre for Distance Learning
8 Interactive assistance and support system of CNED
9 Établissement de Réinsertion Scolaire // Academic Reintegration Institution: an in-

stitution introduced in 2010 for disruptive students aged between 13 and 16 
10 Conseiller Principal d’Education // Principal Education Advisor: a special feature of 

the French education system
11 Conseiller d’Orientation-Psychologue // Guidance Counsellor-Psychologist
12 Lieu d’Accueil Temporaire Individualisé // Individualised Temporary Reception 

Place
13 Contrat d’Insertion dans la VIe Sociale // Social Life Integration Contract
14 Etablissement Pubic d’Insertion de la Defense // Public Institution of (Social) 

Defence Integration
15 Office National d’Information Sur les Enseignants et les Professions // National 

Information Office for Teachers and Professions



71

Synopsis
Since 2000, rates of ESL in Luxembourg have stayed below the 
European and national target of 10%, with some fluctuations seen 
in recent years. However, ESL among students with a migrant back-
ground remains a challenge. Education and career guidance is 
very well developed and is clearly regarded as tackling ESL. Multi-
professional teams in and around schools are well established.

Summary
Luxembourg and its education system are characterised by a multi-
lingual environment with three official languages and relatively high 
levels of migrants. Luxembourg already had relatively low rates of 
ESL in 2000 compared to other EU member states, but still made 
considerable progress up to 2009, with an ESL rate of 7.7%. Since 
then, slight fluctuations may be observed; the country’s ESL rate re-
mained below the European headline target of 10% throughout this 
period, reaching its lowest rate of 5.5% in 2015. The share of early leav-
ers is higher for foreign-born versus native-born and for male versus 
female. ESL in Luxembourg has received significant attention since 
2000, with the issue considered in the extensive ongoing reform of 
the country’s education system. The following measures are recog-
nised as important for tackling ESL. First, Luxembourg has a tra-
dition of education and career guidance as well as a multi-agency 

2.1.3 
The ESL Situation in Luxembourg
Maša Vidmar and Tina Rutar Leban



e a r ly school l e av i ng: con t e m por a ry eu rope a n per spect i v e s

72

partnership working in and around schools, providing good tools 
also with regard to ESL. The multi-agency teams involve school 
heads, teachers, guidance specialists, psychologists, social work-
ers, youth workers and therapists. Every school in secondary edu-
cation provides a service for educational psychology and guidance 
(SPOS) which cooperates with teachers, parents, the school’s med-
ical service, as well as competent services and professional cham-
bers. Education and career guidance1 is explicitly seen as a preven-
tion, intervention and compensation measure for addressing ESL. 
Second, the role of second-chance schools has also been put forward. 
Third, the ESL topic is included in continuing professional develop-
ment courses. Finally, several other practices (e.g. a digital register of 
students that allows ESLers to be followed up and given help to enter 
an appropriate training programme or the labour market; ‘Mosaic 
Classes’ for students with behavioural difficulties; the ‘Stop&Go’ 
self-development programme) and projects (e.g. the PAS project that 
helps identify at-risk students and applies measures; the ‘Itzigerstee’ 
project for highly problematic students) have been established, al-
though a comprehensive national strategy tackling ESL is still lack-
ing. Moreover, as MENJE (2015) highlighted, it is clear that in general 
high schools (lycées) only respond to ESL once it is already obvi-
ous; instead, timely attention to early causes and pathways is need-
ed, namely at the start of the process that ends in ESL, and to invest 
more in preventing ESL.

Key words: Luxembourg, policy measures, ESL statistics, education 
and career guidance, multi-professional teams 

Introduction
Following Europe’s strategy within the framework Education & Training 
2010 (European Commission, 2002) and 2020 (Council of the EU, 2009), 
the reduction of early school leaving (ESL) has become an important issue 
in Luxembourg. The issue has also attracted political attention since over 
40% of youth who were in unemployment had no qualifications (Cedefop, 
2014). ESL has been addressed in a comprehensive reform of the national 
1 Education and career guidance (as defined in European Commission/EACEA/

Eurydice, 2015) refers to the support provided to students in their choice of educa-
tion and career paths; it is closely related to two interrelated activities: career educa-
tion and career guidance (for the exact definition, see ELGPN, 2014, p. 14). 
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education system, with various measures at either national or local level be-
ing articulated to prevent or remedy ESL. 

The aim of this article is to describe the current situation and re-
cent trends concerning ESL in Luxembourg. First, some characteristics of 
Luxembourg’s education system relevant to ESL are presented (i.e. transi-
tions, length of compulsory education, grade retention), including certain 
pertinent recent reforms. Second, statistics on ESL in Luxembourg are pro-
vided along with, third, an insight into some ESL-related measures and 
policies with a focus on multi-professional collaboration relating to ESL. 
The purpose is to elucidate the context in which experiments within the 
TITA project take place, thus guiding the interpretation and generalisa-
tions of the findings.

Methodology
The findings outlined in this article are based on information drawn from 
European documents (European Commission, Eurydice), Eurostat, minis-
terial documents on ESL, and other documents and reports available on-
line. A search for scientific articles using the key words “early school leav-
ing”, “drop-out” and “Luxembourg” using the Arizona State University 
Libraries search engine resulted in only two relevant articles. This lack of 
international scientific publications and findings pertaining to the ESL top-
ic in Luxembourg indicates it has not received much research attention; 
thus, for this article’s purposes we mostly relied on the documents listed 
above. A search was also conducted using the backward procedure. 

Some relevant characteristics of Luxembourg’s education 
system

Due to its relatively small territory and geographical location, Luxembourg’s 
demographic situation is characterised by a multinational population and 
workforce as well as a multilingual environment. Naturally, this holds 
implications for the education system (Eurydice, n.d.). For example, in 
2004/2005, pupils speaking Luxembourgish at home made up the major-
ity, but by 2012/2013 the situation had reversed: just 40% of pupils speak 
Luxembourgish as a first language at home (MENJE, 2014). Moreover, over 
30% of students in primary education do not speak any of the three official 
languages – French, German or Luxembourgish (neither as the first language 
spoken, nor the second language spoken; ibid.). This trilingual tradition is 
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an asset for the national education system. However, it also makes life more 
difficult for many students, bringing about the possibility of ESL (European 
Commission, 2016a, b; also see Meyers & Houssemand, 2011 for a discus-
sion on language education in Luxembourg; see MENJE, 2015 for the rea-
sons for ESL identified by actual ESLers). Moreover, the high rates of stu-
dents with a migrant background also hold implications for tackling ESL as 
such students are largely over-represented among ESLers in many EU coun-
tries (Eurostat, n.d./b). Yet the relationship between a migrant background 
and ESL is not straightforward, with other variables (e.g. SES, language) 
likely playing a role. Another specific characteristic of Luxembourg’s edu-
cation system is the important role of the social partners (i.e. professional 
chambers, parents’ associations) throughout the system – there is a strong 
presence of social dialogue between the government and various interest 
groups as well as membership in different bodies and commissions. 

Eurydice diagrams of education systems (Eurydice, n.d.; European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2015) show that education in Luxembourg 
is compulsory between the ages of 4 and 16. This period comprises elemen-
tary school (école fondamentale) and secondary education (enseignement 
post-primaire) with several transitions and early tracking (after primary lev-
el), both of which are recognised as risk factors for ESL at the system level. 
Elementary school is divided into four cycles (cycles 1–4, including preschool 
education and primary education, ages 3 to 11 years, ISCED 0 and 1). After el-
ementary education, students are streamed into secondary education (ages 
12 to 19 years, ISCED 2 and 3) which is either: general secondary education 
(lycée) preparing for higher education or technical secondary education (ly-
cée technique – with three different regimes) preparing for working life and/
or higher education (Eurydice, n.d.). Since the 2016/2017 school year, the pro-
cess of guidance towards secondary education already starts in the last two 
years of elementary school (ibid.). Early education and career guidance is 
recognised as system-level protective factor against ESL.

Another two aspects of the education system touching on ESL are 
grade retention (a risk factor) and accessible high-quality ECEC; a pro-
tective factor). Grade retention in Luxembourg is one of the highest in 
Europe, with some 35% of students reporting they had repeated a grade 
at least once in primary, lower or upper secondary education in 2009 
(EACEA/Eurydice, 2011) and in 2012 (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). ECEC is strong in Luxembourg since over 95% 
of children participate in it before they start primary school (European 
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Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014) and recent measures aim 
to improve the quality of these services, particularly to reduce socio-eco-
nomic disadvantages (European Commission, 2016b). One of the biggest is-
sues in Luxembourg is the strong relationship between SES and education-
al performance, where SES is, in turn, correlated with migrant background 
(European Commission, 2016a). 

Luxembourg’s education system brings a strong emphasis on educa-
tion and career guidance, (psychological) counselling and information 
activities available to the students. Guidance is part of the curriculum in 
primary education; in secondary schools it is not embedded in the curricu-
lum, but schools are obliged to provide it (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). School staff dealing with guidance comprise 
teachers with and without specific training, education and career counsel-
lors, psychologists, social workers and pedagogues (ibid.). The main servic-
es and bodies offering such support are: 

‐ the secondary schools (lycées) themselves; 
‐ an individual school’s Services for Educational Psychology and 

Guidance (SPOS – Service de psychologie et d’orientation scolaires) 
– most schools have one;

‐ the Centre for Educational Psychology and Guidance, a depart-
ment at the Ministry of Education, Youth and Childhood (CPOS 
– Centre de psychologie et d’orientation scolaires); and

‐ the Centre for Documentation and Information on Higher 
Education (CEDIES – Centre de Documentation et d’Information 
sur l’Enseignement Supérieur) (Eurydice, n.d.).

In 2012, several public services and entities merged to form a counsel-
ling centre or ‘house of guidance’ (Maison de l’orientation), bringing to-
gether all relevant counselling services for young people and adults like 
guidance services, educational and psychological support; these services 
depend on different ministries and are not administratively integrated, but 
their co-location has significantly increased their cooperation (European 
Commission, 2013b). Partners of the ‘house of guidance’ regularly cooper-
ate with schools and provide in-class presentations on the different services 
and possibilities available to pupils and young people (ibid.).

http://www.anelo.lu/fr/maison-de-lorientation
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Recent relevant reforms
Luxembourg has been engaged in the process of comprehensively trans-
forming its national education system. The core idea is to make the educa-
tion system fit better with today’s society and to better equip each student to 
help them succeed in educational vocational and personal life. Reforms are 
prepared and implemented at all levels of education: reform of VET (2008; 
for details, see Cedefop, 2015), reform of elementary education (école fon-
damentale, which includes pre-primary and primary schools, 2009; for the 
first evaluation, see reports prepared by Université du Luxembourg, 2012 
and Koenig, 2013) and the preparatory work for a secondary school reform. 
The reform of secondary schools was being prepared in 2013 (European 
Commission, 2013a) and remains at an early stage (European Commission, 
2016a). The reforms share some common features: a competence-based ap-
proach, early identification of educational difficulties, identification of fac-
tors causing educational failure, emphasis on educational and vocational 
guidance, the cooperation of all stakeholders (Eurydice, n.d.) – namely, at-
tributes also relevant for tackling ESL. 

ESL statistics in Luxembourg
Luxembourg uses both the Eurostat definition of ESLers and a national 
definition. In national statistics, ESLers are defined as secondary school stu-
dents of 16 to 24 years who have, during a given school year, left school and 
did not return before November 15 of the following school year (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). The Eurostat and national 
statistics on ESL are presented below.

Luxembourg already had relatively low ESL rates at the start of 2000 
compared to other EU member states, but still made considerable progress 
up to 2009 (European Commission, 2011). Since then, slight fluctuations 
can be observed which to some extent might also be attributed to the small 
sample size (European Commission, 2016b); the ESL rate stayed below the 
European headline target of 10% throughout this period, but attention to 
the trend in the future is needed. According to the Eurostat (n.d./a) data, 
Luxemburg’s ESL rate was 7.7% in 2009, 6.1% in 2013, 9.3% in 2015, 5.5% in 
2016 (also see Figure 4). The figures on ESL collected at the national level 
via a centralised digital system by following individual students are usu-
ally higher than the figures provided by Eurostat (e.g. see National reform 
programme, 2016). Moreover, the national data show a steady increase in 
ESL rates since 2008 from 9.0% to 13.5% in 2014/15; the rise is attributed 
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to methodological concerns as these constitute theoretical (estimated) ESL 
rates (MENJE, 2017). At first, Luxemburg set the national target for ESL to 
below 10% (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2013) with the pos-
sibility to modify the target in 2015 if the ESL rate had stabilised (European 
Commission, 2013). Yet the rates in that year were unstable and the nation-
al target remained the same (National reform programme, 2016; see Lastra-
Bravo, Tolón-Becerra, & Salinas-Andújar, 2013 for the rationale behind the 
national targets and possible calculations).

Figure 4. Luxembourg: time trend of share of the population aged 18–24 with at most a 
lower secondary education and not in further education or training during the last four 
weeks preceding the survey (Eurostat, n.d./a). 

Note. Lower secondary education refers to ISCED (International Standard Classification of 
Education) 2011 level 0-2 for data from 2014 onwards and to ISCED 1997 level 0-3C short for data up 
to 2013. There is a national-specific time break in the series in 1999, 2003, 2006, 2007, 2009, 2015.

The percentage of early leavers is higher for foreign-born versus na-
tive-born (8.1% versus 5.3% in 2013, 8.5% versus 4.1% in 2015) and for male 
versus female (8.4% versus 3.7% in 2013, 6.8% versus 4.2% in 2016; Eurostat, 
n.d./a). National data also reveal a high share of ESLers among students 
who had at least twice been retained in a grade (MENJE, 2015).

Interestingly, in the 2012/13 school year almost 17% of the students who 
left school in Luxembourg decided to re-enrol in a school in one of the 
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neighbouring countries (Belgium, Germany or France). The majority of 
these students (63%) commute daily to their school and thus do not need to 
move to the other country (MENJE, 2015). 

Insight into tackling the ESL issue in Luxembourg
As stated on the website of the Ministry of National Education, Children 
and Youth, activities and measures to keep students at school have been a 
priority since 2003 (MENJE, n.d.). Moreover, ESL was recognised as a pri-
ority during the Luxembourg Presidency of the EU in 2015; under its pres-
idency, the EU Council’s recommendations were adopted as Council con-
clusions on reducing early school leaving and promoting success in school 
(Council of the EU, 2015). 

In the national context, the ministry responsible for education regu-
larly publishes reports on ESL, including national statistics and other rele-
vant analyses and insights, as well as the results of a survey of actual ESLers 
(MENFP 2008, 2009, 2011, 2012, 2013; MENJE, 2015, 2017). Several struc-
tural reforms, policies and measure(s) have been taken; promotion and 
support for a cross-sector, multi-disciplinary approach to reducing ESL 
has been an important feature (Cedefop, 2014; European Commission/
EACEA/Eurydice, 2013) as well as a compensation measure for strength-
ening second-chance education programmes, particularly those in the area 
of VET (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2013). Special empha-
sis is put on promoting academic success as a way to prevent young peo-
ple from leaving school and increase young people’s qualification levels. 
Researchers highlight the important need to conceive public health strate-
gies in Luxembourg in the context of tackling ESL (Esch et al., 2011). 

Education and career guidance is clearly seen as a prevention, in-
tervention and compensation measure for addressing ESL (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014) and, as described in the 
section on the education system in Luxembourg, is well developed. Some 
other main activities and measures, including specific pilot projects, are 
described below (ibid.): 

(1) development of policies and projects aimed at identifying groups at 
risk and providing individual support: 

a. early detection procedures within primary education and adjust-
ment measures;

http://www.men.public.lu/fr/actualites/grands-dossiers/enseignement-secondaire-secondaire-technique/prevention-decrochage/index.html
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b. since 2005 ‘Mosaic Classes’ have been provided for students with 
behavioural difficulties (e.g. failure to comply with internal regu-
lations, systematic absenteeism, aggression, violence etc.) in sec-
ondary education (temporary intensive support in small groups 
targeting the reintegration and re-socialisation of students in 
their initial class or in a class adapted to their development; 
MENJE, n.d.; Cedefop, 2015); 

c. the ‘School Drop-in’ pilot project (Plateforme Accrochage Scolaire 
– PAS; Stoffel, Friedel, & Thill-Rollinger, 2014) aims to systemat-
ically evaluate the risk of ESL amongst students in secondary ed-
ucation (National reform programme, 2016) and implementing 
measures for students at risk. PAS is coordinated by the CPOS. Its 
goal is to create educational alliances (see Gilles, Potvin, & Tièche 
Christinat, 2012) between different actors and assure the partic-
ipation of everyone – the PAS team works with the family, the 
management, the educational team/teachers, the SPOS and the 
socio-educational team of the high school (lycée) concerned, to-
gether with external partners (e.g. socio-medical and psychologi-
cal services, guidance professionals, employers and others; Stoffel 
et al., 2014). The purpose is to remobilise the young persons in 
terms of their personal and academic success, offering them ac-
tivities that correspond to their social, relational and psycho-emo-
tional needs and difficulties. The PAS team relies on internal re-
sources available within the schools as much as possible and only 
use external ones when needed (ibid.). It started in 2014/15; 

d. the ‘Itzigerstee’ pilot project for highly problematic students aims 
to reintegrate students into mainstream education in cooperation 
with their parents, the school and a psychologist after providing 
individualised support;

e. workshops organised by Local Youth Action (Action locale pour 
jeunes – ALJ) for ESLers on motivation, teamwork, the develop-
ment of vocational projects, internship, and apprenticeship; 

f. the ‘Stop&Go’ self-development programme organised by CPOS 
is intended for either students still at school but who have given up 
on learning, or young ESLers; youngsters work on their person-
al orientation through various non-verbal means of expression 
(body expression, photography, theatre) and are provided with an 
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opportunity to reflect on the current situation and the path they 
wish to take personally and academically (MENJE, n.d.);

(2) inclusion of the ESL topic in teacher education: during the 2013/14 
school year, three different continuing professional development courses 
dealing explicitly with demotivation and student dropout were offered to 
all teachers across the country (Eurydice, 2015); and

(3) development of second-chance schools (Ecole de la 2e Chance – 
E2C) that provide both general and vocational training and other support. 
E2C opened in 2011 and offer a regular school programme, but employ a spe-
cific pedagogical approach (European Commission, 2013; Cedefop, 2015).

In addition, in Luxembourg a centralised digital student register is 
maintained to help identify those young people who left school without ob-
taining a diploma or certification, either during or at the end of the aca-
demic year. A monthly report on such young people who have quit school is 
sent to the Local Youth Action, which contacts these youths individually in 
order to inquire about the reason for leaving school and to help them enter 
a training programme (including transfer to another school) or the labour 
market (European Commission, 2011; 2013b; National reform program, 
2016). According to a Local Youth Action survey, the two most common 
reasons for ESL identified by ESLers were school failure (25%, including an-
ticipation of a school failure and language problems) and guidance/orien-
tation difficulties (25%, e.g. did not like the chosen path, did not have ac-
cess to the desired path for various reasons, was given poor advice; MENJE, 
2015). 

Despite all of the measures and actions described above, Luxembourg 
has no comprehensive strategy in place to tackle ESL (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). In 2015, discussions and 
reflections on how to draw up a national strategy to keep youth at school 
started and an observatory for monitoring ESL (Observatoire du maintien 
scolaire) was announced (National reform programme, 2016). Yet, today a 
comprehensive ESL strategy, one that addresses all levels of education and 
training and brings the right mix of prevention, intervention and compen-
sation measures together, is still needed (European Commission, 2016a). 

Multi-professional teams
As mentioned, cross-sectorial cooperation and a multi-disciplinary ap-
proach to reducing ESL have been a considerable feature (Cedefop, 2014; 
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European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2013) and multi-agency teams 
working in school may be seen as one form of such approach.

Multi-agency teams at the local/institutional level are well established 
in Luxembourg’s education system (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Teams involve school heads, teachers, psycholo-
gists, social workers, youth workers and therapists. Every school in sec-
ondary education provides a service for educational psychology and guid-
ance (SPOS) which cooperates with teachers, parents, the school’s medical 
service, and with competent services and professional chambers. Multi-
professional teams are also found in the centre of the PAS project (for more 
information, see above; Stoffel, Friedel, & Thill-Rollinger, 2014).

Moreover, multi-professional teams (équipes multiprofessonnelles) 
provide psychological counselling/support – a service for special educa-
tion (Eurydice, n.d.). In each district in Luxembourg, there is a multi-pro-
fessional team of experts (psychomotors, psychologists, educators, curative 
educators…). On the request of the pedagogical team, the multi-profession-
al team supports pupils in difficulty while allowing them to remain in class. 
The first assessment (Universite du Lux, 2012) revealed the idea of introduc-
ing multi-professional teams is generally welcomed (by parents and teach-
ers), but the teams are not seen as well-functioning (yet). Criticism of the 
use of the multi-professional teams includes the long waiting periods (at-
tributed to the bureaucracy underlying the procedures and the two dif-
ferent bodies responsible for the team members). Another issue is that in 
many problematic cases the multi-professional teams were not helpful and 
the advice given to teachers was not concrete (because multi-professional 
teams work individually with the student or in making the diagnosis). Only 
exceptionally were teachers informed, instructed or advised how to deal 
with the student in question. Teachers require recommendations or guid-
ance for their further work. The need for such a team varies greatly in the 
view of teachers. The results also show that schools perceive it is now more 
difficult to obtain help (compared to before when the multi-professional 
teams were introduced in special education) because the professionals of-
fering the support were independent, while now everything is centralised 
through one institution), although the professionals involved remain more 
or less the same (ibid.). 

To the contrary, there are also excessive requests whereby teachers 
seek the support of the multi-professional teams; it seems that teachers feel 
they are not responsible for a student if they are given a ‘diagnosis’. It would 



e a r ly school l e av i ng: con t e m por a ry eu rope a n per spect i v e s

82

appear that in the future some alignment of what can be done (by the mul-
ti-professional teams) and what is expected to be done (by the teaching 
staff) is needed. A common culture and constructive communication has 
yet to be established between the various professionals who come from two 
different sectors (elementary education and special education). Capacity 
constraints and responsiveness (quick intervention – regular exchange 
with teaching staff) are important (Universite du Lux, 2012).

Conclusion
ESL in Luxembourg has received considerable attention since 2000, with 
the issue also being considered in the country’s extensive ongoing reform 
of its education system. In 2009, Luxembourg achieved the European head-
line target of < 10% ESLers and its ESL rate has remained below the tar-
get since. Possibly contributing to this progress and providing a good tool 
in the ESL context is the fact that Luxembourg has a tradition in educa-
tion and career guidance as well as a multi-agency partnership working 
in and around schools (e.g. secondary schools provide a service for edu-
cational psychology and guidance that cooperates with teachers, parents, 
the school’s medical service, and with competent services and profession-
al chambers). The role of second-chance schools is also promoted. In addi-
tion, several other practices and projects have been implemented (e.g. early 
detection measures, temporary intensive support in small groups for stu-
dents with behavioural difficulties, providing activities corresponding to 
the social, relational and psycho-emotional needs and difficulties of stu-
dents at high risk of ESL, self-development programmes etc.). However, 
comprehensive national strategy tackling ESL is still missing. In addition, 
certain characteristics of the education system, such as early tracking with 
several transitions and high rates of grade retention, may represent risk fac-
tors for ESL. Moreover, as highlighted in MENJE (2015), it is clear that in 
general high schools (lycées) only respond to ESL once it is already obvi-
ous; instead, attention to the early causes and pathways is called for, name-
ly at the start of the process that ends in ESL, along with more investment 
to help prevent ESL. 
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Synopsis
Spain once had the highest ESL rate among the EU-28 countries, but 
the rate has fallen considerably in the last few years. Spain is one of 
very few European countries with a comprehensive strategy in place 
to reduce ESL. Multi-professional teams are both a legal obligation 
and a well-established practice. 

Summary
In Spain, ESL was already recognised as a pressing issue back in 
1985, although reducing ESL was only acknowledged as a specific ob-
jective in an educational law in 2006. Indeed, Spain has a relative-
ly high share of ESLers, one that is constantly above the EU aver-
age. According to the latest Eurostat data, the ESL rate in Spain was 
19% in 2016, higher than the Europe 2020 target of 10%, but has been 
showing a steady decline in recent years. Spain is currently on the 
right path to reach the national target of 15% by 2020. However, large 
discrepancies remain between regions, male versus females and na-
tive versus foreign-born. Spain is one of very few countries with a 
comprehensive national strategy to tackle ESL; the strategy’s main 
goal is to reduce factors that lead to ESL and promote the return to 
education by students who have left education (regardless of whether 
they are employed or not). Another goal is to conduct special actions 
in areas with high ESL rates and develop measures and prevention 

2.1.4 
The ESL Situation in Spain
Maša Vidmar and Manja Veldin
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programmes for students experiencing difficulties in compulsory 
education. In addition, some territorial strategies are being imple-
mented by the autonomous regions, while an ongoing reform of the 
education system is also expected to help lower ESL rates. Spain also 
has in place education and career guidance in primary and second-
ary education and numerous other measures (prevention, interven-
tion and compensation strategies) that address the problem. In this 
context, multi-professional teams operate in schools and are both a 
legal obligation and a well-established practice.
Key words: Spain, ESL statistics, education, reform, tackling ESL

Introduction
In Spain, ESL is a well-known problem that is studied by institutions deal-
ing with it and academics from several disciplines (Enguita, Martínez, & 
Gómez, 2010). ESL was already recognised as a pressing issue back in 1985, 
although reducing ESL was only acknowledged as a specific objective in an 
educational law in 2006. In October 2016, a new government was formed 
in Spain that made tackling ESL and school failure some of the main ob-
jectives as part of its encouragement for the National Pact for Education 
(Eurydice, n.d.). This aim of the article is to describe the state of affairs and 
recent trends regarding ESL in Spain. Some characteristics of the Spanish 
education system relevant to ESL are presented at the beginning (length of 
compulsory education, transitions, streaming, recent reforms, grade reten-
tion etc.), followed by ESL statistics in Spain and some insights into redress-
ing ESL in the country. 

Methodology
We draw information for this article from European documents (European 
Commission – EC, Eurydice), Eurostat, ministerial documents on ESL and 
other documents and reports available online (prepared by Spanish lo-
cal governments or institutions). A search for scientific articles was con-
ducted using the key words “ESL”, “ESLer”, “drop-out” and “Spain” in the 
EBSCOhost database. A search was also conducted using the backward 
procedure.
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Some relevant characteristics of Spain’s education system
The Spanish education system is decentralised. Educational powers are 
shared  between the State General Authority (Ministry of Education, 
Culture and Sport) and the authorities of the Autonomous Communities 
(Regional Ministries or Departments for Education). In certain autono-
mous cities (Ceuta, Melilla), the Ministry of Education alone exercises the 
educational powers. While the central education administration executes 
the government’s general guidelines on education policy and regulates ba-
sic elements of the system, it is the regional education authorities that de-
velop the regional regulations and hold the executive and administrative 
competencies for managing the education system in their own territory 
(Eurydice, n.d.). 

Education in Spain is compulsory and free in publicly-funded schools 
for children aged 6 to 16 (Eurydice, 2016). The length of compulsory edu-
cation was extended (as a prevention measure against ESL) in 2006, from 
14 to 16 years of age (Nevala et al., 2011). Several transitions between edu-
cation levels may pose a risk factor for ESL (e.g. Eccles, 2004). Compulsory 
education occurs in two stages, primary education (Educación Primaria, 
6–12 years of age) that transitions into compulsory secondary education 
(Educación Secundaria Obligatoria, 12–16 years of age). Streaming begins 
at the age of 15 (diagnostic test) when students can apply for basic vocation-
al training (Formación Profesional Básica, 15–17 years of age) or successful-
ly complete the compulsory secondary education and continue studying 
in upper secondary education (Bachillerato, 16–18 years of age) (Eurydice, 
2016). They also have Specialised Education (Artistic, Sport and Language 
education) that has its own organisation (Eurydice, n.d.). 

Another important aspect of the education system related to ESL is 
grade retention (risk factor). Regulations governing grade retention in 
Spain state that a pupil can only be retained once in their primary educa-
tion and, if a pupil’s grades are not satisfactory, other criteria are taken into 
account in the final decision on the pupil’s progression, and they may be 
given the opportunity to conditionally progress to the next year (EACEA 
P9 Eurydice, 2011). According to 2009 PISA data, Spain has one of the high-
est shares of repeaters at primary school (12.2%) (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/
Cedefop, 2014). The percentage of students repeating a grade in primary, 
lower secondary or upper secondary school was 35%, and later dropped to 
31.3% (OECD, 2015). In Spain, it is more likely to repeat a grade at secondary 
education level than in primary education (Ikeda & García, 2014). Students 
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enrolled at disadvantaged schools (46%) are more likely to repeat a grade 
than students at advantaged schools (12%) (OECD, 2015). Authors (Enguita, 
Martínez, & Gómez, 2010) have identified two factors seen among students 
who drop out: repeating an academic year (88%) and absenteeism with un-
justified absences (91%).

In relation to ECEC (a system-level protective factor against ESL), 
pre-primary education in Spain lasts up to 6 years of age. The second cycle 
(3–6 years of age) is free of charge but not compulsory and is attended by 
96.6% of 3-year-olds and up to 99.9% of 5-year-olds (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/
Eurostat, 2014), well above the EU average (ET Monitor Spain, 2016b).

Recent relevant reforms
The Spanish education system has been experiencing reform since the Act 
on the Improvement of the Quality of Education was passed in 2013 (thus 
amending the 2006 Education Act). As part of this education system re-
form, one secondary vocational school programme (PCPI-Programas de 
Cualificación Profesional Inicial, 16–18 year) was phased out in 2014/15 
(Eurydice, 2014). In the future, compulsory secondary education will be 
organised in cycles (1st cycle: 13–15 years; 2nd cycle: 15–16 years) and exter-
nal assessment will be conducted at the end of compulsory secondary ed-
ucation. The assessment will have academic validity, besides the average of 
the grades that will be weighted when awarding the certificate (Graduado 
en Educación Secundaria Obligatoria, the first academic certificate obtained 
after finishing Basic Compulsory Education), which will provide access to 
Bachillerato, intermediate vocational training, intermediate Plastic Arts 
and Design Education ‘training cycles’, Sports Education, and to the world 
of work. Students not obtaining this certificate will be awarded with an-
other (Certificado oficial de estudios obligatorios), whose aim is to prove 
their schooling years and the academic competencies achieved therein 
(Eurydice, n.d.).

ESL statistics in Spain
In Spain, the national definition of ESL corresponds with Eurostat’s: young 
people aged between 18 and 24 who have not completed upper secondary ed-
ucation and are no longer in education and training (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/
Cedefop, 2014). Spain has a declining trend in the ESL rate. According to 
Eurostat data (2016), in 2009 the rate stood at 31.2%, having fallen to 23.6% 
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in 2013. Nevertheless, this remained one of the highest ESL rates among 
the EU-28 and Spain additionally aimed to cut the ESL rate to 23.0% by 
2015 (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Spain already achieved this in 
2014 when its ESL rate was 21.9% (EU average 11.1%) and even more in 2016 
when the ESL rate was 19% (EU average 10.7%) (Eurostat, 2016). The coun-
try’s national target for ESL by 2020 is 15% (10% in the EU) (EC/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Figure 5 presents Eurostat’s ESL rate in Spain for 
the last 14 years. A noticeable declining trend in the rate can be observed, 
yet it is constantly above the EU average and there were also a few breaks 
in the time series (in 2003, 2005, 2006 and 2014), making the data not ful-
ly comparable.

Figure 5. Spain: time trend of share of the population aged 18-24 with at most a lower 
secondary education and not in further education or training (Eurostat, 2016)

Note: The indicator is defined as the percentage of the population aged 18-24 with at most lower 
secondary education and who were not in further education or training during the last 4 weeks 
preceding the survey. Lower secondary education refers to ISCED (International Standard 
Classification of Education) 2011 level 0-2 for data from 2014 onwards and to ISCED 1997 level 0-3C 
short for data up to 2013. The indicator is based on the EU Labour Force Survey.

The trends in EU-28 countries show that the share of early leavers is 
higher for foreign-born versus native-born (EU: 19.7% versus 9.8% in 2016) 
and for male versus female (EU: 12.2% versus 9.2% in 2016). This is also 
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typical for Spain (32.9% versus 16.1%, and 22.7% versus 15.1%). Foreign-born 
living in Spain had the highest level of ESL (38.3%) in EU countries in 2013. 
According to IVIE (2013), being a female in Spain reduces the probability of 
ESL by 12%, while being a foreigner increases it by 16%. 

Figure 6. NUTS statistical regions of Spain: time trend of share of the population aged 
18-24 with at most a lower secondary education and not in further education or training 
(Eurostat, 2016)

Note: The indicator is defined as the percentage of the population aged 18-24 with at most lower 
secondary education and who were not in further education or training during the last four weeks 
preceding the survey. Lower secondary education refers to ISCED (International Standard 
Classification of Education) 2011 level 0-2 for data from 2014 onwards and to ISCED 1997 level 0-3C 
short for data up to 2013. The indicator is based on the EU Labour Force Survey.

As we see in Figure 6, Spain also has great regional disparities with the 
ESL rate in 2016 varying from 12.9% in Noreste to 23.6% in Sur (Eurostat da-
tabase, n.d.). Many northern regions have a high level of investment in ed-
ucation and a heavy industrial profile, encouraging participation in VET. 
Both lead to less ESL. On the other hand, many southern regions have very 
different cultural, social and economic conditions that contribute to high-
er ESL levels (Nevala et al., 2011). A few autonomous communities have ESL 
levels above 20%, while others have rates lower than the 10% European av-
erage (ET Monitor Spain, 2016b). Disparities in the rate of ESL coincide 
with indicators showing the income and general economic development of 
a region (Nevala et al., 2011). While the country is still far from the EU ESL 
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target that remains a major challenge in education, gaps in this area were 
substantially reduced in 2015 and 2016 (EC, 2017).

The ESL rate in Spain increases with age and the educational levels of 
both parents are relevant (IVIE, 2013). The parents of about 80% of ESLers 
in Spain have a low level of education, regarded as one of the biggest factors 
that influence ESL (Lastra-Bravo, Tolón-Becerra & Salinas-Andújar, 2013). 
As Merino and Garcia (2011) state by way of summary of their chapter, fac-
tors helping to explain school failure in Spain include the »supply-side« 
characteristics of individuals and their families, the »demand-side« char-
acteristics of labour markets and the ‘institutional’ factor, namely what 
schools are able to and in fact do to increase or reduce ESL. Two authors 
(Vallejo & Dooly, 2013) combined the results of studies in Spain that ana-
lysed the structural and social causes of the country’s high levels of ESL. 
They present them in two groups; exogenous factors: those affecting the 
education system but with origins in the social context (socio-economic 
conditions, ethnic origin, the cultural capital of families, geographical var-
iations in ESL ratios); and endogenous factors: those depending on the edu-
cational norms and regulations (subjective evaluation procedures to obtain 
final certificates, which are set to change under the recent reform, curric-
ulum contents and their relationship to the number of years required for 
each cycle).

Insight into tackling the ESL issue in Spain
Reducing ESL was identified as a specific objective in 2006 in the Organic 
Law on Education (Ley Organica de Educacion, LOE). Called the Organic 
Act for the Improvement of the Quality of Education (Ley Orgánica para 
la Mejora de la Calidad Educativa LOMCE), the 2013 version of the docu-
ment acknowledges the high level of ESL as one of the reform’s main driv-
ers (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Spain has a clear understanding 
that tackling ESL requires a partnership approach, which includes the edu-
cation community in its broader sense (Nevala et al., 2011). The Ministry of 
Education has created specific units to implement, coordinate and monitor 
policies regarding ESL (EC, 2013). It is adapting strategies to the varying so-
cio-economic circumstances or the disparities in ESL rates in regions or lo-
calities across the country (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014).

In 2008, the Ministry of Education and the Education Administrations 
of the Autonomous Communities agreed on the “Plan to reduce ESL”. It 
contains a clear framework for policies, projects, proposals and a general 
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strategy for tackling ESL (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). The Plan 
states the educational authorities should implement special action plans 
in areas with high ESL rates (identified as those with large immigrant or 
Roma populations and economically deprived areas) (Nevala et al., 2011). 
The Plan was followed by the “Programme to reduce ESL in education and 
training” (Programa para la reducción del abandono temprano de la edu-
cación y la formación), put into practice by the Autonomous Communities 
with the Ministry of Education’s collaboration (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/
Cedefop, 2014). Related to the plan and the programme’s framework, Spain 
has taken different actions to tackle ESL, including work on prevention, 
intervention and compensation measures (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 
2014; Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2015). The 2013–2016 
Strategy for Entrepreneurship and Youth Employment also states that cut-
ting ESL levels is one of its main objectives, which includes giving financial 
aid to early leavers to return to education (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 
2014). Still, Spain spends less on education at all levels than the EU-27 (in 
GDP terms) and the differences are much higher in secondary education (it 
spends 26% less) than in primary education (5% less) (Fernández-Macías, 
Antón, Braña, & De Bustillo, 2013).

Due to decentralisation, measures may vary in each Autonomous 
Community, although measures that have proven to be most effective 
spread quickly and each Community has emphasised measures that ad-
dress the (educational, social and economic) circumstances with the great-
est influence on ESL within their territory (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 
2014). Some progress came when implementing the new educational 
schemes that aim to increase the quality of primary and secondary educa-
tion and cut ESL rates in the process. But only limited progress has been re-
corded in the area of enhancing the guidance given to groups at risk of ESL 
(EC, 2015).

As a preventive measure, Spain the length of compulsory schooling, 
reformed the curricula, and implemented new types of study pathways and 
changes in teaching methods (Nevala et al., 2011). According to ET Monitor 
(2013), measures to counter ESL at the national and regional level have been 
put in place in recent years, including the “Plan to fight ESL” (preventive 
and intervention measures such as analysis, awareness raising, follow up of 
ESLers to support their reintegration into the education and training sys-
tem), PROA (a guidance and support programme) and PCPI (an initial pro-
fessional qualification programme). The Ministry of Education has been 
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evaluating these measures. The national programmes referred to above 
have not been funded by the regions since 2012, and also are not included 
in the 2013 national budget (ET Monitor Spain, 2013). One of the most sig-
nificant actions is the assigning of monitoring duties related to ESL actions 
to the Sectoral Committee for Education (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 
2014).

The Programme for Reinforcement, Guidance and Support – PROA 
(Programas de Refuerzo, Orientación y Apoyo) has been running since the 
2004–2005 academic year and is to be replaced by other measures and ini-
tiatives, suggesting a deep structural reform of the education system with-
in the framework of the Law for the Improvement of Quality in Education. 
PROA aimed to address inequalities in education, prevent social exclusion 
and give educational establishments extra resources. It worked together 
with pupils, families and the local environment and provided extra sup-
port for individual pupils facing difficulties as well as targeted support for 
primary and secondary schools hosting large numbers of pupils from so-
cially disadvantaged backgrounds (EC, 2013).

Measurers that offer routes to re-enter the education system are also 
available in Spain (curricular diversification programmes, PCPI etc.) (EC/
EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Developments were expected when im-
plementing a 2-year initial vocational training programme that would add 
flexibility to educational pathways and upgrade the quality of basic VET 
(EC, 2015). So one of the Spanish plan’s recommendations to reduce ESL 
and reintegrate participants into the education system is to increase enrol-
ment levels in the PCPI, especially in sectors where there are greater em-
ployment opportunities. PCPI (Programas de Cualificación Profesional 
Inicial – Initial Vocational Qualification Programmes) gives students una-
ble to progress at the end of the third year of ESO a choice between repeat-
ing the year or pursuing the PCPI which like the traditional Bachillerato 
leads to a secondary education qualification. It is also an option for young 
people aged 16 and over who left school early, so it acts like a mechanism 
helping to bring ESLers into the labour market (Nevala et al., 2011). Only 
nine regions have so far developed the relevant legislation, leading to far 
fewer students enrolling than the government expected (EC, 2015).

Education and career guidance are other explicit measures for com-
batting ESL in Spain. Such measures recognise that guidance plays a cen-
tral role in improving academic performance and clearly state that one of 
the objectives of guidance is to provide support and advice to those who left 
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education or training early without qualifications (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/
Cedefop, 2014). Some regional administrators have effectively addressed 
their specific root causes of ESL through local projects and policies, yet 
there are not many evidence-based analyses available, which hinders na-
tional policies’ attempts to address the complexity of the problem (ET 
Monitor Spain, 2016b). Spain has teacher training reforms that directly seek 
to reduce ESL (Nevala at al., 2011). As a measure to prevent ESL, they give 
teachers some training in education and career guidance (EC/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014) and their National Action Plan states that teach-
er training should aim to raise awareness of the ESL problem (Nevala et al., 
2011). The Plan also promotes the practice of competent authorities validat-
ing non-formal learning (Nevala et al., 2011).

In Spain, the involvement of different professionals in tackling ESL 
is well established. The 2006 Organic Law on Education established 
that the responsibility for cutting ESL is held by all professionals work-
ing in schools, and the Programme to Reduce Early School Leaving from 
Education and Training established specific measures requiring the collab-
oration of several professionals. There are also well-established multi-agen-
cy partnerships within some regional coordinating bodies. Professionals 
involved at schools and in the community in 2013/14 included school heads, 
teachers, education and career counsellors, psychologists, social workers 
and youth workers. Guidance counsellors (orientadores, who must hold a 
bachelor’s degree in pedagogy, psychology or psycho-pedagogy and must 
also have undertaken an initial education course, or a master’s degree), be-
long to the secondary education body and specialising in educational guid-
ance, are in charge of the guidance given in schools. They provide support, 
counselling and guidance to students, collaborate with schools and teach-
ers in organising activities, tutoring (for details, see Nouwen, Van Praag, 
Van Caudenberg, Clycq, & Timmerman, 2016) and education and career 
guidance sessions (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). This education 
and career guidance structure is a permanent structure of the school and 
plays a central role in improving academic performances, and preventing 
and reducing ESL, favouring the students’ opportunities for social and la-
bour integration, and transition to adult life. The involvement of all the dif-
ferent professionals within the school and in this structure is both legally 
compulsory and well-established. Moreover, the abovementioned profes-
sionals, together with other professionals (e.g., municipal social workers, 
members of municipal psycho-pedagogical cabinets, labour counsellors in 
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public employment services, staff of non-profit associations etc.) partici-
pate in specific measures to reduce ESL, and these measures can take place 
either within or outside of schools. The measures vary across the different 
Autonomous Communities and, depending on the specific measure, the 
professionals are partnered up in different ways, i.e. not all professionals 
are involved in all measures. 

Spain also has specific programmes targeting particularly disadvan-
taged areas and groups of students (immigrants, ethnic minorities, stu-
dents with behavioural problems, emotional disorders, lack of motivation 
etc.) experiencing higher ESL rates. These programmes foster cooperation 
and coordination with different bodies and local and regional authorities 
(EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Some of the decrease in ESL levels 
can be attributed to the effectiveness of certain regional programmes (EC, 
2015). For example, in the Autonomous Community of Galacia the problem 
was tackled with the “Project to prevent truancy and ESL” that had encour-
aging results (Nevala et al., 2011). As an example of a reintegration meas-
ure, many cities in Spain have established “Second-chance schools” that 
serve as a transition resource, tend to motivate young people and may be 
used as a pedagogical resource for addressing other issues before they re-
integrate into education or the labour market. A virtual platform allow-
ing distance learning and providing guidance for vocational modules that 
can lead to qualification was also created (Nevala et al., 2011). The Open 
Classroom, a curricular adaptation group, is also designed to cope with 
school failure and prevent ESL (Nouwen, Van Praag, Van Caudenberg, 
Clycq, & Timmerman, 2016). 

In addition, in collaboration with the Spanish Ministry of Education 
a well-established and broad Spanish online platform for professional de-
velopment called Aula Mentor offered a course focusing on ESL (developed 
within the TITA project). Aula Mentor assists all adults seeking profession-
al development in different areas and certain courses specifically target ed-
ucators and their professional development; Aula Mentor, n.d.). Educating 
professionals working in schools on the topic of ESL aims to raise aware-
ness and competencies for ESL prevention and working with (potential) 
ESLers.

Conclusions
Spain is one of the few EU member states in which ESL was already recog-
nised as an important issue prior to Europe’s attention to ESL within the 

http://www.aulamentor.es/
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Education & Training frameworks of 2010 (European Commission, 2002) 
and 2020 (Council of the EU, 2009). Indeed, ESL rates in Spain are some 
of the highest in Europe and, despite relative progress made since 2000, 
the rates remain far above the European target of 10%. Yet Spain reached 
the national target for 2015 already in 2014 and is thus on the right path to 
achieve the national target for 2020 of 15%. However, the large discrepan-
cies between regions, males and females, and native and foreign-born re-
main a challenge.

Spain is also one of the few countries with a comprehensive nation-
al strategy in place to tackle ESL which may be translated as the ‘Plan to 
reduce ESL’ and the ‘Programme to reduce ESL in education and train-
ing’, with both providing a clear framework for policies, projects, propos-
als, regional plans, actions and measures. For example, the two documents 
establish that all professionals working in schools are responsible for pre-
venting ESL and require the collaboration of different professionals. The 
involvement of various professionals in multi-professional teams within 
the school and the education and career guidance structures is thus legally 
compulsory and well-established. Moreover, the school structure has fur-
ther links with professionals from other institutions (inter-agency partner-
ships). Hence, while several actions and recommendations for cutting ESL 
levels exists in Spain, the need remains to increase investment in education 
and national research on ESL, better acknowledge and manage diversity as 
an intrinsic trait of quality education, make school timetables more flexible 
so as to allow part-time jobs and smaller class ratios to enable more person-
alised attention etc. (for details, see Vallejo & Dooly, 2013). To conclude, de-
spite the long way Spain has come in tackling ESL, it is necessary to contin-
ue the efforts and focus to ensure further progress. 
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Synopsis
Switzerland does not provide an official definition of ESLers, al-
though the rate reported by Eurostat is low. The issue of ESL is typ-
ically embedded in the context of national programmes and initia-
tives tackling poverty, risk groups, employability etc. This approach 
importantly contributes to success in preventing and tackling ESL. 
Multi-agency partnerships at the local/institutional level are well 
established.

Summary

Since Switzerland is not an EU member state it officially does not 
follow the Europe 2020 targets nor has it set any national quanti-
tative target in this area. However, in one national education doc-
ument the objective is stated as 95% of the population aged below 
25 years being an upper secondary graduate (EDI/EVD/EDK, 2011). 
According to Eurostat data, in 2016 Switzerland’s ESL rate was 4.8%. 
It has been decreasing in the last 7 years and has always been be-
low the Europe 2020 target ESL rate of 10%. However, large discrep-
ancies between the ESL rate among foreign-born and native-born 
remain. Even though Switzerland does not have a comprehensive 
strategy to tackle ESL, the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers 
of Education (EDK) plays a leading role in addressing ESL. Typically, 
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ESL is not addressed as a separate or specific issue, but given atten-
tion in the context of tackling poverty, supporting students from risk 
groups, providing attractive VET, providing quality career educa-
tion and guidance, providing time out of school for students, giving 
guidelines on how to support the personal, emotional, and social de-
velopment of students (e.g. a national programme to tackle poverty, 
temporary and alternative optional courses, the Inter-institutional 
Cooperation programme, Time-out, VET Case Management etc.). 
Moreover, Switzerland features strong multi-sectoral involvement 
and cooperation. Multi-agency partnerships at the local and/or insti-
tutional level are well established (not dealing specifically with ESL; 
including teachers, school heads, guidance specialists, psychologists, 
social workers etc.). In this context, the value of educational allianc-
es is recognised. Vocational education and training holds a very high 
status in Switzerland so most young people enrol in it, also helping 
to deliver high rates of overall completion. Yet this remains a chal-
lenge in the context of large social inequalities in programme partic-
ipation and access to university and the professions.

Key words: Switzerland, ESL statistics, VET, multi-professional 
partnership

Introduction
The Swiss education system is characterised by multilingualism (Eurydice, 
n.d.), federalism and decentralisation based on the principle of subsidi-
arity (Pagnossin, 2011). There are four different languages of instruction 
(German, French, Italian or Romansh) with the language depending on 
the region. In the decentralised education system, the main responsibili-
ty for education lies within the 26 Cantons (states), which are fully respon-
sible for compulsory education and share responsibilities with the Federal 
Government for post-compulsory education (including general education 
schools, vocational and professional education and training (VET) and 
universities). There is no free choice of school in compulsory education and 
95% of all children attend public schools in their local municipality that are 
free of charge. There is no national curriculum so each Canton is responsi-
ble for the curriculum and obliged by the Federal Constitution to coordi-
nate and harmonise its education system regarding the structure and ob-
jectives. Decentralisation of the system is also reflected in the fact that the 

http://titaproject.eu/spip.php?article50
http://titaproject.eu/spip.php?article50
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Cantons and their municipalities finance the majority of public expendi-
ture on education (90%) (Eurydice, n.d.). 

In relation to the ESL issue, the situation is somewhat specific because 
Switzerland is not a member of the EU so it does not follow the Europe 2020 
targets. Thus, ESL as a separate and specific topic has received considerably 
less attention than in EU member states. Yet in Switzerland ESL is embed-
ded in the wider context of tackling poverty, risk groups, employability etc. 
The aim of this article is to describe the state of affairs and current trends 
regarding ESL in Switzerland, to shed light on the context in which exper-
iments within the TITA project take place, thus guiding the interpretation 
and generalisation of the findings. At the beginning, we present some char-
acteristics of the Swiss education system relevant to ESL (compulsory edu-
cation, transitions, grade-retention options, education and career guidance 
etc.), followed by statistics on the level of ESL in Switzerland and ways of 
dealing with ESL (usually in the broader context of addressing other issues 
and not specifically ESL).

Methodology
We draw information for this article from documents and reports 

available online (prepared by Switzerland’s local governments or institu-
tions), European documents, Eurostat, ministerial documents on ESL and 
others. A search for scientific articles was conducted using the key words 
“Switzerland”, “Swiss”, “ESL”, “ESLer” and “drop-out’ in the EBSCOhost 
database, resulting in very few hits. A search was also conducted using the 
backward procedure.

Some relevant characteristics of Swiss education system
Education in Switzerland is compulsory between the ages of 4 and 15 in 
most cantons (in a few at age 5 or 6; EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). 
This period includes three transitions: from 2 years in kindergarten or pre-
school (Kindergarten / école enfantine / scuola dell’infanzia, 4–6 years) to 
6 years in primary school (Primarschule / école primaire / scuola elementa-
re, 6–12 years) and 3 years at lower secondary level (Sekundarstufe I / secon-
daire I / scuola media, 12–15 years) (Eurydice, 2016). The division of years on 
various levels varies in some cantons (Eurydice, n.d.). At lower secondary 
level there is also 1 year in Gymnasiale Maturitätsshuln / écoles de maturité 

http://titaproject.eu/spip.php?article130
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/ scuole di maturità that lasts from 14–15 years of age, and changes into up-
per secondary level at 15 years of age and lasts up to 18/19 years of age. 

At upper secondary level one can also find Brückenangebote /
offres transitoire / formazioni transitorie (15–16 years of age), and 
Fachmittelschulen / écoles de culture génerale / scuole specializzate (15–18 
years of age) that transit into Fachmaturität / maturité spécialisée / matu-
rità specializzata (18–19 years of age) and one of the vocational programmes 
Berufsmaturität / maturité professionnelle - maturità professionale (15–20 
years of age) (Eurydice, 2016). There are various ECEC facilities and ser-
vices (Kindertagesstätten / crèches / nidi d’infanzia – daycare centres; and 
Tagesfamilien / familles de jour / famiglie diurne) for which there is no legal 
entitlement to place a child in if under the age of four (Eurydice, n.d.) while 
the last 2 years of pre-primary education are compulsory (EC/EACEA/
Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). However, in 2011 Switzerland only had 78.7% of 
children between the age 4 and the start of compulsory primary education 
enrolled in ECEC (ibid.). In 19 cantons (out of 26), attendance in pre-prima-
ry education is compulsory and lasts 1 or 2 years, depending on the canton. 
Where pre-primary education is not compulsory, children from the age of 
4 and 5 are legally entitled to a publicly subsidised place (ibid.).

Tracking begins in lower secondary education, where teaching is real-
ised at different performance levels (Eurydice, n.d.). Students are separated 
at the end of primary school into different schools and programmes based 
on interest, aptitudes and formal selection (Lamb, 2011). For most children 
(structures are not the same across the cantons), selection (made on teach-
ers’ decisions that are mainly based on school marks) starts at the lower 
secondary level, when they are 11–12 years old, according to the require-
ments of the track in which they are allowed to enrol (Pagnossin, 2011). The 
upper secondary level is divided into a vocational track and an academ-
ic track. Vocational education is either provided by full-time vocational 
schools or is organised in the so-called Dual System as apprenticeship pro-
grammes (that combine school-based education and work-based learning) 
(Forsblom, Negrini, Gurtner & Schumann, 2016). Pupils can skip or repeat 
a year; both measures depend on a pupil’s development status and perfor-
mance (Wolter et al., 2014). According to the OECD’s 2012 PISA data, the 
proportion of students in Switzerland reporting they had repeated a grade 
in primary, lower secondary or upper secondary school is around 20% (EC/
EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014).



t h e e sl si t uat ion i n s w i t z er l a n d

107

Switzerland does not provide career education and guidance in pri-
mary education (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). In lower second-
ary general education, it is a compulsory part of the curriculum and pro-
vided in the classroom (mostly by teachers without specific training and 
rarely by those specially trained for guidance) and every canton is free to 
decide on how such guidance is delivered. In upper secondary general ed-
ucation, career guidance and education is only provided by specialist ex-
ternal guidance services, which have a permanent office in most schools of 
French-speaking Switzerland. Recent reforms have reinforced and organ-
ised career education and guidance in secondary lower education by in-
cluding it in more specific modules instead of teaching it as a cross-curric-
ular topic only (ibid.).

ESL statistics in Switzerland
There is no official definition of ESL in Switzerland (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/
Cedefop, 2014). However, in the 2011 Common Education Policy objectives 
for the Swiss Education Area (Taking optimal advantage of opportunities 
– Chancen optimal nutzen/Valor sation optimale des chances), the concept 
used is “early leavers from education and training”, which applies to stu-
dents who leave school without having completed upper secondary educa-
tion (EDI/EVD/EDK, 2011). In contrast to the Eurostat definition (ESLer 
refers to someone aged 18 to 24 who has completed at most lower secondary 
education and is not involved in further education or training (Eurostat, 
n.d.)), in Switzerland persons without an upper secondary qualification 
and only studying in non-formal education are also called early leavers 
(EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014).

According to Eurostat data, Switzerland’s ESL rate in 2016 was 4.8% 
and has been decreasing in the last 7 years (it was 9.1% in 2009) (see Figure 
7). There is no significant difference in the shares of male and female ESLers 
(8.8% male and 9.4% female in 2009; 4.6% male and 4.9% female in 2016) 
(Eurostat, 2017b). As such, Switzerland is one of the few countries in which 
the difference in gender rates is less than 1.0 percentage point (EC/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014) and, despite this small difference, also one of 
the few countries where the percentage of ESLers is higher in the female 
population. 

As Figure 7 shows, the rate has always been below the Europe 2020 tar-
get of 10% (at least since 1996). Although Switzerland does not follow the 
Europe 2020 targets and therefore does not set any national quantitative 

http://titaproject.eu/spip.php?article137
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target within this framework, its objective is set at 95% of upper sec-
ondary graduates among the population aged below 25 years (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014) in the national document 
(“Chancen optimal nutzen”; EDI/EVD/EDK, 2011). In 2005, the proportion 
of young Swiss who obtained a qualification at the end of post-compulsory 
education was 89% (Pagnossin, 2011).

Figure 7. Switzerland: time trend of share of the population aged 18-24 with at most a lower 
secondary education and not in further education or training (Eurostat, 2017a).

Note: The indicator is defined as the percentage of the population aged 18-24 with at most a 
lower secondary education and who were not in further education or training during the last four 
weeks preceding the survey. Lower secondary education refers to ISCED (International Standard 
Classification of Education) 2011 level 0-2 for data from 2014 onwards and to ISCED 1997 level 0-3C 
short for data up to 2013. The indicator is based on the EU Labour Force Survey. In 2003 and 2014, 
Switzerland changed its methodology.

As a noticeable trend in the EU-28, the share of ESLers is higher for 
foreign-born versus native-born in Switzerland (in 2016: EU 19.7% versus 
9.8% and in Switzerland 12.2% versus 3.2%) for the last 10 years (Eurostat, 
n.d.). The main factors determining difficulties for children while mak-
ing transitions relate to their SES and immigrant background (Stamm et 
al., 2009; in PPMI, 2014). Switzerland has one of the highest rates of chil-
dren with a foreign background (children with foreign citizenship or for-
eign-born children) (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). However, it is 
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important to distinguish the ethnic origin of different minority students; 
for instance, Tamil students in Switzerland are the most engaged group of 
immigrant students at school and therefore the least at risk of school drop-
out (Makarova & Herzog, 2013).

Insight into tackling the ESL issue in Switzerland
ESL and ESLers are not officially defined in Switzerland nor is the is-
sue comprehensively addressed at the national level (there is no com-
prehensive strategy to tackle ESL) – at least not as a separate issue (EC/
EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). There is no official coordinating body in 
Switzerland, but in practice the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of 
Education (EDK) plays the pivotal role in addressing ESL (ibid.). Some au-
thors state that in Switzerland policies contain an explicit requirement to 
reduce ESL (Juhász, 2015). Moreover, the issue is addressed in the context 
of tackling poverty, dealing with risk groups, and increasing employability. 
Some of these initiatives and programmes are presented below.

Since 2010, the Confederation and the cantons have been jointly mon-
itoring the Swiss education system. The Confederation, cantons and com-
munities aim to reduce institutional barriers between levels of govern-
ment through the political platform Tripartite Agglomerationskonferenz 
/ Conférence tripartite sur les agglomérations (TAK/CTA) that has pub-
lished several recommendations for the education area, of which some are 
also relevant to tackling ESL. The confederation launched the National 
programme to tackle poverty (Nationales Programm zur Bekämpfung von 
Armut/programme national de lutte contre la Pauvreté) that also focus-
es on areas touching on ESL (ECEC; support for students to and during 
VET; second-chance education). There is also a focus on statistical data that 
should help better identify groups at risk (of ESL). Specific targeted meas-
ures for groups at risk focus on students who are socially disadvantaged, 
have a migrant background or special educational needs (EC/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Moreover, they have structures called MATAS – 
temporary and alternative optional courses. These are “parentheses” struc-
tures, meaning they entail a transition and aim to reintegrate young people 
into the mainstream system. They belong to a study path, by teaching the 
principle of compensation they readjust the youth to academic standards so 
that they return to the school system (Thibert, 2013).

Multi-sectoral involvement and cooperation on the governmental lev-
el – both horizontal (different sectors) and vertical (central, regional, local 
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levels) – are essential for addressing ESL and the Inter-institutional coop-
eration programme (Interinstitutionelle Zusammenarbeit / Collaboration 
interinstitutionnelle – IIZ/CII) is a form of such cooperation. It is a tool 
used to help re-integrate people into the education system or labour mar-
ket. It aims to develop inter-institutional cooperation and define formal 
and informal models of collaboration between institutions that are active 
in different fields (social affairs, education, employment, health etc.). For 
instance, in the canton of Valais, which is participating in the TITA project, 
inter-institutional cooperation has been developed among local employ-
ment offices, social assistance offices, invalidity insurance, centres for voca-
tional guidance, regional medical services, accident insurance and centres 
for drug addiction (Duell, Tergeist, Bazant, & Cimper, 2010). Switzerland 
has a clear requirement in its policies to reduce early leaving, which sees 
mechanisms being put in place to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness 
of the cooperation between the parties involved in tackling early leaving. 
The policy areas of education and employment enjoy a tradition of coopera-
tion; youth, social affairs, family and justice also cooperate within projects. 
Multi-agency partnerships at the local/institutional level are well estab-
lished and include teachers, school heads, guidance specialists, psycholo-
gists, social workers, youth workers, speech and language specialists (EC/
EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). There are individualising structures: 
small classes, available teachers, unexpected changes in activity, different 
curricula, therapists and external people, who aim to restore the individu-
al (taking their needs into account) and to restore teaching (with a range of 
people stepping in and various subjects). Resorting to alternative teaching 
is frequent (cooperative, differentiated, individualised, active etc.). These 
structures are based on educational alliances (teachers of different subjects, 
guidance advisors, therapists, special needs teachers, vocational and social 
tutors, educators, psychologists etc.), but do not mention partnership with 
the outside world much, except for parents and training schools or compa-
nies (Tièche-Christinat et al., 2012; in Thibert, 2013). Allenbach (2014) ex-
amined educational alliances in Switzerland by interviewing professionals 
already involved in such collaborative practices (specialist teachers, psy-
chologists, nurses, meditators, speech therapists and psycho-moto thera-
pists). He concluded that the concept of alliance is crucial for understand-
ing certain subtle and delicate dimensions of the collaborative work and to 
identify the conditions needed for such practice to develop. 



t h e e sl si t uat ion i n s w i t z er l a n d

111

Compensation national measures, so-called Time-out interventions, 
are being implemented in ever more cantons (having started in 2001). 
Students are excluded from school for up to three months to attend projects 
that provide them with educational and pastoral support from craftsmen, 
social workers and/or special educators. The aim of these projects is to rein-
tegrate young people back into school, either their existing school or a new 
one (Kendall and Kinder, 2005). Two guidebooks called “Clés pour l’ado-
lescence” (Keys for teens) and “Clés pour l’action” (Keys for taking steps) 
that were published in Switzerland tested tools for preventing ESL aimed 
at students, teachers and parents. These guides allow students and teachers 
to work on self-confidence, the classroom climate, communication and ac-
tive listening. As a tool of personal development for youth, it is mostly used 
when they move from primary to secondary school and it also intends to 
attract parents to school (Thibert, 2013).

Career education and guidance is explicitly considered as a prevention, 
intervention and compensation measure for tackling ESL (EC/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Each canton in Switzerland has its own regula-
tions on career education and guidance. Guidance is reinforced during the 
transition from lower to upper secondary education or at the end of com-
pulsory education to encourage and motivate education beyond the com-
pulsory stage. Accordingly, the early tracking and streaming of students 
into different educational paths takes place at the end of primary educa-
tion, making supporting transitions by providing guidance quite critical 
in the Swiss education system. As a rule, this guidance includes close col-
laboration with external specialised centres for vocational and career guid-
ance. (ibid.). Bauer and Riphahn (2006) examined cantonal variations in 
the age of tracking in interaction with parental education and showed that 
late tracking reduces the relative advantage of privileged children. 

In Switzerland, the vocational route has a high status and is fully inte-
grated with specific enterprises, whereby the close links between the train-
ing provider and the enterprise help to retain more young people. One key 
factor identified for helping young people to find appropriate opportunities 
to stay in education and training is the variety of vocational schools, inter-
mediate and technical vocational schools, pre-vocational schools, transi-
tion and access courses leading to apprentice training (Kendall & Kinder, 
2005). At the end of compulsory education, the majority (more than 70%) of 
Swiss young people attend vocational training (Pagnossin, 2011). Thus, only 
a minority of students (around 20%) pursue academic studies while the 

http://titaproject.eu/spip.php?article137
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majority pursue and complete technical training or vocational qualifica-
tions, helping to deliver high rates of overall completion. While high rates 
are achieved, this occurs in the context of large social inequalities in pro-
gramme participation and access to university and the professions (Lamb, 
2011). Switzerland has a wide range of measures for improving the quali-
ty and attractiveness of its VET programmes. The VET Case Management 
programme is a specific measure, a national project (2008–2015) legal-
ly backed in the federal law on VET and implemented in all cantons. It 
identifies vulnerable young people at an early stage and supports them in 
a coordinated and structured way. Specialists help them enter VET dur-
ing their education and/or when they should enter the labour market. This 
project is an example of IIZ coordination that demands a multi-agency ap-
proach (education, social affairs and employment (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/
Cedefop, 2014). The transitional programmes provide a pathway for young 
people who cannot obtain an apprenticeship due to conditions in the job 
market and the lack of opportunities provided by employers. For two-
thirds to three-quarters of young people in this situation, this results in 
them going back to school or getting an apprenticeship (Polesel, Nizińska 
& Kurantowicz, 2011). Motivation Semesters is a labour market programme 
specially designed for unemployed young people. It offers them a fixed six-
month structure that allows them to choose their vocational pathways. In 
the federal law on VET there is also an option for adults that gives them a 
second chance to attain a VET certificate (EC/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 
2014).

Conclusions
Although that Switzerland is not an EU member state and is not included 
in the Europe 2020 framework and the issue of ESL has a relatively low pro-
file in the national context, a more in-depth insight shows that ESL and re-
lated phenomena are actually being considered. The fact there is a national 
education document (EDI/EVD/EDK, 2011) which establishes the objec-
tive of 95% of the population aged below 25 years being an upper secondary 
graduate is indicative. ESL is typically not addressed as a separate or specif-
ic issue, but given attention in the context of tackling poverty, supporting 
students from risk groups, providing attractive VET, giving quality career 
education and guidance, providing time out of school for students, estab-
lishing guidelines on how to the support personal, emotional and social de-
velopment of students. Moreover, multi-agency partnerships at the local/
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school level (not dealing specifically with ESL) and the value of education-
al alliances are seen as important.
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Synopsis
The differences in policies and practices for addressing ESL in the 
EU should be seen as creating a lucky situation since through the 
process of policy learning they enable various unique solutions to be 
found to the ESL problem. Despite the well-established architecture 
for policy learning, the vertical transfer of knowledge between the 
various levels of multi-level governance remains a challenge. 

Summary

EU cooperation in the area of education is non-binding and works 
on a voluntary basis. This means there is no single (formal) policy 
on ESL (e.g. Alexiadou, 2007). Consequently, very unique ways for 
achieving the shared goal (of reducing the average EU rate of ESLers 
to below 10% by 2020) are being developed at the member-state lev-
el (taking their institutional and cultural background into account 
etc.). According to policy learning theory (e.g. Radaelli, 2003), these 
differences should be regarded as fortuitous because they enable 
(good) practices to be shared, thereby increasing the likelihood of 
finding characteristics that are common in different national/re-
gional/local/institutional specific solutions. An important approach 
to identifying such (good) practices entails the policy experimenta-
tions conducted within the TITA project. This paper systematically 

2.1.6
ESL in the EU: Learning from Differences 
and Common Trends
Urška Štremfel 
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presents the biggest theoretical considerations of policy learning the-
ory via the questions ‘Who learns?’, ‘How do they learn?’, ‘What do 
they learn?’, ‘Why do they learn?’, ‘With what effect do they learn?’ 
and provides some concrete examples of policy learning within the 
European educational space and the TITA project. The paper shows 
that various individual, collective, state and non-state actors are in-
volved in more and less institutionalised forms of policy learning. It 
points out that benchmarking charts (showing differences and com-
mon trends in tackling ESL in the EU) require an in-depth contextu-
alisation so as to become a valuable source for policy (and not mere-
ly social and policy learning). In order to justify the main motives 
for policy learning (to find a solution to ESL in the EU and follow a 
commonly agreed goal), the results of the local TITA experiments 
(in France, Luxembourg and Switzerland) must not only be appro-
priately contextualised, but also horizontally and vertically trans-
ferred to and across the EU. 
Key words: EU, ESL, policy learning, policy experimentation

Introduction
Eurostat (2017) reports that since 2000 ESL in the EU has been stably de-
creasing and approaching the agreed target (10% of ESLers in 2020). Yet, 
greater insight reveals that, despite this common trend, differences among 
member states remain large not only in the shares of ESL (e.g. 19% in Spain, 
4.9% in Slovenia in 2016), but also in the approaches (policies and practic-
es) used to tackle it. Another explanation of these big differences is that EU 
cooperation in the area of education (including ESL) is based on the open 
method of coordination (OMC), a specific, non-binding form of coopera-
tion that does not require national laws to be harmonised, and thus ena-
bles very unique national responses to be developed for a widely recognised 
problem and for common EU goals to be achieved in the field. In this envi-
ronment, differences should be seen as a lucky situation and a precondition 
for policy learning (Radaelli, 2003).1 The emergence of policy learning as a 
1 Diversity leads to greater opportunities for mutual learning by creating a richer 

stock of experiences to draw on when devising new policies. The development of 
new policy innovations is not explicitly part of this institutional long-term capabil-
ity of the whole system for generating policy innovations. If a successful OMC in a 
particular policy field implies that all member states have imitated the “best policy” 
that was identified, this may lead to the convergence or even harmonisation of pol-
icies in member states, thereby limiting the possibilities for policy learning (Kerber 
& Eckardt, 2007).
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central mode of governance2 has been explained and justified from various 
perspectives (Gornitzka, 2006; Hartlapp, 2009; Kan, 2005; Radaelli, 2008), 
while policy learning in official EU documents is also presented as a key 
component of EU governance (e.g. Council of the EU, 2009; 2015). 

Table 2. Definition of policy learning. 

Policy learning presents the process in which …
Who? Numerous interested individual and collective policy actors 

How? 

in a more or less institutionalised manner 
on a voluntary or coercive basis 
with various motives and strategies 
taking into consideration the complexity of public policies and institutional 
framework/context 
on the basis of their own experiences, from others or with others 
form, give and/or take 

What? rationally and/or socially and/or politically constructed knowledge 

Why? 

in order to control uncertainty, 
identify and solve policy problems, 
set an agenda, 
develop alternative solutions, 
monitor implementation and evaluate public policies 
and thereby achieve individual and/or collective rational and/or consensual 
and/or politically agreed goals 

With what effect? and by doing this change the ideas, values, interests, instruments, goals, pro-
grammes and institutional structure or (some) actors involved. 

Source: Fink Hafner et al. (2012).

Radaelli (2008) defines policy learning as a potential mechanism for 
deliberative collective problem-solving since it encourages member states 
and other actors to exchange information, draw comparisons and evalu-
ate existing practices. A closer look at the existing literature reveals there 
is no uniform definition of policy learning and that several different clas-
sifications of policy learning exist, mainly varying in terms of who the ac-
tors are that provide the source of the knowledge exchange (Etheredge 
& Short, 1983; Hemerijck & Visser, 2003; Grin & Loeber, 2007; Hartlapp, 
2009; Gilardi, 2010); the types of policy transfer (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996) 
and the type of changes brought about by it (Argyris & Schön, 1978; Hall, 
1993; Olsen & Peters, 1996; Eising, 2002). All of these discussions and clas-
sifications may be summarised in the following questions: ‘Who learns?’, 
2 In the article, we understand governance as both a structure and a process as part of 

which a mul titude of actors solve policy problems in order to achieve common goals 
(Pierre & Peters, 2000). 
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‘What do they learn?’ and ‘With what effect do they learn?’ which, as part 
of classifying the original policy learning theories, were asked by Bennet 
and Howlett (1992)3. Fink Hafner et al. (2012) supplemented these ques-
tions with two additional ones: ‘How do they learn?’ and ‘Why do they 
learn?’. As evident from Table 1 below, these questions provided the basis 
for a definition that attempts to encompass all of the diverse forms of pol-
icy learning, while simultaneously also enabling any exclusionary or par-
tial definitions to be used for explaining policy learning in a specific con-
text. We argue this broad definition (aggregation of various forms and 
academic definitions of policy learning) presented in Table 1 can in addi-
tion provide a valuable framework for understanding policy learning pro-
cesses in the EU in the area of tackling ESL.

The aim of this article is to present, based on an in-depth review of ex-
isting literature and practical examples, how ESL policies at the EU level 
are formed, implemented and evaluated within the policy learning frame-
work. The article shows that policy learning in the EU context is not just a 
set of various different activities but is organised in a well-thought-out pol-
icy learning architecture.4 These insights are not only scientifically relevant 
but also practically useful for relevant and other interested actors to under-
stand and exploit the various policy learning opportunities available in the 
field. Policy learning has a stronger impact if actors consciously enter the 
policy learning process and are aware of its potential.

After introducing the topic (EU framework for addressing ESL) in pol-
icy learning theory, the article systematically elaborates the topic by ask-
ing ‘Who learns?’, ‘How do they learn?’, ‘What do they learn?’, ‘Why do 
they learn?’, and ‘With what effect do they learn?’. For each question, an-
swers are provided through a theoretical review and highlighted with spe-
cific examples from ESL policy in the EU and some practical insights from 
the TITA project (marked in italics). 

3 A closer look at the existing literature also reveals that all subsequent definitions and 
classifications (e.g. Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; Grin & Loeber, 2007; Zito & Schout, 
2009) are based on the original definitions and are interwoven. Dunlop and Radaelli 
(2010) came across 16 different interwoven types (definitions) of learning. 

4 This article complements the brief introduction to policy learning found in the ar-
ticle “2.1.1 Understanding ESL in the EU: Policy overview and development” with 
its in-depth theoretical considerations and some practical insights from the TITA 
project. 
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Methods
To address the article’s aims, we employ the following methods: (a) an anal-
ysis of relevant literature and secondary sources. In this framework, we con-
ducted a literature search of the scientific EBSCOhost and Web of Science 
online research databases. The main key words used in the search for rel-
evant scientific literature were: early school leaving, education, EU, policy 
learning, policy borrowing, policy lending, peer learning, lesson drawing;5 
(b) an analysis of formal documents and legal sources at the EU and nation-
al levels (EU official documents in the field of educational policy, non-of-
ficial documents, press releases etc. Policy documents taken into account 
had to meet the following criterion: to have been published between 2000 
and 2017. 

Who learns? 
Authors (e.g. Larionova, 2007; Radaelli, 2004) explain that in its ideal-typ-
ical and most abstract form, policy learning in the area of education in the 
EU takes place between institutions found at multiple levels, and runs in at 
least four directions: 

- EU-level learning within communities of policymakers engaged 
in EU policy processes (or “learning at the top”);

- hierarchical learning from the EU level down to the domestic and 
local level (or “learning from the top”);

- “learning from below” (i.e. social actors, regions, local govern-
ments) to the top (or “bottom-up learning”); and

- horizontal learning (learning between the member states, or 
regions).

Policy learning is a social process, meaning that individual policy ac-
tors have to had acquired knowledge somewhere (from either other indi-
vidual actors or within organisations, networks and communities labelled 
as collective actors) (Holzinger & Knill, 2005). As seen in its ideal form, 
5 Steiner-Khamsi (2012) explains that although policy learning, policy borrowing 

and policy lending indicate the same processes, the term policy learning is more 
frequently used in policy studies while the terms policy borrowing and lending are 
more significant for comparative education. Since the paper chiefly originates from 
policy studies, the term policy learning is used in the paper. 
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policy learning in the EU involves various state and non-state actors6 who 
rely on variable partnership forms, which is also congruent with the Lisbon 
Strategy architecture (European Council, 2000, para 38).

May (1992) believes there is a gap between normative assumptions 
(who is supposed to learn) and behaviourist assumptions (who actually 
learns). Early assessment of policy learning in the EU in the area of ed-
ucation policies painted quite a disappointing picture. For example, em-
pirical evidence (Radaelli, 2004) indicated that it was especially learning 
at the top (or EU-level learning) among a highly professionalised techno-
cratic elite that was significant, there was embryonic evidence of cogni-
tive convergence from the top, and almost no evidence of learning from 
below (“bottom-up learning” or “social learning”). Another deficiency of 
describing policy learning in a multi-level context was that insufficient at-
tention was placed on the flow between all three levels (EU, national, re-
gional). Structures to ensure the multi-level coordination of actors were in-
dispensable and in practice the learning process occurring between them 
was often interrupted for various reasons (e.g. weak institutionalisation). 

More than a decade later, it seems that the first quite disappointing 
evidence has become more positive. An important contribution to this is 
the new E&T 2020 framework and especially the Erasmus+ projects with-
in Key action 3 devoted to providing support for policy reform, which the 
TITA project also forms part of. They provide a well-thought-out frame-
work for the formation, implementation and evaluation of local policy ex-
perimentations7. Based on the contextualisation of their results, specific 
policy recommendations are prepared for the EU level. E.g. in the TITA 
project framework, local multi-professional teams for addressing ESL have 
been experimented with in France, Luxembourg and Switzerland. The 
TITA project thus represents a well-considered balance between top-down, 
bottom-up and horizontal learning approaches, with the involvement and 
close cooperation of various state and non-state actors from all levels of 
multi-level governance. Although the local experiments’ effectiveness has 
6 Stone (1999) is convinced that most policy learning takes place among state actors as 

this is the prerequisite for policy learning as opposed to mere learning.
7 In addition to EU policy experimentation, some EU member states have a well-de-

veloped national system of social experimentation. In France, as part of the gov-
ernment strategy for sustaining local programmes for educational completion, 
“Fond d’Expérimentation pour la Jeunesse” are established as a tool for promot-
ing social experimentation and establishing links between different levels of govern-
ment (Berthet & Simon, 2012). A review of the existing social experiments in France 
shows that several of them deal with ESL. 
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been evaluated through a strictly prescribed protocol (see EACEA, 2015), 
their actual exploitation at the EU level and dissemination in the form of 
mainstream practice across the EU remains open and calls for monitoring 
and evaluation over a longer period of time once the project formally ends.

How do they learn? 
In a more or less institutionalised manner 

Policy learning is most likely to take place when a suitable institutional in-
frastructure is in place (absence of any uniform or rigid rules, enabling 
sufficient informal communication and knowledge exchange). It should 
include a set of policy instruments that build up the participating actors’ 
institutional learning capability (Stone, 1999; Gornitzka, 2006; Radaelli, 
2008). 

On a voluntary or coercive basis 
Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) distinguish three policy transfer types: 1) vol-
untary transfer, which occurs when policymakers decide on the policy 
transfer on their own and on a voluntary basis due to their dissatisfaction 
with the existing national policy; 2) direct imposition of the transfer, which 
occurs when one actor forces another to adopt a certain policy; and 3) in-
direct imposition of the transfer, which is based on certain (extrinsic) fac-
tors or a functional dependence, that encourages actors to transfer a poli-
cy voluntarily. 

With various motives and strategies 
While some accept new knowledge and lessons for purely symbolic or stra-
tegic reasons to muster political support, others apply the new knowledge 
and lessons to actually make changes and improve their understanding of 
policy problems and the current situation. It is widely believed that policy 
learning is more common during a period of failure and crisis, when ac-
tors have a stronger desire and need to change and improve the current sit-
uation (Levitt & March, 1988; Hemerijck & Visser, 2001, 7; Radaelli, 2004).

Taking the complexity of public policies and the institutional 
context into consideration

Some authors (e.g. Rose, 2002; Hsueh, 2009) point out that superficial im-
itation alone is far from sufficient to successfully transfer ideas, policies 
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and practices from one institutional framework to another environment. 
Here it is necessary to understand and consider the complexity of pub-
lic policies, as well as the varying institutional contexts entailed. In cir-
cumstances of increasing complexity, it is thus essential to: a) recognise 
one’s own policy problem; b) decide where to look for a solution; c) re-
search how a certain policy and practice work in another institutional 
framework; d) develop a causal model of the way the policy and prac-
tice work in that institutional framework; e) (re)formulate lessons for the 
transfer of the policy and practice into one’s own institutional context; f) 
decide whether in fact to transfer the policy and practice; g) provide suit-
able sources for the policy and practice to be implemented; h) look at any 
additional special risk that might arise when adopting the lesson in one’s 
own institutional context; i) reduce the special risk by conducting a prior 
evaluation; and j) apply others’ (positive or negative) lessons in one’s own 
context. These phases are widely recognised as 10 steps to follow in seek-
ing to learn lessons from abroad. 

On the basis of their own experiences, from others or with others
Hemerijck and Visser (2003), Radaelli (2004), Volden et al. (2008), Hartlapp 
(2009) identify three different types of learning:

a) Learning from one’s experiences, which helps actors prevent or 
reduce future mistakes. Reducing mistakes provides a motiva-
tional basis for looking at one’s own institutional and organisa-
tional past and thus for learning based on monitoring and evalu-
ating one’s own systems. 

b) Learning from others, which occurs when actors use information 
about the consequences of political decisions in other countries, 
without them being affected themselves. 

c) Learning with others, which includes consultations, experimen-
tation, exchange and the collection of information and experience 
in pursuing shared goals. 

They form, give and/or take 
Actors within policy learning are never simply passive recipients of the new-
ly acquired knowledge. They can suitably contextualise the newly acquired 
knowledge and use it to alter their conviction (Dunlop & Radaelli, 2010). 
Based on the premises of policy (Heclo, 1972), imperialistic and coercive 
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learning (Lange & Alexiadou, 2010), the dominant actors in policy learning 
processes are those who attempt to impose their convictions, policies and 
practices on other actors (in)directly. In doing so, they assume the role of a 
teacher, whereas other actors who accept the convictions, policies and prac-
tices may be seen as learners. Accordingly, the question should not only be 
‘Who learns?’ but ‘Who teaches?’ (Grek, 2009). 

The TITA project is a clear example of institutionalised, voluntary pol-
icy learning with the aim to find a solution to ESL. Irrespective of wheth-
er its results will provide a policy learning example of failure or success, 
learning from its experiences (in the French, Luxembourgish and Swiss 
Francophonic local contexts) will require in-depth contextualisation. 
Research (e.g. Jugović & Doolan, 2013) shows that not only specific local 
contexts but also specific EU regions can share some similarities regard-
ing ESL, which distinguish them from other parts of the EU. By learning 
lessons from the TITA experiences, Rose (2002) steps for learning lessons 
from abroad, presented above, could be taken into consideration. 

What do they learn? 
No standard definition of knowledge in terms of what is supposed to 
constitute the core of policy learning can be found in the literature. 
Knowledge (as a subject of policy learning) can (regardless of whether 
it refers to new policy instruments, frameworks or paradigms) be for-
mulated rationally (the positivist approach to understanding knowledge 
dominates here)8 or socially9 and politically10 (where the constructivist 
approach dominates). 

Taking research findings showing that tackling ESL in the EU is not 
only policy but also political exercise (e.g. Macedo, Araújo, Magalhães & 
Rocha, 2015) into consideration, how we understand benchmarking charts, 
which reveal differences and common trends in EU anti-ESL efforts, is im-
portant. A quick and superficial overview of them may lead to an impres-
sion about which are good and bad education systems/practices worth 
learning from. These are facts which can easily trigger social and political 
8 Scientifically obtained data are intended for developing, validating and improving 

the beliefs of key actors and, as such, motivate actors to achieve goals (Sabatier, 1993).
9 The emphasis here is not on scientifically obtained data, but mostly on the role of 

norms and the discourse structure defining good policy and steering individuals’ 
actions (Checkel, 1999; Gilardi & Radaelli, 2012; Hall, 1993).

10 Political learning is learning about the strategy of advocating a specific policy idea 
or problem (Birkland, 2005).
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learning. Making benchmarking charts a reliable source for policy learning 
calls for their in-depth contextualisation. Well-developed national infor-
mation systems for gathering information on ESLers are a precondition for 
this. They (should) not only consist of comparable statistical data but also 
other (qualitative and quantitative) information that helps to understand 
the phenomenon in detail (e.g. Thematic Working Group, n.d.). Hordosy 
(2014) reports that the big differences in national information systems (e.g. 
student registers, national or regional surveys) have so far allowed little 
room for making comparisons across Europe. Given that “first experienc-
es in countries applying more advanced data collection systems show that 
high-quality monitoring is very useful in maximising the reduction in ESL” 
(European Commission, 2016), these could provide an unexploited source 
of more in-depth policy learning and an even more positive trend of reduc-
ing it at the EU level. 

Why do they learn?
Policy learning helps in controlling uncertainty by enabling changes to be 
understood and to thereby construct scenarios and predictions in an ever 
changing environment. In terms of the factors that catalyse policy learning 
and explain why policy learning occurs in the first place, two sets of factors 
can be identified: a) factors at the individual level, which include looking 
for solutions to policy problems, controlling uncertainty, achieving indi-
vidual and collective goals and searching for the truth; b) structural fac-
tors, which include time-related factors that stimulate policy learning (an 
election period, economic crisis, regime transformation, a period of lack of 
success, a period of uncertainty), political culture, the institutional struc-
ture of a country, special characteristics of public policy and organisation-
al competence (e.g. Bennet & Howlett, 1992). 

The motives for policy learning in the form of policy experimentation 
for dealing with ESL within the TITA project can be explained by the great 
complexity of the ESL policy problem and the consequences it holds for in-
dividuals, nation states and EU society as a whole, along with the already 
established infrastructure for multi-professional cooperation in participat-
ing countries (France, Luxembourg, Switzerland). Experiences of the lead-
ing partner (France) with social experimentations in the ESL field clear-
ly also represent an important factor explaining the EU’s interest in policy 
learning in the TITA setting. 
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With what effect do they learn? 
Certain authors (e.g. Stone, 1999; Radaelli, 2008; Hartlapp, 2009; Gilardi, 
2012) believe it is extremely difficult to explain the reasons for policy learn-
ing, mainly due to the difficulties in causality and the fact that several fac-
tors may trigger policy learning. These connections become all the more 
complicated when seeking to explain policy changes as the key conse-
quences of policy learning. In relation to this, a big divide is seen in the lit-
erature in answers to the question of whether a policy change is a prerequi-
site for policy learning. While some authors (Sabatier, 1993; Grin & Van de 
Graaf, 1996; Pemberton, 2003) argue it is only possible to talk about policy 
learning when it results in a policy change, others (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; 
Hemerijck & Visser, 2001; 2003; Lange & Alexiadou, 2010) believe a policy 
change is not a prerequisite for the policy learning process. Hartlapp (2009) 
adds that policy learning, per se, is not a goal, but is aimed at the implemen-
tation of political programmes and achieving of policy goals. When poli-
cy learning is regarded as learning that brings about policy changes, this 
encompasses a change in ideas, values, interests, instruments, goals, pro-
grammes and the institutional structure of (some of) the actors involved 
(Rose, 2005; Dolowitz & Marsh 2000). It can also provide the precondi-
tions for ideational convergence, that is, the convergence of policymakers 
around a set of criteria that define good policy.

At least the following intended changes should be brought about by 
the TITA project: a) ideas and values concerning how ESL is understood 
and should be resolved; b) instruments for solving the problem (from sec-
toral to cross-sectoral collaboration); c) an institutional structure in terms 
of establishing local multi-professional teams for addressing ESL across the 
EU. The precondition that policy learning within the TITA project in the 
form of policy experimentation will actually bring any substantial chang-
es in educational policies and practices at the EU level and across the EU is 
that internal and external actors show interest and engagement. Follow-up 
activities for monitoring and evaluating its long-term impact are also nec-
essary. According to Vilpišauskas (2011), a decade would be an appropriate 
time frame for such a review. 

Conclusion
This article shows that the EU’s policy framework on ESL establishes a 
unique architecture for policy learning that is not simply limited to top-
down learning (»listening recommendations« from EU institutions), but 
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encompasses a wide variety of bottom-up learning (local experimentation) 
and bottom-bottom learning (comparing lessons from among the states in-
volved). The article reveals that this is also the case within the TITA project. 

The question of whether TITA is just a 3-year policy experiment (learn-
ing) or will actually trigger any policy change (at local, regional, national or 
EU level) remains unanswered. Given the broadness of policy learning the-
ory, lessons will in any case be learnt: how (not) to implement multi-sec-
toral approaches to ESL. It is currently still uncertain how they will be 
transferred to wider (EU and member states) environments. Considerable 
further effort at all levels is needed to ensure that the local experiments do 
not remain strictly local, completely experimental and limited in time and 
funding (Berthet & Simon, 2012). 
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Synopsis
Individual cognitive factors, especially low-achievement patterns, 
increase the risk for ESL, but non-cognitive factors (e.g. personali-
ty traits, problem behaviour) also play a role. At the level of the fami-
ly and social background, the most prominent risk factor is low SES. 
However, it is noted that ESLers comprise a heterogeneous group. 

Summary
ESL is a process rather than a one-off event (European Commission, 
2011) and the route to ESL frequently begins before the child goes 
to school (NESSE, 2010). ESL risk and protective factors have to be 
understood within a multiple-level framework: the individual, the 
microsystem (e.g. family, peers, school), the mesosystem (relations 
between the microsystems), the exosystem (e.g. health, social, edu-
cation system, media, neighbours), the macrosystem (e.g. the culture 
in which individuals live) and the chronosystem (e.g. sociohistori-
cal circumstances) (see Bronfenbrenner, 1996). ESLers are generally 
more likely to be exposed to multiple disadvantages at different lev-
els, which usually interact (European Commission, 2011). This arti-
cle aims to review the literature on several different individual fac-
tors and factors related to the family and social background that may 
contribute or prevent ESL. 

2.2.1
The Interplay of Factors Contributing to ESL 
at the Levels of the Individual, the Family 
and Social Background 
Maša Vidmar and Tina Rutar Leban
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The present scientific review on one hand confirms that already 
demonstrated in many studies and literature reviews: at the lev-
el of individual, cognitive factors it is especially low-achievement 
patterns which are the most potent for increasing the risk for ESL. 
Being male and having a migrant/minority status are also risk fac-
tors; however, the relationships are less straightforward. On the oth-
er hand, the article draws attention to a series of non-cognitive fac-
tors and highlights the complex interplay between the cognitive and 
non-cognitive factors. Conscientiousness plays the role of a protec-
tive ESL factor (more strongly for low achievers), while problem be-
haviour seems to be a risk factor. ESLers typically exert a lower level 
of achievement motivation and have a history of disengagement from 
school (e.g. truancy). On a similar note, engagement was shown to 
reduce the risk of ESL. Among the family and social background fac-
tors, low SES is the most consistent and strongest predictor of ESL. 
In addition, the family’s social capital (e.g. parental education sup-
port, their involvement, parenting practices, but also family struc-
ture) impact the risk of ESL.
The review of factors that contribute to ESL helps understand how 
highly versatile and individualised interventions, measures and in-
itiatives tackling ESL must be to address the different needs of (po-
tential) ESLers. 
Key words: early school leaving, individual factors, family back-
ground, social background, achievement, personality, problem 
behaviour

Introduction
Along with the EU (European Commission, 2002; Council of the EU, 2009) 
recognition of ESL as an important political issue with long-lasting conse-
quences for the individual and society, scientific and research attention to 
the matter has grown, noting that the topic also received some attention 
earlier, particularly in the USA (see e.g. Barclay & Doll, 2001 who exam-
ined ESL studies conducted between 1950 and 1970). Today, an abundance 
of publications aims to understand (and prevent) ESL, including numerous 
scientific studies examining possible ESL risk or protective factors and re-
viewing the evidence available in existing studies. 

Some authors have proposed theoretical models of ESL (e.g. Battin-
Pearson et al., 2000; Fall & Roberts, 2012; Finn, 1989; Clycq, Nouwen, & 
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Timmerman, 2014; for a review of such models, see Rumberger, 2011). 
However, ESL can also be viewed within more general theories of human 
development. For example, Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1996) distinguishes 
several levels of ecological systems that all interact with each other and 
with the characteristics of the individual: the microsystem (e.g. family, 
peers, school – most immediate and direct impact), the mesosystem (rela-
tionships between the microsystems – e.g. relationships between the family 
and teachers), the exosystem (e.g. health, social, education system, media, 
neighbours – indirect impact), the macrosystem (e.g. the culture in which 
individuals live: attitudes, ideologies) and the chronosystem (e.g. sociohis-
torical circumstances) (see Figure 8). ESL risk and protective factors can be 
understood within this multiple-level framework. 

Figure 8. Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development. The black rectangles constitute 
the focus of the article.

This means that ESL is both a process and a complex phenomenon 
(e.g. Clandinin et al., 2010; Lyche, 2010). Causes (trajectories resulting in 
ESL) vary from student to student (NESEE, 2010) and may begin very ear-
ly in one’s life (e.g. Jimerson, Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000; McGarr, 
2010). However, where several risk factors from multiple levels co-exist, 
the incidence of ESL is greater (Beekhoven & Dekkers, 2005; European 
Commission, 2011; McGarr, 2010). Understanding the interplay of factors 
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(i.e. that ESL does not result from interpersonal factors alone) and levels is 
essential. Several studies have attempted to model this complexity and map 
the underlying processes that influence ESL (e.g. Traag & van der Velden, 
2008). 

In the present article, we focus on the ESL factors lying within the in-
dividual and the microsystem (focusing on the family level) and review rel-
evant scientific evidence1. Many authors have developed own classifications 
of ESL microsystem factors that more or less overlap (e.g. students and in-
stitutional characteristics, Rumberger & Lim, 2008; individual, family and 
school characteristics, Traag & van der Velden, 2008; school-based and in-
dividual, family and social background-related; Thibert, 2013; individual, 
family, peer, community effects, Audas & Willms, 2001). These categories 
can be further sub-divided, e.g. individual characteristics are: education-
al performance, behaviours, attitudes and background (Rumberger & Lim, 
2008); cognitive and non-cognitive (Traag & van der Velden, 2008). In this 
article, we classify factors as: (1) those related to an individual (further di-
vided into structural, cognitive and non-cognitive); and (2) those related to 
the family and social background. 

As mentioned, a wealth of publications can already be found cover-
ing ESL individual and family factors: Yet this article tries to bring togeth-
er what has already been done by way of a structured and coherent pres-
entation. Some factors highlighted in the article are discussed and reviewed 
in greater depth in separate articles (e.g. low motivation, poor academic 
achievement, behavioural problems and home environment).

Methodology
The scientific review article is based on computerised literature searches 
in the Arizona State University Library search engine coupled with oth-
er online resources (e.g. Google Scholar). We used the following key words 
“early school leaving”, “drop out” AND “individual factors/precursors/de-
terminants”, “motivation”, “academic achievement”, “engagement”, “per-
sonality”, “non-cognitive factors”, “family factors”, “family characteris-
tics”, “parental involvement”, “parental aspirations”, “parental support”, 
“metaanalysis”. In the next step, we examined references cited in the ar-
ticles (i.e., “backward search” procedures). Original scientific articles and 
1 School-level factors (also a microsystem) and factors from the exosystem are exam-

ined in two separate articles.
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monographs as well as reports by or for the European Commission and the 
OECD are considered.

Factors related to the individual 
This group of ESL factors has been very extensively studied. A considerable 
body of research also deals with factors not specifically related to ESL, but 
to academic achievement (mostly not covered in this article due to its fo-
cus on ESL, albeit the precursors of low academic achievement often over-
lap with those of ESL; simultaneously, low achievement is itself a strong risk 
factor for ESL). Individual-level factors can be classified in three groups: 
structural (i.e. demographic, e.g. gender, minority/migrant background), 
cognitive (e.g. academic achievement, intelligence) and non-cognitive (e.g. 
personality traits, social competence, emotional competence/intelligence, 
problem behaviour, motivation, engagement, self-concept, anxiety). 

Structural factors: gender
With regard to gender, a consistent pattern is found – young males are at 
greater risk for ESL than their female counterparts. According to Eurostat, 
the ESL rate in 2016 was 3.0 percentage points higher for young men (12.2%) 
than for young women (9.2%) in the EU-28 (Eurostat, n.d. a). Thus, the pro-
portion of early leavers among young men is about 30% higher than among 
young women, a ratio that has been stable over the last decade (ibid.). In al-
most all EU countries, the rates were higher for males than females, in some 
countries even by up to 5%. Similar findings were reported in internation-
al and national research (e.g. Audas & Willms, 2001; Brock, 2011; Houses of 
the Oireachtas, 2010; Marks & McMillian, 2001; NESSE, 2010; Traag & van 
der Velden, 2008). Several tentative explanations are provided for this: boys 
have lower achievement in reading than girls; boys have more difficulties 
adapting to the school environment than girls; gender is more likely to play 
a role for boys from a poor neighbourhood, while the gender difference for 
students from a better situated neighbourhood seems to be non-significant 
(see European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014 for details). 
Thus, the relationship between ESL and gender seems to be less straight-
forward than the relationship with social economic status (SES), indicating 
that gender alone is not a determining factor.
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Structural factors: migrant and minority background2

Eurostat data show that students born abroad are largely over-represented 
among those who leave formal education prematurely in many EU coun-
tries – the share of early leavers among migrants in 2015 was almost twice the 
level for natives (19.0% compared with 10.1%) (Eurostat, n.d. b), and can be 
up to five times more in some countries (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). There are several possible reasons for this, includ-
ing low SES and language difficulties that may lead to low achievement and 
low motivation. Indeed, the European Commission (2014) as well as the 
OECD (2013) consistently report lower levels of academic performance for 
migrant compared to native students, although the difference shrinks (but 
remains significant) when controlling for SES.

On the contrary, in a study by Traag and van der Velden (2008) stu-
dents from a migrant background were less at risk for ESL when controlling 
for social background (family resources) than their native counterparts. 
According to the authors, this means that the larger numbers of migrant 
students found among ESLers is not due to cultural differences and lan-
guage proficiency, but due to the lack of family resources (they more often 
have low SES). Interestingly, in Australia having an Australian-born par-
ent (i.e. a native background) increased the risk for ESL compared to stu-
dents whose parents were born in non-English-speaking countries (Marks 
& McMillian, 2001).

Among the students with a minority background, it is Roma students 
who have been most widely studied. The ESL rates among young Roma are 
extremely high – in the examined 11 EU member states only 15% of young 
Roma adults surveyed complete upper-secondary general or vocational ed-
ucation (FRA/UNDP, 2012). A combination of factors (e.g. parental choice, 
poverty, language barriers, ethnic discrimination in institutions) is likely 
to underlie this (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014; 
Eurostat, n.d. b). 

Despite the data shown above, it is important to note that students 
with a migrant/minority background constitute a heterogeneous group 
(e.g. different ethnic backgrounds, second-generation migrants ver-
sus new arrivals), thus it seems that other factors play a more critical role 
2 As indicated in the European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop report (2014) 

different countries have different conceptualization of what it means to have a mi-
grant to minority background, making comparison difficult; however, some conclu-
sions can still be made.
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in educational outcomes than migrant background per se (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). 

Cognitive factors
Low abilities (e.g. intelligence), low academic achievement, low knowl-
edge gained in primary education are identified as the most potent risk fac-
tors for ESL (see the reviews in Barclay & Doll, 2001; Battin-Pearson et al., 
2000; Jugović & Doolan, 2013; Lyche, 2010; NESEE, 2010; McCarthy Voss, 
2015; for an exception, see Brock, 2011). ESLers also tend to be less intel-
ligent and have lower scholastic achievement (see the review in Traag & 
van der Velden, 2008). Traag (2012) found significant differences between 
ESLers and their counterparts finishing secondary education on cognitive 
factors, like text comprehension, arithmetic and information processing. 
Moreover, a logistic regression showed that the higher a student scored on 
the cognitive test, the lower was the risk of becoming an ESLer. The impact 
of cognitive factors remained significant, but was reduced after including 
the control variables (e.g. SES, migrant background). On a similar note, 
Marks and McMillian (2001) found cognitive factors like literacy and nu-
meracy in middle school had a strong influence on subsequent ESL. Janosz, 
LeBlanc, Boulerice and Tremblay (1997) found school achievement to be the 
best screening variable for potential ESLers. In a review by Rumberger and 
Lim (2008), a majority of 200 studies found that academic achievement had 
a statistically significant effect on the likelihood of ESL. Further, not doing 
well at school was an important reason for over 40% of Australian ESLers 
(Marks & McMillian, 2001). Similar findings were reported for ESLers in 
Europe: when interviewed, students listed having poor results or not feel-
ing smart enough as one of the reasons for ESL (GHK Consulting, 2011). 

Non-cognitive factors
Even though SES and academic achievement have been shown to be the 
strongest and most consistent precursors of ESL, one should not neglect the 
role of non-cognitive factors (e.g. personality traits, motivational, affective, 
social and behavioural characteristics, attitudes). For example, Traag (2012) 
cited studies highlighting the importance of non-cognitive skills for labour 
market outcomes (e.g. wage) as well as for the individual’s trajectories after 
ESL (also see Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2004). 
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Personality traits are defined within the Five Factor Model (FFM; 
McCrae & Costa, 1997) as extraversion, agreeableness, emotional stability/
neuroticism, conscientiousness, and openness to experience3. Personality 
traits are usually not examined relative to ESL, but to academic achieve-
ment (for exceptions, see Rosenthal, 1998; Traag, 2012). Conscientiousness 
was found to be protective factor against ESL, while openness to experi-
ence, on the contrary to the author’s expectations, increased the risk of ESL 
(other personality traits were not significant predictors after controls were 
added to the models; Traag, 2012). In relation to academic achievement, 
conscientiousness (in some studies in combination with openness) was 
the most consistent predictor (e.g. Poropat, 2009; Lamb, Chuang, Wessels, 
Broberg, & Hwang, 2002; Zupančič & Kavčič, 2007) while research results 
about openness to experience, emotional stability, and agreeableness are 
inconclusive (for a review, see Traag, 2012; Vidmar, 2010). Extraversion was 
a positive predictor for both young children and young adolescents (e.g. 
Anthony, 1983; Eysenck & Cookson, 1969; Mervielde, Buyst & De Fruyt, 
1995), but a negative one in older age groups (e.g. Eysenck, 1994; Mervielde 
et al., 1995; Puklek Levpušček & Zupančič, 2009; Smrtnik Vitulić, 2008; 
Wolf & Ackerman, 2004). 

Student engagement is one of the most important precursors to ESL 
in conceptual models of ESL (Finn, 1989; Rogers, 2016; Rumberger & Lim, 
2008). Disengagement from education lies along a continuum that at the 
most extreme end refers to ESL (Rogers, 2016; Rumberger, 2011). It compris-
es multiple dimensions: an emotional (e.g. affective reactions) and behav-
ioural dimension (e.g. absenteeism, participation in learning and academ-
ic tasks) and in some models also a cognitive one (e.g. willingness to exert 
effort; for details, see Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2009; Rogers, 
2016). Indeed, in high school stronger levels of engagement reduced the 
ESL risk in the majority of studies (77%, non-significant in the remaining 
studies), while the impact of engagement was less obvious in middle school 
(Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Audas and Willms’ (2001) and Lyche’s (2010) lit-
erature review (2001), McCarthy Voss’ study (2015) and the study by Henry, 
3 Extraversion is conceptualized in terms of sociability, activity, positive mood, asser-

tiveness; agreeableness in terms of prosocialness, kindness, courtesy, empathy, com-
pliance, cooperation; neuroticism in terms of general negative emotionality, high 
sensitivity, high arousal, the presence of fears, tension, anxiety; conscientiousness in 
terms of controlling impulses, maintaining attention, accuracy, orderliness, deter-
mination, competitiveness; and openness in terms of curiosity, creativity, interest in 
new things, cleverness, ingenuity, and speed of learning (Ehrler, Evans, & McGhee, 
1999; Zupančič & Kavčič, 2007). 
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Knight and Thornberry (2012) confirm the importance of engagement for 
ESL as ESLers had a history of disengagement from school (e.g. absence, 
truancy, expulsion; NESSE, 2010). In a study by Janosz, Archambault, 
Morizot and Pagani (2008), ESLers demonstrated unstable pathways of 
school engagement (transitory increasing, transitory decreasing, decreas-
ing, and increasing trajectories). Archambault et al. (2009) found that glob-
al engagement and its behavioural dimension were significant predictors of 
ESL (also see Janosz et al., 1997). In Wang and Fredricks’ study (2014), low-
er behavioural and emotional engagement was predictive of a higher ESL 
rate. The perceived fit between students and the school’s social environ-
ment plays a central role in school engagement (Järvinen, Soini, Pyhältö, & 
Pietarinen, 2012).

Closely linked to student engagement, another important non-cogni-
tive factor is motivation (European Commission, 2014). To some extent, 
motivational differences are partly reflected by differences in conscien-
tiousness, but these differences are more general across contexts and situa-
tions; thus, in this section we focus specifically on motivation in a learning 
and achievement-related setting. Motivation to perform well in school was 
significantly lower for ESLers compared to regular school leavers, but the 
differences were quite small compared to the differences in cognitive skills; 
regardless of this, a high score on achievement motivation decreased the 
risk of becoming an ESLer (Traag, 2012). The size of the impact remained 
unchanged even when including background variables (SES, migrant sta-
tus). Bridgeland, DiIulio and Morison (2006) surveyed actual ESLers and 
69% of the respondents identified a lack of motivation as a reason for drop-
ping out and a similar share was confident they would have graduated if 
they had tried. Lack of motivation in ESLers was also found by Beekhoven 
and Dekkers (2005).

Negative attitudes to school (e.g. not liking school, disconnected-
ness from school) are a non-cognitive factor that occurs at higher rates in 
ESLers. For example, not liking school was cited as a reason for ESL by 50% 
of ESLers in Australia; although wanting to get a job/ apprenticeship was 
more frequent and more important (Marks & McMillian, 2001). Similarly, 
ESLers in Europe experience school rules and regulations in a negative way 
and list this as a reason for ESL (GHK Consulting, 2011). The literature re-
view by Audas and Willms (2001) supports this – ESLers feel disconnected 
from school, believe their teachers do not care about them, and think the 
‘cards are stacked against them’.
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Social competence and problem behaviour are also considered 
non-cognitive factors of ESL (European Commission, 2014). Behavioural 
problems lead to poor school performance or may be a consequence of frus-
trations due to keeping up with school work or maintaining an interest in 
school work or an unsupportive environment more generally (ibid.). Based 
on a review of studies, Rumberger and Lim (2008) concluded that any of the 
deviant behaviours (e.g. misbehaving in school, delinquent behaviour out-
side of school, drug and alcohol use, and sexual activity and teen childbear-
ing) increased the risk for ESL. Literature reviews by Audas and Willms 
(2001), Barclay and Doll (2001), Lyche (2010) and Hymel and Ford (2014) 
support this. Ensminger and Slusarcick (1992) found that aggressive behav-
iour as early as first-grade increased the risk of ESL for boys, Brock (2011) 
found a similar effect for hyperactive and inattentive behaviours of 12-year-
olds (also see Janosz et al., 1997; Jimerson et al., 2000; Vitaro, Brendgen, & 
Tremblay, 1999). Carter (1998) demonstrated that ESLers have lower social 
competence than those who persist in school. 

Another set of non-cognitive factors was examined by Bradshaw, 
O’Brennan, & McNeely (2008). In their literature review study, they high-
lighted the following protective factors against ESL: a positive sense of self, 
self-control (e.g. impulse control, and delay of gratification locus of con-
trol), decision-making skills (e.g. responsible decisions about studying and 
completing assignments, social and emotional problem solving, relation-
ship skills), empathy and perspective taking, and connectedness to par-
ents, teachers.

The findings of a comprehensive study by Wang, Haertel, & Walberg 
(1993) which dealt more widely with factors supporting students’ school 
learning (not specifically ESL factors) are in line with the examined stud-
ies. They identified the importance of psychological factors, including mo-
tivational, affective, social and behavioural (in addition to cognitive and 
metacognitive) student characteristics. 

Interplay of cognitive and non-cognitive factors
Based on the scientific evidence presented above, it seems that cognitive 
factors have a strong and direct effect on the risk of ESL, and that this effect 
remains after adding non-cognitive factors. However, non-cognitive skills 
also explain part of the individual differences in ESL risk (Traag, 2012). 
Traag (2012) found that non-cognitive factors play an important role in un-
derstanding why some students leave school even though their cognitive 
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skills are at an adequate level (e.g. high openness to experience was a risk 
factor for those with high cognitive skills, and a protective factor for those 
with low cognitive skills). She also found that conscientiousness was a 
strong protective factor for those with low cognitive skills, but was not sig-
nificant for students with above-average cognitive skills. The results indi-
cate that non-cognitive skills play a role after controlling for cognitive fac-
tors, yet the effects are not merely additive – there is a complex interplay 
between the two factors. Another way of explaining the interplay is that 
cognitive and some non-cognitive characteristics develop along mutually 
related lines; e.g. successful performance in certain tasks increases interest 
and thus increases motivation (ibid.).

Factors related to the family and social background
Traag and van der Velden (2008) categorised family factors into four groups 
that also cover social background: economic capital (i.e. financial resourc-
es), human capital (parental education levels), social capital and cultural 
capital. The first two can be combined into what is operationalised in many 
studies as socio-economic status (SES) – SES is also used in this article. 
Social capital refers to the relationship between parents and children (e.g. 
parental involvement, parental educational aspirations, parental educa-
tional support, domestic violence, parenting style), including family com-
position (single-parent or two-parent) and number of children. The cultur-
al capital refers to cultural participation (e.g. visits to museums, concerts 
and the theatre). 

SES
Among ESL factors, low SES (i.e. low household income, unemployed par-
ents, low level of parental education) seems to be the most consistent risk fac-
tor. As indicated in the European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop 
(2014) and NESSE (2010) reports, many studies have found low SES to en-
tail key factors that increase the risk of ESL (also see Audas & Willms, 2001; 
Brock, 2011; Jugović & Doolan, 2013; Houses of the Oireachtas, 2010; Janosz 
et al., 1997; Jimerson et al., 2000; Marks & McMillan, 2001; Rosenthal, 1998; 
Traag, 2012). ESLers are much more likely to come from families with low 
SES. For example, the majority (over 70%) of ESLers have parents with a 
low level of education (compulsory or below) (GHK Consulting, 2011). The 
importance of parental education for student attainment is consistently 
shown in the PISA study (e.g. OECD, 2012, 2013, 2016). The role of SES in 
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ESL was also highlighted in a review for the European Commission (2014). 
Boudon’s theory of social stratification (Boudon, 1974) can explain these 
findings – for individuals from a lower social class the cost of staying at 
school is relatively large while at the same time less importance is attrib-
uted to education than among those from high social classes – this makes 
education less worthwhile for students from low SES groups and increases 
their chances of ESL. 

Social capital
Parental education support (e.g. parents have discussions about school and 
school performance and give compliments about school performance) is an 
important predictor of ESL; having highly supportive parents cuts the risk 
of ESL by more than 50% compared to a very unsupportive parent (Traag 
& van der Velden, 2008). Brock (2011) also found parental support to be an 
important ESL predictor. Home educational support of students in schools 
of a similar socioeconomic composition was important for ESL; students 
with more educational resources at home were less likely to intend to leave 
school than students with fewer home resources in schools with a similar 
socioeconomic composition (Houses of the Oireachtas, 2010).

Parental attitudes in the first grade (i.e. conduct expected, mark ex-
pected, education expected) predicted ESL, while the prediction of par-
enting socialisation practices was not significant (Alexander, Entwisle, & 
Horsey, 1997). In relation to parental involvement, a metaanalysis (Jeynes, 
2005) found a considerable and consistent relationship between paren-
tal involvement and academic achievement (regardless of the measure of 
achievement). The relationship held across race and gender. Very interest-
ing findings included that some of the most powerful aspects of parental 
involvement were the more subtle ones – those that create the general at-
mosphere. Parental high expectations of school performance and parenting 
style and not particular actions (e.g. checking homework, attending school 
functions) were significant predictors (ibid.). The European Commission 
(2014) in its literature review also found a violent family atmosphere to be 
related to an increased risk of ESL. Similarly, Tiko’s study (2008) showed 
that the family’s inability to support the child and enable the conditions 
for learning (e.g. lack of interest in the child, alcoholism) is one of the key 
reasons for students’ underachievement and non-compliance with com-
pulsory schooling. Based on their literature review, Bradshaw et al. (2008) 
concluded that the connection to one’s parents has a positive influence 
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on multiple aspects of youth development, including ESL. Jimerson et al. 
(2000) demonstrated the importance of the early home environment in the 
toddler years (e.g. parental emotional and verbal responsivity, acceptance 
of the child’s behaviour, provision of appropriate play material) and paren-
tal involvement in primary school for subsequent ESL.

Moreover, other indicators of social capital were found to play a role 
in ESL. Children from single-parent families and children in families with 
four or more children were at a higher risk for ESL (Audas & Willms, 2001; 
Traag & van der Velden, 2008). In other studies, family composition was 
linked to a student’s academic achievements; children from single-par-
ent families had lower school performance than their two-parent counter-
parts (Babarović, Burušić, & Šakić, 2009). Similarly, on average across the 
OECD, students from single-parent families have lower scores in PISA than 
students from other types of families after accounting for socio-economic 
background (OECD, 2010). 

Cultural capital
Cultural participation (parent reports visiting museums, concerts and the-
atre) decreases the chances of ESL (Traag & van der Velden, 2008). Cultural 
capital is also integrated in PISA’s measure of SES. It is called economic, so-
cial and cultural status and derives from four variables (i.e. parent’s high-
est level of education, parent’s highest occupation status, home possessions 
and books in the home), one of them tapping cultural capital. A clear link 
to student academic achievement was demonstrated in all cycles of the 
PISA study (e.g. OECD, 2016). The role of the cultural participation is that 
it potentially leads to a close link between a student’s behaviour and views 
on the dominant school culture and decreasing the ESL risk (Traag & van 
der Velden, 2008). The issue of cultural capital as necessarily resembling 
the dominant culture seems problematic; it seems that a culturally-sensi-
tive curriculum is also warranted.

Conclusion
The present scientific review on one hand confirms that already demon-
strated in many studies: at the level of the individual, cognitive factors es-
pecially low achievement patterns, most consistently and strongly increase 
the risk for ESL (although academic performance does not account for all 
of the variance between students who persist in school and ESLers). Being 



e a r ly school l e av i ng: con t e m por a ry eu rope a n per spect i v e s

148

male and having a migrant/minority status are also risk factors: howev-
er, the relationships are not straightforward. On the other hand, the article 
draws attention to a series of non-cognitive factors and highlights the com-
plex interplay of the cognitive and non-cognitive factors. Conscientiousness 
plays the role of a protective ESL factor (more strongly for low achievers), 
while problem behaviour seems to be a risk factor. Achievement motiva-
tion is also important. Within family and social background factors, SES is 
the most consistent and strongest predictor. In addition, the family’s social 
capital (e.g. parental education support, their involvement, parenting prac-
tices, but also family structure) impacted the risk of ESL.

When planning interventions or policy changes targeting ESL, it is im-
portant to note what Wand et al. (1993) observed: in general, proximal var-
iables (e.g., psychological, instructional) were more important for students’ 
learning than distal variables (e.g., policy and organisation). This implies 
that introducing new policies (at the state or school level) will not necessar-
ily enhance student learning. Thus, whenever introducing policies aimed at 
the protective or risk factors of ESL, it should be ensured that distal varia-
bles become translated into changes for the student.

Finally, interventions to combat ESL need to be based on an under-
standing of its complex determinants and the factors that operate at multi-
ple levels and vary from one student to another – ESLers are a very hetero-
geneous group (no single ‘profile’ can be established). The impact of factors 
related to ESL may vary for different subgroups. Interventions therefore 
need to address issues pertaining to the individual, the microsystem (fami-
ly, school, teachers and other educators) and the exosystem (education sys-
tem) in a co-ordinated way. Attention to the mesosystem should not be 
overlooked; e.g. developing a home-school mesosystem that is supportive 
of the student and his/her school attendance. Moreover, the fact the devel-
opmental pathway to ESL may already begin in elementary school or even 
before then is important.
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Synopsis
Although ESL is impacted by the composition of a school (e.g. mean 
SES) and its structure (e.g. size), school practices, especially the way 
curriculum is delivered in practice as well as caring, supportive and 
respectful teachers (and other school staff) who believe in students’ 
ability to succeed, seem particularly important for ensuring (poten-
tial) ESLers remain in school.

Summary
In recent decades, a growing body of literature has identified fac-
tors at the school level related to ESL. The aim of this article is to re-
view the empirical research in the field and show a variety of school 
factors that may contribute to becoming an ESLer. Research indi-
cates that schools can make a difference in students’ ability to per-
sist in school. The specific characteristics of school composition (e.g. 
mean SES, share of students with a minority/migrant background) 
and school structure (e.g. size, private/public) were found to impact 
ESL, but these effects are likely confounded with other school char-
acteristics, particularly school practices. 

With regard to school practices, ESLers (or those at risk) often report 
experiencing the curriculum as too complicated, too academic, and 
disconnected from real life. Innovative provision of the curriculum 

2.2.2
The Interplay of Factors Contributing to ESL 
at the School Level 
Maša Vidmar and Tina Rutar Leban
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is called for – different pedagogic approaches are proposed (e.g. rec-
ognition of informal learning, the use of technology, collaborative 
approaches through outdoor activities, teaching through arts and 
sports). Moreover, within the context of the school climate, caring, 
supportive and respectful teachers (along with other school staff) 
who believe in students’ ability to academically succeed have a sig-
nificant impact on the lives of students at-risk for ESL and their de-
cision to remain at school. The opposite effect was found for splits 
in the communication between students and teachers. Students en-
counter important support or discouragement already in everyday 
school activities and interactions, thus financial resources or time 
outside the classroom is not required. Interestingly, a climate of re-
spect and caring is often intended or assumed by the adults; howev-
er, it is not necessarily experienced by the student in this way. This 
issue indicates the need to strengthen teachers’ initial and continu-
ous education in this respect.
Key words: early school leaving, school factors, school composition, 
school structure, school practices, school climate

Introduction
As described in the two articles on ESL factors associated with: (1) an in-
dividual, their family and social background; and (2) to system character-
istics, the phenomenon and process of ESL can be viewed from the per-
spective of Bronfenbrenner’s (1996) ecological systems theory of human 
development. Bronfenbrenner recognised that many different levels of en-
vironmental influence exist and impact one’s development. He identified 
five environmental systems with which individuals interact: the microsys-
tem (i.e. people and institutions in the immediate surroundings – fami-
ly, peers, school), the mesosystem (i.e. interconnections between settings 
in which the child participates, e.g. home-school relations), the exosystem 
(processes and settings with an indirect influence on the individual, e.g. the 
neighbourhood-community context, education system, social welfare), the 
macrosystem (i.e. cultural influences) and the cronosystem (i.e. events and 
changes over time) (see Figure 9). This multidimensional framework pre-
sents the basis for understanding risk and protective ESL factors and the 
multifaceted nature of ESL. In the present article, we look in particular at 
one specific setting within the microsystem – the school – and review the 
scientific literature examining its impact on ESL.
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Figure 9. Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development. The black rectangle constitutes 
the focus of the article.

Early studies on ESL mostly considered risk or predictive ESL factors 
within the individual and their family (see e.g. Ensminger & Slusarcick, 
1992; Barclay & Doll, 2001 for studies in the period 1950–1970). Later stud-
ies revealed ESL to be a process without any one individual cause and may 
already start in primary school (e.g. Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; 
McGarr, 2010) or even as early as the toddlers years (e.g. Jimerson, Egeland, 
Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000). A considerable amount was known about how 
the individual’s characteristics and their specific background affected the 
ESL process, yet much less was known about the influences of the school. 
But as understanding grew that ESL is a complex phenomenon entailing 
predictors from multiple levels of the individual’s ecology, in the last few 
decades empirical and review studies have expanded to also include oth-
er levels and other settings from the microsystem level, for instance the 
school (i.e. school or institutional factors; for example, see Audas & Willms, 
2001; Janosz, LeBlanc, Boulerice, & Tremblay, 1997; Knesting, 2008; Lee & 
Burkham, 2003). 

Several factors within schools were recognised as playing a role in ESL, 
with some 20% of the variability in student outcomes explained by the char-
acteristics of the schools students attend (Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Many 
studies are based on multi-level datasets (i.e. samples of students within 
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schools within countries/districts) that enable researchers to disentangle 
student-level and school-level effects. However, establishing a causal re-
lationship between the variable of interest and ESL remains problematic. 
School factors belong to different levels of the school environment (the stu-
dent in the classroom, the school buildings, the school district etc.) and 
the ways these levels interact also impact a student’s development (Eccles, 
2004).

Different classifications of school (education institution) factors exist:

- school composition (e.g. SES intake); structure (e.g. size, sector 
and location); resources (e.g. physical, financial and human re-
sources); and practices (e.g. instructional practices) (Rumberger 
& Lim, 2008);

- school structure and resources; school practices (Lyche, 2010);
- structural characteristics (e.g. composition of children/students, 

staff characteristics) and mediating factors (e.g. educators’ beliefs 
and expectations, relationships) (Hasselhorn, Andresen, Becker, 
Betz, Leuzinger-Bohleber, & Schmid, 2015).

In this article, we consider the first of these classifications and aim to 
review and demonstrate the variety of classroom/school factors that may 
contribute to becoming an ESLer. The article reviews empirical research in 
the field. 

Methodology
To conduct the scientific literature review, relevant publications were identi-
fied by using computerised searches in the Arizona State University Library 
search engine (including databases such as e.g. PsycINFO, Academic 
Search Premier (EBSCOhost), ERIC (Proquest), JSTOR Arts and Sciences, 
ProQuest, SAGE Premier, Science Direct) and other online resources (e.g. 
ResearchGate, institution or project webpages). We used the following key 
words “early school leaving”, “drop out” AND “school factors/precursors/
determinants”, “institutional factors”, “curriculum”, “pedagogy”, “school 
composition”, “school resources”, “school practices”, “teacher characteris-
tics”, “metaanalysis” etc. We then examined references cited in the articles 
(i.e., “backward search” procedures). Original scientific articles and mon-
ographs together with reports by or for the European Commission and the 
OECD are considered.

http://libguides.asu.edu/psycinfo
http://libguides.asu.edu/aspebscohost
http://libguides.asu.edu/aspebscohost
http://libguides.asu.edu/ericproq
http://libguides.asu.edu/jstorasvi
http://libguides.asu.edu/proquest
http://libguides.asu.edu/sagepremier
http://libguides.asu.edu/sciencedirect
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The impact of school composition on ESL
School composition or the characteristics of the student body are one of 
the most examined school factors concerning ESL and achievement. This 
means the characteristics of students as a whole can influence a student 
over and above the effect of their individual characteristics (Rumberger & 
Lim, 2008). In the literature review conducted by these authors, the follow-
ing indicators of school demographics are identified as having a direct ef-
fect on ESL: mean SES, the share of at-risk students (e.g. poor grades, tru-
ancy, discipline problems, grade retention), the share of racial or linguistic 
minorities, the share of high-mobility students (those changing schools or 
residences) and the share of students from single-parent families (or oth-
er family composition alternatives). Traag and van der Velden (2008) also 
found a large percentage of students from ethnic minorities in school in-
crease the risk for some groups of ESLers (i.e. without a lower secondary 
diploma) after controlling for the individual’s minority background; in 
general, a 10% drop in the share of students with a minority background 
decreased the risk of ESL by 13%. For other groups of ESLers (i.e. with a 
lower secondary diploma; in an apprenticeship programme), the share of 
minority students from ethnic minorities in a school had no effect on the 
risk of ESL. McNeal (1997) also found the percentage of minorities affect-
ing the chances of ESL. A study in Ireland found the effect of the school’s 
socio-economic composition – schools with more students from disadvan-
taged backgrounds had higher ESL rates, over and above individual student 
characteristics (Houses of the Oireachtas, 2010).

It is important to note that some studies indicate that, after accounting 
for several other school characteristics (e.g. school size, climate, resources, 
student-teacher relations), mean SES and other composition variables no 
longer have a direct effect on ESL (see, for example, Lee & Burkam, 2003; 
Rumberger & Palardy, 2005). This shows that the effect of school compo-
sition is mediated through other variables. Moreover, different structural 
and organisational characteristics of a school are likely to appear togeth-
er (Lee & Burkham, 2003). On a similar note, Palardy (2013) controlled for 
differences in student background, peer influences, and school inputs and 
practices and found no differences in high-school graduation probability 
between low and high SES schools.
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The impact of school structure on ESL
In this section, we examine the effects of the school characteristic of size, 
sector (public or private), location (urban or rural) and tracks provided (ac-
ademic and other lower levels). The sector (public or private) of the school 
was examined in Rumberger and Rim’s literature review (2008). Of the 63 
analyses treated, no relationship was found between public-private (in some 
cases only Catholic schools were considered) school and ESL rates in mid-
dle school, but in high school ESL rates were generally lower in Catholic 
schools (in some studies the effect could be attributed to school practices). 
As the authors highlight, it is common for students from private schools to 
transfer to a public school instead of or before leaving school, thereby ‘in-
flating’ ESL rates in public schools. In another study, the private/public as-
pect of a school was found to be unrelated to ESL rates after controlling for 
students’ background and behaviour (Lee & Burkham, 2003). This finding 
is also supported by the OECD (2011) which examined the issue of private 
and public schools relative to achievement in the PISA study. They conclud-
ed that students in private schools do indeed perform better in the PISA as-
sessment than students in public schools, yet when the socioeconomic con-
text is similar students in public and private schools tend to do equally well. 
Moreover, ‘’countries with a larger share of private schools do not perform 
better in PISA’’ (p. 1). 

In relation to the location of the school, the relationship between the 
urbanisation of the municipality within which the school is located and ESL 
is not straightforward. For some groups of ESLers (i.e. those without a low-
er secondary diploma), an above-average level of urbanisation (high or very 
high) increased the risk for ESL, and in lowly urbanised areas the chances 
of ESL dropped, while in other groups of ESLers the effects were not as pro-
nounced (Traag & van der Velden, 2008). Rumberger and Lim (2008) iden-
tified 12 analyses examining this issue, and the results were mixed; in some 
studies, being in an urban school increased the risk of ESL, while in others 
it decreased the risk or the effects were non-significant. 

As for school size, the same authors (Rumberger & Lim, 2008) also 
found mixed results in their literature review. Out of 12 analyses, 6 found 
no significant effects, while in 3 students were more likely to drop out of 
large schools and in 3 other studies ESL was less likely in large schools. The 
relationship might not be non-linear – a smaller (but not too small) size 
is generally better (Lee & Burkham, 2003). As noted by Lee & Burkham 
(2003), school size per se is unlikely to directly affect the risk for ESL; it is 
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more likely that other school, student and staff characteristics play a role. 
For example, a small school may have better student-teacher relations, bet-
ter organisational trust, commitment to common goals, contacts (ibid., 
namely a better social climate). On the other hand, large schools may of-
fer more curriculum, programme, classes and extracurricular options and 
benefit students’ learning in this respect (Rumberger & Palardy, 2005). 

Although not a typical structural characteristic, the issue of differ-
ent tracks (in terms of levels, i.e. academic or non-academic) provided in 
schools has also been examined. Traag (2012) and Traag and van der Velden 
(2008) found that schools’ heterogeneity in terms of the tracks they provid-
ed was a significant predictor of ESL. Students in lower secondary educa-
tion who attended more heterogeneous schools (i.e. also providing a higher 
track of secondary education) were less at risk of ESL than their counter-
parts who attended a school which only provided lower secondary tracks. 
The risk of ESL decreased by 25%. The authors argued this may be a result 
of a more academic climate. This finding is supported by Lee and Burkham 
(2003); after accounting for student characteristics, schools with more chal-
lenging courses, fewer remedial or non-academic courses were more like-
ly to keep students in school compared to their less ‘constrained’ counter-
parts. This means that offering a number of undemanding courses in high 
school does not keep students in schools.

Resources
In the literature review by Rumberger and Rim (2008), the effects of differ-
ent indicators for physical, financial and human resources were observed. 
These included mean expenditures per pupil, mean teacher salaries, the 
student-teacher ratio, and the share of teachers with advanced degrees. 
Overall, relatively few studies found significant effects on ESL. Something 
similar was observed for students’ performance in PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS 
– namely, shortages of educational resources (instructional materials, com-
puters etc.) did not affect students’ average performances greatly (Haahr, 
Nielsen, Hansen, & Jakobsen, 2005). Regarding class size, Finn, Gerber and 
Boyd-Zaharias (2005) found that 4 years of elementary school in a small 
class (13–17 students) increased the odds of finishing high school by 80% 
compared to their full-size-class (22–26 students) counterparts, where the 
effect was especially prominent among students from low-income homes. 
Small classes effect academic achievement and a student’s social behaviour 
(Finn, Pannozzo, & Achilles, 2003). Perhaps this effect mainly holds for 
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Western societies because, in relation to class size, the OECD (2012) con-
cluded that reducing class sizes is on its own an insufficient policy measure 
to improve the performance of education systems (after having examined 
55 different countries or economies from around the globe). 

Impact of school practices
School processes and practices are seen as the most promising for un-
derstanding and improving school performance and tackling ESL (e.g. 
teaching practices, a school climate conducive to student engagement and 
learning, social relationships among students, parents, teachers, and ad-
ministrators). The studies differed in which specific practices were exam-
ined, and how they were measured. We separated the findings into those 
more related to instruction, curriculum and those more related to social 
and emotional aspects (i.e. climate). 

Instructional practices, curriculum, assessment
Instruction is a key element of the teaching process that takes two main 
forms: direct instruction (built around problems with clear, correct answers 
the teacher provides) and student-centred instruction (teacher facilitating 
students’ own inquiry; see European Commission, 2014). Metaanalysis on 
learner-centred approaches found significant correlations of all person-cen-
tred teacher variables (defined as non-directivity, encouraging learning, 
encouragement of higher order thinking, adapting to differences, empathy, 
warmth, genuineness and learner-centred beliefs) with each affective or be-
havioural student outcome, including ESL (Cornelius-White, 2011), indi-
cating the importance of student- or learner-centred approaches for ESL 
and ESLers. Finn (1989) also emphasised the quality of instruction that sup-
ports student involvement (e.g. classroom discourse as opposed to lectur-
ing; also see McGarr, 2010). On the contrary, Van Klaveren (2011) found 
the proportion of time teachers spend lecturing in front of the class (com-
pared to a more personal approach) did not (negatively) impact students’ 
achievement. 

In a literature review for the European Commission (2014), it was rec-
ognised that a flexible and relevant curriculum and its provision are impor-
tant for keeping students at school. However, too much theory, a complicat-
ed, rigid and boring curriculum, programmes based on memorising were 
seen as the biggest issues in this respect (also see Lee & Miu-Ling Ip, 2003; 
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Rumberger, 2011). Indeed, almost 50% of the respondents reported that a 
key reason for ESL was that classes were not interesting and they were bored 
(Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Morison, 2006). The ESLers in the interviews men-
tion the need for a more balanced, practical and real-life-based provision 
of the curriculum, with more physical activities and hands-on approaches 
(Houses of the Oireachtas, 2010; Lee & Miu-Ling Ip, 2003; McGarr, 2010). 
Another important aspect is formative assessment (European Commission, 
2014) that evaluates a student’s progress and provides feedback to allow for 
improvement (OECD, 2008). 

Moreover, the institutional providing of and encouragement to par-
ticipate in extracurricular activities may contribute to a student’s sense of 
identification with the school, belonging to the school and may be a prima-
ry source of attachment to the school for students who are not as successful 
academically – in this sense, they may contribute to lower ESL (Finn, 1989). 

School climate and disciplinary practices
Most studies examine the effects of different aspects of the school academ-
ic and disciplinary climate, including student-teacher relationships. A lit-
erature review (Rumberger & Lim, 2008) found that the general school cli-
mate (e.g. school loyalty and a low level of problem-student behaviour (i.e., 
fighting, cutting class)) and a strong academic climate (i.e. more students 
in academic tracks) reduced the likelihood of ESL, while a poor discipli-
nary climate (e.g. student reports of student disruptions in class or disci-
pline problems in the school) and feeling unsafe increased the chances of 
ESL (also see Houses of the Oireachtas, 2010). McNeal did not find academ-
ic climate (a strong emphasis on academic achievement) as impacting ESL 
(1997). Positive student-teacher relations also reduced the risk of ESL (Byrne 
& Smyth, 2010; Hymel & Ford, 2014; Lee & Burkham, 2003). The authorita-
tiveness of teachers and their fairness were identified as important in inter-
views with ESLers (Lee & Miu-Ling Ip, 2003). On a similar note, the liter-
ature review by Audas and Willms (2001) highlights that ESLers perceived 
the teacher to be less interested in the students and that perceived disci-
plinary practices were ineffective, unclear and unfairly applied. Downes 
(2013a) also identified school expulsion and suspension (usually both hap-
pen for non-academic reasons) as problematic in terms of ESL; instead, he 
proposed a multiplicity of intervention approaches to different ESL pre-
vention issues. Moreover, a climate of teasing and bullying (as reported by 
students and teachers) increased the percentage of ESLers after controlling 
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for the effects of other predictors (e.g. school composition variables, com-
munity crime, performance in standardised achievement testing; Cornell, 
Gregory, Huang, & Fan, 2013; also see Houses of the Oireachtas. 2010). A 
lack of emotional support services available to students is also important 
for the ESL issue (Downes, 2011). Brock (2011) found that teachers’ expec-
tations concerning students’ ultimate education level and their report on 
self-efficacy did not predict students’ ESL. Based on a review of 800 studies, 
Hattie (2009) concluded the optimal classroom climate for learning is one 
based on trust and in which errors are allowed.

Knesting (2008) conducted a qualitative study interviewing students 
at risk for ESL, their teachers who were identified by the same students 
as either supportive or unsupportive, and certain other school staff. She 
also observed the teachers so identified in their classrooms. Those teach-
ers who tried to understand the students’ behaviour believed that all stu-
dents could succeed at school and communicated this (i.e. high expecta-
tions and respect), and accepted the students ‘as is’, were seen by students 
as supportive and helping them to remain at school. Moreover, every stu-
dent in the classroom was important to these teachers and they interacted 
similarly with all students. Teachers who, according to the students, sim-
ply do not care (e.g. they did not mind when students left the room, did not 
ask about homework, did not seem excited about the material they were 
teaching) were listed as a reason for not liking school. On the school level, 
the students also mentioned an overemphasis on discipline, control, educa-
tional conformity and creating a caring and supportive environment with 
high expectations for everyone’s success (also see Hattie, 2009). The sense 
that some students were valued more than others (e.g. students with high-
er grades, successful sportsmen or cheerleaders) was also mentioned (also 
see Downes, 2013a, b). To sum up, students at risk for ESL need their voic-
es to be heard and valued and require caring and respectful communica-
tion with teachers, administrators and other school staff. Interestingly, this 
climate of respect and caring is often intended or assumed by the adults – 
they assume they are providing it; yet students’ reports show that students 
do not experience it in this way –the question thus arises of how adults ex-
press care or respect in order for students to experience it as such. On a sim-
ilar note, Downes (2013a) found splits in communication between students 
and teachers (e.g. a fear of asking the teacher questions, grading approach-
es that may lack transparency, access to the toilet, perceived snobbery) 
and advocated that students’ voices be listened to. Rogers (2016) found the 



t h e i n t er pl ay of factor s con t r i bu t i ng to e sl at t h e school l e v el

165

following characteristics of teacher are important when working with dis-
engaged students, namely one who: listens to students and involves them in 
decisions about their learning, has respectful interactions, has high expec-
tations, takes time to get to know a student and their background, interest 
and strengths, and rarely displays irritation towards a student.

The findings indicate a great need for the professional development of 
teachers (and school staff) in the areas of conflict resolution and diversity 
skills so as to enable a classroom disciplinary climate to be established that 
does not include authoritarian teaching, autocratic and rigid behaviour 
management, unjustified behaviour undermining a pupil’s agency (e.g. be-
ing picked on by a teacher), offensive language – all behaviours of teachers 
reported by students (Downes, 2013a, b). Such experiences are an attitudi-
nal precursor for the risk of ESL, thus a positive classroom and school cli-
mate are seen as key protective factors against ESL (Downes, 2013a). Based 
on analyses of data from PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS, it was concluded that 
while a positive school climate may be a precondition, it is insufficient for 
ensuring a strong academic performance and participation among stu-
dents (Haar et al., 2005).

Conclusion
Based on the literature reviews in the three articles on ESL factors (individ-
ual/family factors and system factors), it is obvious that a variety of factors 
and influences impact a young person’s educational pathway, including the 
decision to leave school. Explanations that rely solely on the characteristics 
of students and their families are incomplete; there is mounting evidence 
that schools exhibit important effects on students’ leaving or staying in 
school (Lee & Burkham, 2003). Schools and their characteristics, including 
their teachers and other school staff, can make a real difference in students’ 
ability to remain at school. Concerning school-level factors, relationships 
with the families’ microsystem are also important (i.e. the mesosystem). 
(Potential) ESLers often describe having experienced contradictions be-
tween cultural and familial narratives (home culture) and the institution-
al narratives (i.e. stories of the school – school culture and structure) as 
contributing to ESL (Clandinini, 2010; Patterson, Hale, & Stessman, 2007). 
However, guidance to schools on how to provide the necessary multi-tiered 
support frameworks addressing multiple ESL risk factors (rather than in-
terventions targeting single components) and early intervention is needed 
(Freeman & Simonsen, 2015).
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To sum up, the specific characteristics of school composition (e.g. 
mean SES, share of students with a minority/migrant background) were 
found to impact ESL, but these effects are likely confounded with other 
school characteristics (e.g. school practices). Something similar could be 
established for school size and public/private sector. The findings regard-
ing school location (urban/rural) were inconsistent. As stated by Audas and 
Willms (2001), the effects of school composition and structure are impor-
tant because they are the main areas attracting governmental attempts to 
tackle ESL; yet, understanding the impact of schools’ policies and prac-
tices on the risk of ESL is important – as these have holding power over 
individuals. 

In relation to school practices, a mismatch between the (provision of 
the) curriculum and a student’s interest and aspirations was a primary fac-
tor identified by ESLers (or those at risk). Innovative delivery of the curric-
ulum is warranted – different pedagogic approaches, including a personal-
ised curriculum, the recognition of informal learning, the use of technology, 
collaborative approaches via outdoor activities, as well as teaching through 
arts and sports (Rogers, 2016). Embedded (into the more real-life context 
of other subjects) approaches to teaching Maths and the mother tongue are 
suggested to increase the relevance and authenticity of the subjects (ibid.). 
All of these characteristics were also identified in Hattie’s (2009) metaanal-
ysis as being relevant for enhancing student learning (e.g. teachers know 
how to introduce new content knowledge in a way that integrates it with 
students’ prior knowledge, they can relate the current lesson to other sub-
ject areas, and they can adapt the lessons according to students’ needs). The 
findings indicate the need to strengthen teacher’s initial and continuous 
education in this respect.

With regard to school climate, caring, supportive and respectful teach-
ers (and other school staff) who believed in the students’ ability to succeed 
at school have a significant impact on students and them staying in school. 
Often this does not require financial resources or time outside of the class-
room; instead, students found important support or discouragement in 
everyday school activities and interactions. In order to better understand 
the roles played by schools and teachers in ESL, it is necessary to listen to 
the voices of the youngsters themselves. Yet, as Downes (2013a) states, such 
“dialogue with students arguably comes too late in the process and needs 
systematic expression at a range of earlier stages as part of prevention fo-
cus” (p. 346) at the European level (Downes, 2013b). 
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Synopsis
Aspects of the education system that concern the risk of ESL include 
the socio-economic segregation of schools, early tracking and grade 
retention. In that regard, protective aspects are high quality and ac-
cessible ECEC and VET. Well-managed transitions between educa-
tional levels that reflect a student’s changing needs in order to ensure 
the provision of a developmentally appropriate and engaging context 
are called for. 

Summary
A relatively recent body of research identifies which factors at the 
system level contribute to or prevent ESL. The better insights into 
ESL so far gained show that ESL is a complex issue linked not only to 
the individual, the family and the school, but also to national poli-
cies in the educational, social, health and labour sectors. This article 
aims to review empirical research regarding ESL system factors with 
a focus on the education system, but also the labour market. 

Evidence shows that the socio-economic segregation of schools 
and early tracking are linked to a greater risk for ESL. Grade re-
tention is another risk factor, although timing (at the primary or 
secondary level) and opportunities provided during the retention 
year play a role. The transition from the primary to secondary level 

2.2.3 
The Interplay of Factors Contributing to ESL 
at the System Level
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is problematic for following aspects: traditional style of academ-
ic teaching, lack of relevance of pathways and an excessively rig-
id curriculum, disconnection from labour market needs, lack of 
permeability between pathways (academic, technical, vocational). 
Together with the disruption in social relationships with adults, 
changes occur in the secondary school context that are develop-
mentally less appropriate for early adolescents and may lead to dis-
engagement and ESL. Thus, the school needs to adapt to a student’s 
increasing maturity and changing emotional, cognitive and social 
needs as they move through the education system. Moreover, ac-
cess to high quality ECEC and divergent, relevant and high quali-
ty VET play the role of protective factors. The need for a coherent 
and well-balanced education system at all educational levels (i.e. all 
parts of the education system from preschool to tertiary education 
fit together well and function synergistically) is also warranted. The 
education system should be diverse, but not fragmented. Attention 
to the system blockages and discontinuities across different polic-
es and sectors is needed.

Key words: education system, socio-economic segregation, grade re-
tention, early tracking, ECEC, VET, transitions

Introduction
As introduced in the two other articles on ESL factors (factors at the level 
of the individual, the family and social background, school-level factors), 
these can be viewed within Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of human 
development. This theory posits that five environmental systems interact at 
multiple levels with the individual: the microsystem (i.e. people and insti-
tutions in the immediate surroundings – family, peers, school), the meso-
system (i.e. relationships between the microsystems, e.g. home-school rela-
tionships), the exosystem (i.e. an indirect influence on the individual, e.g. 
health, social, media, neighbours), the macrosystem (i.e. cultural influences 
– attitudes, ideologies) and the chronosystem (i.e. events and changes over 
time) (Figure 10). In the two abovementioned articles that are related, we 
focused on the model’s inner circles (i.e. the individual and microsystem), 
whereas in this article we expand the review of ESL risk and protective fac-
tors to the outer circle, i.e. the more distant environmental influences lo-
cated in the exosystem. 
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Figure 10. Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development. The black rectangle constitutes 
the focus of the article.

Studies on ESL factors and processes have evolved over time. The 
first wave of studies mostly examined factors within the individual and 
their family (e.g. Ensminger & Slusarcick, 1992), with this being followed 
by a group of studies that also examined school-level factors (e.g. Lee & 
Burkham, 2003). The most recent wave of studies recognises that we still 
only have an incomplete picture of ESL (e.g. De Witte, Nicaise, Lavrijsen, 
Van Landeghem, Lamote, & Damme, 2013). Another level has thus been 
added to the research – the system level (e.g. in the extensive review of ESL 
factors by Rumberger & Lim 2008 this level was overlooked). The idea is to 
understand which national-level policies in different sectors contribute to 
or prevent ESL, and to highlight the need for coordinated policies. Namely, 
as insights into ESL increased, it became clear that ESL is a complex issue 
linked not only to the individual, family and school, but also to nation-
al policies. It is not only linked to policies in the education sector, but also 
those in the social, health and labour sectors, making the issue of ESL ex-
ceed the scope of school-level and education-sector policies and thus neces-
sitating cross-sectorial cooperation. 

The most recent research on ESL factors at the system level examines 
how different characteristics of various sectors counter or exacerbate the 
issue of ESL. This article aims to identify and describe certain features of 
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education systems and their relations to ESL, including ECEC and VET (see 
European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Features and 
measures emerging in other sectors (e.g. the labour market – see Audas & 
Willms, 2002; de Witte et al., 2013; Tumio & Taylor, 2013) together with in-
ter-sectorial measures are also very important for tackling ESL and should 
not be overlooked. However, in accordance with the design of the TITA 
project, the article focuses on features of the education system.

Methodology
The scientific review was conducted by examining related findings in rel-
evant publications. These were found using computerised searches in the 
Arizona State University Library search engine (with 650 databases, includ-
ing, PsycINFO, Academic Search Premier (EBSCOhost), ERIC (Proquest), 
JSTOR Arts and Sciences, ProQuest, SAGE Premier, Science Direct) and 
also in other online resources (e.g. ResearchGate, institutional or project 
webpages). We used the following key words: “early school leaving”, “drop 
out” AND “system-level”, “ESL policies”, “policy interventions”, “educa-
tion system” “early childhood education system and care”, “grade reten-
tion”, “VET” etc. In the next step, we examined references cited in the ar-
ticles (i.e., “backward search” procedures). Original scientific articles and 
monographs as well as reports by or for the European Commission and the 
OECD are considered.

Education-system-related factors 
Education systems take many different structural forms which can sup-
port educational achievement or create obstacles to it (EC, 2014b). In 2011, 
the EC identified several prevention, intervention and compensation sys-
tem-level policies addressing ESL. Prevention measures are, e.g. good qual-
ity ECEC, prolongation of compulsory education, desegregation policies, 
systematic language support, and increasing the permeability or flexibil-
ity of educational pathways. Intervention measures include early warn-
ing systems, enhancing the involvement of parents, networking with ac-
tors outside school, teacher education, student-focused strategies, financial 
support. Compensation measures are e.g. second-chance programmes or 
recognition of prior learning. In a literature review (EC, 2014b), the follow-
ing education system factors were identified: educational differentiation, 
length of compulsory schools, school segregation, investing in education, 

http://libguides.asu.edu/psycinfo
http://libguides.asu.edu/aspebscohost
http://libguides.asu.edu/ericproq
http://libguides.asu.edu/jstorasvi
http://libguides.asu.edu/proquest
http://libguides.asu.edu/sagepremier
http://libguides.asu.edu/sciencedirect
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availability and quality of ECEC, curriculum, working conditions (e.g. sal-
aries), teacher-student ratio etc. (also see Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Morison, 
2006). In the present article, we review the following ESL education sys-
tem factors: grade retention, socio-economic segregation of schools, ear-
ly tracking, ECEC, transition to (upper) secondary education and VET, 
all of which are also highlighted in the European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop report (2014) and other review articles (e.g. EC, 2014b; 
Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002).

Grade retention 
Grade retention means a student is held back a year (i.e. repeats a year) due to 
their lack of progress, with this year giving them an opportunity to acquire 
the knowledge they need to continue schooling (European Commission/
EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). The EACEA/Eurydice study (2011) 
showed that, even though grade retention is possible in most countries with 
similar basic regulation (restrictions), practices vary greatly between coun-
tries; in some countries, the rates are very low (< 3%) while in others they 
are very high (around 30%, e.g. Spain, France, Luxembourg). Similar grade 
retention rates were found 3 years later (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). It seems that grade retention is more common 
in countries where the view that this may benefit the student still prevails 
among teaching staff, the education community and parents (EACEA/
Eurydice, 2011). 

However, this assumption has been challenged in many studies. Janosz, 
LeBlanc, Boulerice, and Tremblay (1997) followed two samples of adoles-
cents and found that grade retention significantly increased the risks of 
ESL in both samples. Roderick (1994) and Alexander, Entwisle and Horsey 
(1997) obtained similar results. Cairns, Cairns and Neckerman (1989) es-
tablished a clear relationship between ESL and grade retention (i.e. stu-
dents who were 1 to 3 years older than their peers in seventh grade were 
more likely to leave school within the next 4 years). This effect was more 
pronounced for Caucasian students than their African-American counter-
parts (ibid.). Jimerson’s (2001) metaanalysis of 20 studies showed no clear 
benefits of retaining students in grades for their academic, social-emo-
tional or behavioural outcomes. When comparing retained students with 
a matched control group, 16 studies (80%) concluded that grade retention 
is ineffective (either nonsignificant or negative effects were found). The au-
thor also emphasised that, despite some positive short-term effects of grade 
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retention for certain outcomes, the longitudinal studies show a strikingly 
close link between grade retention and ESL. In fact, another review study 
examined 17 studies and determined grade retention was one of the most 
powerful predictors of ESL (Jimerson et al. 2002). Moreover, grade reten-
tion was perceived to be the most stressful life event by sixth-grade students 
when asked to rate the stressfulness of 20 different life events (Anderson, 
Jimerson, & Whipple, 2005). A comparison of students who were retained 
and then subsequently became ESLers with those who were retained and 
then managed to finish high school showed that early socio-emotional and 
behavioural characteristics as well as maternal education and academ-
ic achievement distinguish the two groups of retained students (Jimerson, 
Ferguson, Whipple, Anderson, & Dalton, 2002). Early attention to a stu-
dent’s social-emotional competencies is thus warranted. A more recent 
study showed that grade retention in eighth grade significantly increased 
the probability of dropping out of high school. However, retention in sixth 
grade did not affect the likelihood of completing high school and two-
thirds of these students were able to catch up with the original cohort with-
in 2 years (Jacob & Lefgren, 2009). Interestingly, authors have found no 
impact of grade retention in eighth grade for those who were sent to ‘tran-
sition centres’ rather than remaining in school. Their findings offer some 
important insights into grade-retention policies regarding the timing of the 
retention as well as opportunities provided during the retention year.

Socio-economic segregation of schools
The segregation of schools refers to the accumulation of students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds in certain schools (European Commission, 
2011). The socio-economic segregation of schools in the education system 
means there are large disparities between schools in their mean SES, i.e. in 
the composition of the student body at a particular school in terms of SES. 
Socio-economic segregation occurs for different reasons. It can be due to 
the selection made within the education system (e.g. students from a dis-
advantaged background are over-represented in some types of schools) or 
may result from the tendency of specific social groups to live in certain ar-
eas (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). 

Socio-economic segregation is the main factor underpinning segre-
gation in European school systems (European Commission, 2011). It has 
been shown to be problematic in many ways. For example, the socio-eco-
nomic segregation of schools is closely linked to the issue of (in)equity 

mailto:Jimerson@education.ucsb.edu
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in education as those secondary school systems in which the schools are 
strongly segregated on average have lower achievement and greater var-
iability in their PISA achievement; social background is a greater obsta-
cle to educational success than in systems with less segregation among 
schools (OECD, 2008). Further, there is more problem behaviour in schools 
that have a concentration of socio-economic disadvantage (David, 2011). 
Another important issue is that the risk of ESL is considerably higher in 
schools with a low mean SES (Rumberger & Lim, 2008; Traag & van der 
Velden, 2008). Low school SES is often interwoven with other factors like a 
higher share of students with a minority/migrant background (e.g. OECD, 
2008). Palardy (2013) showed there is considerable variation in high school 
graduation rates among schools within each socio-economic composition 
(SEC) category of schools (low, medium and high SEC schools). In some 
low SEC schools, all students complete high school while in others the fig-
ure is a low as 50%. However, despite this variation within each category, 
the graduation rates for high SEC schools were substantially on average 
higher than for low SEC schools. It should be noted that some studies (e.g. 
Lee & Burkam, 2003; Rumberger & Palardy, 2005) showed that, after ac-
counting for a variety of other school characteristics (e.g. school practices), 
mean SES no longer had a direct effect on ESL rates. 

Some countries apply active desegregation policies aimed at lowering 
segregation – they want to change the social composition of low SES schools, 
for example in Bulgaria and Hungary these seek to reduce the segregation 
of Roma students (European Commission, 2011). The range of mechanisms 
available for desegregation include, for example: controlling the entry con-
ditions to individual schools, and positive discrimination measures in sup-
port of disadvantaged schools (grants, technical assistance, and other ad-
ditional resources to schools) (ibid.; OECD, 2012). Attempts to increase the 
social heterogeneity of schools should always be accompanied by measures 
to ensure school quality (European Commission, 2011).

Early tracking 
Tracking refers to the degree of educational differentiation in the educa-
tion system – early tracking characterises systems with a high level of ed-
ucation differentiation that forces students to follow clearly defined paths 
early on in their education (EP, 2014b). Students are tracked into differ-
ent educational pathways based on their achievement – a common practice 
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in many European countries (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/
Cedefop, 2014). 

As with grade retention, the assumption is that this is beneficial for 
students’ learning – it is assumed that students learn better in a homoge-
nous classroom at the level that is appropriate for their abilities. Yet this be-
comes problem when there is a mismatch between the track and a student’s 
potential, aspirations and interests (Hattie, 2009). Studies show tracking 
negatively impacts students assigned to a lower track and reinforces pre-ex-
isting inequities (a student’s SES matters more for their academic perfor-
mance; de Witte et al., 2013; Gamoran & Mare, 1989; OECD, 2012). Course-
level tracking is one factor explaining why the academic achievement gap 
associated with SES widens during secondary schooling (Caro, Cortina, 
& Eccles, 2015). Moreover, it seems that certain student groups (e.g. with a 
migrant background) tend to be more often tracked in the least academ-
ic tracks, possibly preventing them from fully developing their potential 
(European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). The role of the 
teachers’ (low) expectations is also important in early tracking systems 
(ibid.).

Early tracking holds clear implications for ESL. Placement in the col-
lege track (i.e. academic) increases the chances of high school graduation 
(after controlling for selection factors; Gamoran & Mare, 1989). The type of 
vocational emphasis in school chosen when students are aged around 12 to 
13 years plays a role in ESL as the selection of a school may limit easy access 
to the preferred intermediate vocational track and increase the risk of ESL 
(Beekhoven, & Dekkers, 2005). 

School systems employing early tracking should postpone its use un-
til upper secondary education while strengthening comprehensive school-
ing; moreover, opportunities to change tracks and provide high curricular 
standards for students in the different tracks lessen early tracking’s detri-
mental effects (OECD, 2012). Thus, permeable educational pathways are an 
important system-level protective factor against ESL (EC, 2011; European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). 

Early childhood education and care
The importance of high-quality ECEC is strongly emphasised in various 
EU documents. It is recognised that it brings a range of short- and long-
term benefits for both individuals and society (European Commission/
EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). For example, PISA 2015 showed that 
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students who attended ECEC in their childhood outperform those who did 
not, even after accounting for SES (however, somewhere between two- to 
three-quarters of the advantage is reduced after accounting for students’ 
and schools’ SES; OECD, 2017). Generally, across European countries par-
ticipation in ECEC is high during the year or two before primary education 
– on average, 93% children attend ECEC before they start primary educa-
tion (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). 

Tracing ESL back to (non-)participation in high-quality ECEC is 
a challenging task. The quality of early caregiving has been shown to be 
linked to ESL (Jimerson, Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000). In a study car-
ried out by the Public Policy and Management Institute (EC, 2014a), based 
on a literature review and case studies it was concluded that “in the profiles 
of pupils who are defined as ESLers and underachievers we see the absence 
of the very dispositions and skills that are laid down in high-quality ECEC 
settings” (p. 76). This indicates that high-quality ECEC is a protective fac-
tor against ESL, particularly for migrant and minority students (EC, 2012; 
OECD, 2017). 

Transition to (upper) secondary education
A well-managed transition process from the primary to secondary level, 
from the lower to upper secondary level, and from school to work are all 
factors helping to cut the ESL (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/
Cedefop, 2014). However, research indicates this is now always the case, and 
in particular the following drawbacks of transition to upper secondary lev-
el are mentioned: traditional style of academic teaching, lack of relevance 
of pathways and excessively rigid curriculum, disconnection from labour 
market needs, lack of permeability between pathways (academic, technical, 
vocational) (ibid.). Smoothing the transition from primary to post-prima-
ry level was also one of the key themes raised in interviews with high-risk 
ESL groups (e.g. people with special educational needs, travellers) and par-
ents of ESLers (Houses of the Oireachtas, 2010).

Other researchers have also problematized the transition to secondary 
education and the developmental inappropriateness of the secondary school 
context (e.g. Eccles, 2004). In her model, Eccles argued that the emotion-
al, cognitive and social needs and personal goals of individuals change as 
they mature. The transition from primary to secondary level needs to reflect 
these changes and provide a developmentally appropriate context that will 
continue to motivate and engage students; she called this stage-environment 
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fit. The author argued that the extent to which this does not happen leads to 
the first psychological and later physical disengagement from school, which 
ultimately is what ESL represents. She emphasised the following discrepan-
cies that are especially problematic in early adolescence (coinciding with the 
transition to the secondary level in many countries): at this age, environ-
mental changes bring a greater emphasis on competition, social compari-
son, opportunities for close student-teacher relationships are disrupted and 
academic work is not in line with the increasing cognitive sophistication, 
diverse life experiences and identity and autonomy needs of adolescents – 
with all of these potentially decreasing motivation and increasing disengage-
ment. On a similar note, it was recognised that adolescents’ growing need for 
autonomy and participation in decision-making as well as their continuing 
need for strong social support and trusting relationships with adults is not 
matched in the transition to secondary education, leading them to turn away 
from school and adults in the school (Eccles, Lord, Roeser, & Jozefowicz, 
1997). Even though it may appear that these issues take place at the school 
level (rather than system level), the system can in fact provide strong support 
to help make the transitions smoother (e.g. by allowing or ensuring continu-
ity in student-teacher relationships between levels). 

Vocational education and training (VET)
ESL is more common in vocational routes (partly due to the overlap with 
lower social background and academic weakness; NESEE, 2010). Despite 
this, VET is recognised for holding the potential to attract, retain and re-
integrate young people by bringing them back into education and train-
ing – it can provide a re-entry point or alternative pathway (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop, 2014). Understanding ESL from 
VET can help develop this potential of VET by addressing e.g. the lack of 
relevance of the curriculum, lack of flexibility, inappropriate pedagogy and 
young people’s labour market aspirations (NESSE, 2010). 

The available data show that countries with a relatively weak VET 
system tend to have higher levels of ESL (ibid.; NESEE, 2010). Countries 
have adopted many different approaches concerning ESL from VET, but 
a feature they all share is their awareness of the need to allow VET stu-
dents to create their own, individual paths. The report identified a stu-
dent-centred, individualised approach to learning (e.g. through guid-
ance, mentoring, individual learning plans or case management) and a 
competence-based approach as key aspects (ibid.; also see Rogers, 2016). 
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Moreover, VET must be high in both quality and status, and lead to rec-
ognisable qualifications as well as match opportunities available in the job 
market (NESSE, 2010).

Well-balanced education systems
At a more general, holistic level, researchers have identified so-called 
well-balanced (EP, 2014a) or consistent education systems (Fthenakis, 
2014) as vital characteristics of the education system as a whole. This re-
fers to the characteristic that all parts of the education system from ISCED 
0 to ISCED 6/7 fit together well and function in synergy. Well-balanced 
education systems have four dimensions: efficiency (every part of the sys-
tem reinforces the results of the other parts), equity (conditions for the suc-
cess of one sub-group are not allowed to damage the prospects of another 
sub-group), cohesion (co-responsibility of stakeholders across the educa-
tion system) and representativeness (the diversity of pupils is reflected by 
the diversity of staff and policymakers) (EP, 2014a). The consistency of edu-
cation systems (Fthenakis, 2014) refers to consistency in the theoretical ba-
sis, pedagogical principles and values, educational goals and organisation 
of the learning process. In EP (2014a), this is called pedagogical and profes-
sional continuity (quality of programmes and staff), curriculum continui-
ty and structure continuity (transition between levels). According to these 
authors, the education system should be diverse (in terms of types of edu-
cational tracks, teaching styles etc.), but not fragmented. 

Conclusion
Education policies may be conducive to learning for all learners, including 
those who struggle at school as a result of different factors, and thereby play 
a role in preventing or reducing ESL (e.g. high-quality ECEC). On the con-
trary, some features of the education system have a negative impact on ESL 
(e.g. grade retention). However, other sectors also play a role, e.g. the labour 
market and a favourable socio-economic environment (economic growth, 
the fight against poverty, effective integration strategies for newly arrived 
immigrants; see de Witte et al., 2013). For example, the labour market can 
act as ‘pull’ and/or ‘push’ factors in the ESL process; a high level of employ-
ment opportunities (including regional or seasonal jobs) acts as a ‘pull’ fac-
tor and can stimulate young people to leave school early in order to become 
financially independent or help their family; conversely, high unemploy-
ment rates can have similar or reverse effects. When students observe that 
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unemployment does not depend on one’s qualification they may become 
more likely to leave school. Yet, if they notice that adults holding qualifica-
tions experience fewer problems in the labour market, they might be more 
likely to stay at school (de Witte et al., 2013).

The evidence reviewed in this article shows that the socio-econom-
ic segregation of schools and early tracking are linked to an increased risk 
for ESL. Grade retention is another risk factor, although timing (at the pri-
mary or secondary level) and opportunities provided during the retention 
year play a role. 

The transition from the primary to secondary level is problematic for 
the following aspects: traditional style of academic teaching, lack of rele-
vance of pathways and too rigid curriculum, disconnection from labour 
market needs, lack of permeability between pathways (academic, techni-
cal, vocational). Together with the disruption in social relationships with 
adults, the secondary school context changes in a way that is developmen-
tally less appropriate for early adolescents and may lead to disengagement 
and ESL. Thus, the school needs to keep pace with students’ growing ma-
turity and changing emotional, cognitive and social needs as they move 
through the education system in order to ensure they are providing an en-
gaging context. Moreover, access to high-quality ECEC and a wide range of 
relevant and high-quality VET play the role of protective factors. The need 
for a coherent and well-balanced education system (i.e. all parts of the ed-
ucation system from preschool to tertiary education fit together well and 
function in synergy) across all educational levels is also warranted. The ed-
ucation system should be diverse, yet not fragmented. Having said this, the 
results do not imply that it is easy to formulate policies seeking to bring 
about suitable changes in this area. 

To conclude, several points are important when discussing system-lev-
el (policy) ESL factors:

- the need for divergent policy proposals reflecting different per-
ceptions of the reasons for ESL (disaffection, non-participation 
and social exclusion) (Petrušauskaitė, 2010);

- the need for evaluation in terms of the effectiveness and success 
of the many diverse ESL policies and measures on the nation-
al level recently implemented in light of the Europe 2020 head-
line target to bring ESL rates down to 10%; thus helping to make 
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system-related conclusions at the supranational level (Meierkord 
& Mascherini, n.d.); 

- even though the factors highlighted in the article are important 
and measures derived from them should be carefully planned, at-
tention to both the measures used in other (non-educational) sec-
tors and to coordinated inter-sectorial actions is justified; namely, 
system blockages, diametric splits and displacement across dif-
ferent polices and sectors can seriously undermine efforts made 
(Downes, 2013). As indicated by the EC (2011), “all policies rele-
vant to children and young people should contribute to the strat-
egy against ESL. This concerns especially social policies and sup-
port services, employment, youth and integration policies. Every 
new policy or measure aimed at children, young people, parents 
or professionals working with children and young people, irre-
spective of whether related to the formal education system or not, 
should thus be tested against its contribution to reducing ESL” 
(pp. 14-15).
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Synopsis
Longitudinal studies of students which follow them from their initial 
participation in the PISA study at age 15 clearly show that the strong-
est predictor of students’ early school leaving (ESL) is their achieve-
ment in the PISA test. This achievement is a significant predictor of 
ESL, even after controlling for students’ SES. These data show that 
strong competencies can help overcome the effects of disadvantages.

Summary
In the paper, a literature review is conducted on studies that have ad-
dressed the issue of early school leaving (ESL) by utilising the PISA 
data and results. Students struggling with school are prone to ESL 
and students showing low achievement at the end of compulsory ed-
ucation are especially at risk of ESL. The PISA data offer quality indi-
cators on student achievement together with indicators on the back-
ground characteristics of students and the schools in which they 
learn, from which the risk factors of ESL are possibly identified.

Although the number of studies of ESL based on the PISA data found 
in our literature search was not extensive, there was a pattern in their 
findings. The key finding is that scores in the PISA achievement test 
are shown to be the strongest predictor of ESL. The strength of this 
factor remained significant even after controlling for SES, for which 

2.2.4
Contextualising Early School Leaving 
with PISA Results
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associations with school achievement are well established. In oth-
er words, a significant share of the effect of student achievement on 
leaving school can be separated from the effect of one’s socio-eco-
nomic background, meaning that strong competencies can help in 
overcoming the effects of disadvantages on educational success.
Further, the findings of ESL studies based on PISA generally suggest 
that student-level variables, such as gender, immigrant status, family 
situation as well as SES, tend to be generally universal across coun-
tries and stable over time in predicting ESL. In contrast, only a few 
studies find school-level effects, with these generally being related to 
the socio-economic composition of the student body in the school. 
That is not to say that school does not have an impact on ESL, but 
only that this impact has not been systematically recognised in the 
PISA-based studies.
Key words: ESL, detection, low achievement, PISA

Introduction
Early school leaving (ESL) is an important issue on the educational poli-
cy agenda both nationally and internationally. This paper aims to contex-
tualise ESL based on one of the landmark skills assessments, the OECD’s 
PISA. PISA has become an important component of the strategic frame-
work for European cooperation in education and training (ET, 2020). It 
represents a prominent information source for the Europe 2020 strategy 
where it is widely used in fields such as literacy, mathematics, early leavers 
from education and training, low achievers and information and commu-
nications technology (ICT) skills (European Commission, 2013). Based on 
large nationally representative samples, the PISA study has been examin-
ing the performance of 15-year-olds who are still in education in the areas 
of reading, mathematical and scientific literacy in over 60 countries every 
3 years since the year 2000. The data also include information on students’ 
attitudes and values, school attendance as well as family backgrounds 
which enables searching for explanations of the differences in their school-
ing outcomes. 

The aim of this paper is to conduct a literature review on studies that 
have addressed the issue of ESL by utilising the PISA data and results. Using 
quality indicators on student achievement together with the indicators on 
the background characteristics of students and schools that are available 
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in the PISA data, research may have identified (some of) the risk factors of 
ESL which may help in preventing or reducing ESL. 

Methodology
The results of this paper stem from literature searches performed using di-
verse search engines and bibliographical databases, library catalogues and 
websites (e.g. Google, Google Scholar, ResearchGate, NUK Mrežnik with 
access to ERIC, Sage, Springer, and others). Key words used in the search 
entailed different combinations of the terms ‘early school leaving/leavers’, 
‘dropping out, drop out, dropouts’ together with ‘PISA’ or ‘Programme for 
International Student Assessment’. Due to language constraints the search-
es were performed in English. When searching for such studies, the defini-
tions of ESL were not specifically limited. The studies described in the fol-
lowing paragraph might therefore employ different definitions; however, it 
is considered that these definitions have sufficient elements in common to 
inform the research on ESL in general. Further, no distinction was made 
between the terms ‘early school leaving’ and ‘dropping out’ so these terms 
are used interchangeably in this paper.

Longitudinal studies utilising PISA data to contextualise ESL
The literature search revealed only a few, around 20, peer-reviewed studies 
directly utilising the PISA data to address ESL. This relatively small num-
ber of studies may reflect the fact that it is impossible to directly measure 
ESL in PISA since the study is cross-sectional and only includes students 
still in education. Moreover, only a decade’s worth of PISA data is availa-
ble. Nonetheless, in Australia, Canada and Switzerland the PISA student 
cohorts were surveyed longitudinally with studies following students’ ed-
ucational pathways in the years after the PISA assessment. The main char-
acteristic of these studies is that it was possible to identify ESLers explicitly. 
Profiles of the ESLers in comparison with other students were also inves-
tigated using the achievement and background data collected in the PISA 
study. The primary findings about contextualising ESL with the PISA study 
can therefore be drawn from these studies and we first shortly describe 
these studies and their most important ESL-related findings.

In Canada, the studies were based on the longitudinal Youth in 
Transition Survey (YITS) with the first cycle in 2000 in which partici-
pants aged 15 also participated in PISA and the same young adults were 
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then interviewed every 2 years until the age of 21. The studies based on 
YITS provide an overview of the nature of the associations between stu-
dents’ characteristics at age 15 and their educational outcomes at ages 17, 19 
and 21, including for those who left school early. In subsequent cycles, some 
youth dropped out of school. Bushnik, Barr-Telford and Bussiere (2004) 
examined characteristics measured at age 15 associated with dropping out 
of school by the age of 17. Similar investigations of data from the third cy-
cle in which the YITS youth were aged 19 were conducted by Knighton 
and Bussiere (2006) and data analyses from the fourth YITS cycle were 
published in the OECD (2010). In Australia, the PISA student cohorts were 
incorporated in longitudinally designed surveys named the Longitudinal 
Survey of Australian Youth (LSAY). In the context of ESL, Marks (2007) 
studied the PISA 2003/LSAY cohort and Mahuteau and Mavromaras (2014) 
the PISA 2006/LSAY cohort. Further, in Switzerland a panel study of the 
PISA 2000 cohort of students was followed up by the Transitions from 
Education to Employment survey (TREE) through seven annual survey 
panels between 2001 and 2007, and an eighth one in 2010. ESL-related find-
ings based on TREE data were derived by Bertschy, Cattaneo and Wolter 
(2008) along with Mueller and Wolter (2011). 

The key finding in all these studies is that the strongest predictor of ESL 
is the PISA achievement score, which is even stronger than the socio-eco-
nomic background of students. For Australia, using multilevel models 
Marks (2007) showed that the greatest influence on ESL was student per-
formance in the PISA test and that this effect was almost four times strong-
er than that of socio-economic background. Mahuteau and Mavromaras 
(2014) confirmed that, in addition to student (disadvantaged) background, 
scores in the PISA test also predict early dropout well, but they pointed 
out that low PISA achievers are likely to accumulate other types of dis-
advantage that together then emphasise the probability of dropping out. 
Overall, the main message of these findings is that a significant share of 
the effect of student achievement on leaving school can be separated from 
the socio-economic and other background student characteristics, indicat-
ing that strong competencies seem able to help in overcoming the effects of 
disadvantages. 

Such findings have also emerged in other countries. Bertschy, 
Cattaneo and Wolter (2008), although their study was limited to Swiss stu-
dents in vocational programmes, found that a higher score in PISA, after 
controlling for SES, language spoken at home, migration status and region 
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of residence, significantly predicted the probability of finishing vocational 
training successfully within 3 years. Other, less successful students changed 
their initial training place, repeated a year within their training or aban-
doned it altogether and therefore became vocational ESL students. Mueller 
and Wolter (2011) also revealed the PISA scores’ significance for future ed-
ucational success by finding an apprenticeship place for Swiss vocational 
students. However, they took a different approach to analysing the TREE 
data: they used background student information from PISA to derive pre-
dicted scores and then, based on the residuals of the observed scores from 
the predicted scores, derived definitions of underachievers, overachiev-
ers and achieved-as-expected. Their study investigated whether these stu-
dent groups differed in their probabilities of successfully starting a certify-
ing apprenticeship after completing school. For PISA-underachievers they 
found a higher probability of either dropping out, repeating a year, chang-
ing training or failing the exam in their vocational training compared to 
students who had achieved as expected in the PISA test but were other-
wise similar to underachievers based on their background characteristics. 
The authors noted that the PISA test scores and their residuals from the ex-
pected scores were virtually the only variables in the study that clearly ex-
plained the occurrence of problems during apprenticeship training.

The Canadian studies compared the reading proficiency levels of ESL 
students when they took the PISA test with the levels achieved by students 
who successfully continued their education. Bushnik, Barr-Telford and 
Bussiere (2004) found that youth who had dropped out of school by the age 
17 or 19 had PISA scores a whole proficiency level1 lower in reading literacy 
than their counterparts who continued education or graduated. Although 
this result did not control for student background variables, the difference 
of one proficiency level can be considered comparatively large, and indi-
cates a substantial difference in the nature of reading tasks students can 
perform. Knighton and Bussiere (2006), after taking the effects of student 
background into account, further found that the odds of completing high 
school for a student with PISA 2000 reading scores at Level 2 or below were 
significantly lower than the odds for a student with scores at Level 3 or 
above. These results suggest a threshold effect with those at Level 2 and be-
low being at particular risk of not completing school by age 19. However, 
1 The PISA achievement scales are described in hierarchically organised proficiency 

levels. The PISA 2000 reading scale was divided into five levels, from Level 1 to Level 
5, the latter being the highest. Each level describes the content of knowledge and 
skills students with proficiency at this level generally exhibit.
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these relationships are not deterministic; a substantial proportion of stu-
dents with PISA scores at or below Level 2 in fact successfully graduated, 
while at the same time a notable proportion of students with PISA scores 
at or above Level 3 had not graduated from high school by age 19. Similarly, 
after adjusting for background factors, the OECD (2010) reported that stu-
dents in the bottom quartile of the PISA reading scores at age 15 were much 
more likely to drop out of secondary school than those in the top quartile. 

The results of the Canadian studies are in line with the results of the 
mentioned Australian studies by showing that the strong association be-
tween reading proficiency and educational attainment still holds after ad-
justing for background factors, such as socio-economic and immigrant sta-
tus. In addition, another Canadian study by Murdoch, Kamanzi and Doray 
(2011) further showed that PISA scores at age 15 together with social factors 
more strongly impact access to this educational level than later persistence 
in this education.

Along with the PISA score, studies have also investigated the effect of 
other factors on ESL. Some effects of the socio-economic background hav-
ing a strong effect on ESL, but not stronger than PISA achievement, have 
already been mentioned. Marks (2007) investigated the impact of attitu-
dinal variables on ESL and found that more positive attitudes to school 
as well as attitudes to teachers reduced the odds of leaving school. In con-
trast, students’ evaluations of the disciplinary climate in their mathematics 
classes revealed no impact on school leaving. The study also reported that 
the inclusion of attitudinal variables had little impact on the effects of oth-
er variables. For the school-level measures available in PISA, Marks (2007) 
found no associations with school leaving in Australia. The author con-
cluded that, consistent with the international literature, this indicates that 
schools do not have a strong independent influence on school leaving. Yet 
this is not to say that there are no schools with substantially higher or lower 
levels of school leaving than expected given their students’ characteristics, 
but only that there are few of such schools and they do not vary in identifi-
able, systematic ways from other schools (ibid.).

One other study in Europe addressed the issue of explicitly measured 
ESL by utilising the PISA results. The importance of the PISA achieve-
ment for ESL, more specifically for the consequences of ESL, was found 
by Alphen (2009). The study analysed EU Statistics on Income and Living 
Conditions (EU-SILC) data for 2005 to 2007 in examining to what extent 
compositional variation of ESLers can account for cross-national variation 
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of their income disadvantage relative to higher educated individuals in 21 
EU countries. A country’s mean PISA achievement scores were used as one 
of the indicators of the average quality of available educational resources, 
together with educational expenditure. Findings showed that the income 
disadvantage of ESLers is smaller in countries where the average quality 
of available educational resources is higher. This means that a higher PISA 
mean score in a country was found to be associated with smaller disadvan-
tages of ESL. 

Studies utilising PISA data and intention to leave school 
as a proxy for ESL

The studies described so far based their measure of ESL on explicit var-
iables directly indicating whether a student is an ESLer or not. Yet there 
are other studies that employed other variables as an indication of ESL, 
for example a student’s response as to whether they intend to leave school 
early obtained from a specifically designed questionnaire. Studies measur-
ing the intention to leave school early were conducted in Ireland (Gillece, 
Cosgrove, & Sofronuiou, 2010; JCES, 2010), Switzerland (Eicher, Staerkle, 
& Clemence, 2014), Spain (Enguita, Martinez, & Gomez, 2010) and Italy 
(Alverini & Lucidi, 2011). Notably, the results of the Swiss study that col-
lected data at different points in time in students’ educational pathways 
showed that dropout intentions reliably predicted actual dropout 1 year lat-
er (Eicher, Staerkle, & Clemence, 2014). Some of these studies included the 
PISA test score as a predictor of ESL while others only used the PISA stu-
dent background information, chiefly the PISA socio-economic and cul-
tural index, in investigations of the ESL risk factors. In the first set of stud-
ies, the PISA test score again proved to be an important predictor of ESL. 
The studies and their findings are described in greater detail below.

Both studies for Ireland (Gillece, Cosgrove, & Sofronuiou, 2010; JCES, 
2010) used PISA 2006 data and achievement in predictions of ESL, meas-
ured by an additional national variable indicating whether a student in-
tended to leave school early without completing Grade 12. The studies 
aimed to identify the individual- and school-level characteristics for stu-
dents who intended to leave school early, yet by using different approach-
es. While the JCES (2010) study took the intention to leave school early as 
an outcome variable, Gillece, Cosgrove and Sofronuiou (2010) used the in-
tention to leave school early as one of the predictors, among other student 
background characteristics, of their achievement. The latter study found 
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that intending to leave school early was significantly associated with both 
high and low PISA achievement, namely students who intended to leave 
school early were more than twice as likely to be low mathematics achievers 
than medium achievers (also high achievers). Therefore, the PISA achieve-
ment was again shown to be related with ESL. 

Investigations of PISA background variables as factors in students’ in-
tentions to leave school early revealed similar results as those studies in 
which ESL was explicitly measured. The JCES (2010) study found sever-
al student-level variables were associated with the intention to leave school 
early, such as PISA achievement, gender, home educational resources and 
books in the home, while at the school level only one variable, fee waiver, 
was found to be a significant characteristic. However, for this variable an 
interaction with home educational resources was found, suggesting that 
homes where parents were able to provide higher levels of home educa-
tional resources might be operating in a protective manner against student 
ESL intent in schools where fee waiver rates are high (i.e. with higher con-
centrations of students from low-income families). This study concluded 
that, while economic deprivation impacts on ESL, a positive and supportive 
home educational environment, rather than measures of parental income 
or education, may be a key factor in protecting against ESL. 

From their analysis of PISA 2003 data to investigate the influences 
of background student characteristics on the process of dropping out of 
school in Spain, Enguita, Martinez and Gomez (2010) found that Spanish 
boys have a higher probability of repeating a grade than girls, and that a 
smaller proportion of boys aspire to obtain a post-compulsory education-
al degree and are therefore more prone to the risk of ESL. Immigrant stu-
dents born outside of Spain were found to combine high rates of repeti-
tion and particularly low scores in the PISA test and therefore being even 
more prone to the risk of ESL. At the same time, the children of immi-
grants, who were born in Spain, revealed a similar ESL-risk level as did 
working-class Spanish students. The study also found that the risk of drop-
ping out is higher for students from non-nuclear families.

Some other interesting findings have been made about associations of 
attitudinal factors with the intention to leave school early. An Italian longi-
tudinal study by Alverini and Lucidi (2011) used the PISA socio-economic 
and cultural index as one of the controls in their path-model investigation 
of the role of students’ self-determined motivation in reducing the inten-
tion to drop out from high school. The results showed that self-determined 
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motivation in students accounted for significant variability in the intention 
to drop out of high school (i.e. low motivation predicted intention to drop 
out). Moreover, the intention to drop out seemed to have been more direct-
ly affected by self-determined motivation than by school achievement and 
perceived competence. 

In Switzerland, Eicher, Staerkle and Clemence (2014) utilised the 
TREE study data to investigate associations of attitudinal factors with ESL. 
More specifically, they investigated longitudinally perceived stress and op-
timism as predictors of dropout intentions over a period of 4 years while 
controlling for educational performance in PISA, SES and immigrant sta-
tus. The study found that both average levels of stress and optimism as well 
as annually varying levels of stress and optimism affected dropout inten-
tions. In other words, when controlling for the average level of stress and 
optimism at the personal level, more stress and less optimism than usual 
led to higher dropout intentions. The authors concluded that dropout in-
tentions are not stable over the student’s time in education and may thus be 
influenced by periods of stress experienced by students. 

Studies utilising a low PISA achievement score 
as a proxy for ESL

A third set of studies emerged from our literature review of research on 
ESL within the PISA context. The overriding characteristic of this set of 
studies is that, instead of employing explicit data on whether a subject is 
an ESLer or whether they intend to leave school early, low achievement in 
the PISA test was used as a proxy measurement for the risk of ESL. More 
specifically, a student was defined at risk of ESL in these studies if they had 
achieved a score below Level 2 in the PISA scale for reading (or another do-
main). Most of such studies found in our literature review were conducted 
for cohorts of Spanish students participating in PISA. This is not surprising 
since in Spain school failure has been one of the principal problems of the 
education system in recent decades (Guio Jaimes & Choi de Mendizabal, 
2014). By using several cycles of PISA data, two studies (Guio Jaimes & 
Choi de Mendizabal, 2014; Guio Jaimes, Choi de Mendizabal, & Escardibul 
Ferra, 2015) found that personal and most household characteristics with 
a significant influence on the risk of school failure (i.e. PISA achievement) 
proved to be particularly stable in this influence over time while most of the 
school-level characteristics were found not to be stable. This again indicates 
it is no easy task to reveal the effect of school-level variables on ESL. 
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In the study by Guio Jaimes, Choi de Mendizabal and Escardibul Ferra 
(2015) an interesting perspective was introduced, namely that the dynam-
ics of the labour market could impact academic performance and students’ 
decisions to remain at school. The study established that the youth unem-
ployment rate was positively related with the risk of school failure and ear-
ly dropout from school. The authors concluded that while the youth un-
employment rate (which is highly correlated with the adult unemployment 
rate) could have a two-way effect on ESL, the first being forcing students to 
abandon the school system to enter the labour market to help support their 
families and the second discouraging them to do so due to the lack of la-
bour opportunities for them, the first effect appeared to be stronger.

Two studies by Boada, Herrera, Mas, Minarro, Olivella and Riudor 
(2011) and by García-Pérez, Hidalgo-Hidalgo and Robles-Zurita (2014) used 
PISA 2006 and PISA 2009 data, respectively, to analyse characteristics of 
Spanish students at risk of ESL based on low PISA achievement and inves-
tigated the associations between this risk and grade repetition. The first 
study reported that skills in reading and mathematics significantly affect-
ed the likelihood of repetition. The second study stated that grade reten-
tion has a negative impact on students’ achievement. The authors conclud-
ed that repetition may not be the right policy to help weak students and 
should be combined with other practices to help in closing learning gaps, 
e.g. remedial education or ECEC interventions.

NESSE (2010) commissioned an independent expert report on ESL in 
Europe in which the causes, consequences and possible remedies for ESL 
were examined. To a small extent the report used PISA analyses, conducted 
by Willms (2006), on whose basis the report concluded there is an impor-
tant school composition effect on ESL. School composition effect refers to 
the ways the characteristics of the student body as a whole, especially its so-
cial make-up, affect school processes and influence the achievement of stu-
dents, even after taking individual students’ SES into account. The report 
elaborates that a young person – with the same mix of dis/advantages and 
the same history of school achievement – will leave one school early but 
would not leave another school early. Within the context of OECD work, a 
literature review by Lyche (2010) on international research in the ESL field 
in OECD countries incorporated the PISA results by investigating factors 
associated with low achievement. It also concluded that PISA shows a clear 
advantage when attending schools where students come from a more ad-
vantaged socio-economic background. These two studies seem to be in 
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contrast with the previously mentioned findings of Marks (2007) and oth-
ers that school-level measures showed no association with ESL. However, 
this contrast may stem from the fact the first studies used an explicit meas-
ure of ESL while the above-mentioned studies employed an individual’s low 
PISA achievement as a proxy for ESL. The second set of studies therefore 
reveals the well-known finding of the school composition effect on an in-
dividual’s achievement but which does not seem to transfer easily to cases 
where ESL is measured explicitly. 

Conclusions
In the paper we have reviewed studies addressing the issue of ESL by utilis-
ing PISA data and results. Although the number of such studies we found 
was not large, a pattern emerges in their findings. The most important find-
ing from our literature review is that students’ achievement shown in the 
PISA test has a powerful impact on their propensity to leave school ear-
ly. This was clearly shown by the studies assessing ESL through follow-up 
longitudinal surveys of the PISA student cohorts. This means that strong 
competencies are important for students’ further (educational) life. The 
strength of the achievement as a factor in risk of ESL remained significant 
even after controlling for SES, for which associations with school achieve-
ment are well established. Further, among the factors analysed, the impact 
showed to be the strongest, even stronger than the impact of SES. A sig-
nificant share of the effect of student achievement on leaving school can 
therefore be separated from the effect of socio-economic background, in-
dicating that strong competencies can help in overcoming the effects of 
disadvantages. 

Studies have generally found common sets of student-level variables 
associated with (the risk of) ESL that, in some studies, also proved to be sta-
ble in time. Such factors tend to be social factors such as gender, parental 
education, SES, immigrant status, previous schooling and, as mentioned, 
PISA scores. At the same time, scarce findings indicated any school-level 
impact (e.g. average SES in the school); in Ireland, JCES (2010) found a fee 
waiver to be significantly associated with the intention to leave school ear-
ly while Willms (2006) found that school-compositional effect has an influ-
ence on an individual student’s achievement. But when ESL was measured 
explicitly, Marks (2007) did not find a school effect. This may seem contra-
dictory, but it shows that even though there are schools with substantially 
higher or lower levels of school leaving than expected given their students’ 
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achievement and other characteristics, these schools do not vary in iden-
tifiable, systematic ways from other schools in terms of an observable as-
sociation with ESL rates. This may actually be seen as showing that there 
is room for schools to exert a positive effect on ESL. Some studies pointed 
out that school processes indicate possible remedies in the sense that pos-
itive values of student-level attitudinal variables to school may help in re-
ducing the odds of ESL when combined with practices to help close learn-
ing gaps early.
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Synopsis
A teacher’s teaching style (authoritative, authoritarian and permis-
sive) affects students’ experience in school. It can provoke func-
tional or non-functional perceptions of learning, self-efficacy and 
schoolwork, thus an appropriate teaching style can help prevent ear-
ly school leaving. 

Summary
Teaching style defines the behaviours or actions teachers exhib-
it in the teaching process. Moreover, it reflects the beliefs and val-
ues teachers hold about the role of the teacher and the learner in 
the learning exchange (Heimlich & Norland, 2002). Teaching style is 
not only the teaching method itself but something larger that relates 
to the entire teaching-learning exchange, regardless of the environ-
ment or content of teaching (Heimlich & Norland, 2002). 

The relationship between teaching styles and early school leaving 
(ESL) has not been directly studied. But there is varying evidence 
that teachers’ teaching style affects certain factors such as self-effi-
cacy, academic self-image, school-related attitudes, achievements, 
engagement in school (e.g. Walker, 2009; Wentzel, 2002) that have 
been shown to be important predictors of ESL (Lan & Lanthier, 
2003). Different studies that analysed teaching styles through the 

2.3.1 
The Relationship Between Teachers’ 
Teaching Styles, Students’ Engagement 
in School and ESL
Tina Rutar Leban
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framework of parenting styles indicate that teachers’ characteris-
tics, similar to parenting behaviours characterised as authorita-
tive (warm and supportive of autonomy as opposed to controlling), 
were found to be positively related to student motivation and feel-
ings of academic competence (e.g. Moos, 1978; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 
1994; Wentzel, 1997). In addition, some characteristics of the author-
itative teaching style (such as warmth, openness, support, supervi-
sion etc.) have been shown to help students at risk for ESL stay more 
engaged in school and thus be less prone to dropping out (Fallu & 
Janosz , 2003; Crosnoe, Kirkpatrick Johnson, & Elder, 2004; Murray 
& Malgrem, 2005).
There is empirical evidence that a teacher’s teaching style signifi-
cantly affects the different outcomes of the teaching-learning pro-
cess in school. What is important for teachers to realise is that their 
teaching style influences students’ perception of school and school 
work. The development of a teaching style is an ongoing process 
based on teachers’ professional growth and students’ characteristics. 
It is the teacher’s responsibility to recurrently analyse their teach-
ing style, reflect on it and implement necessary changes. Constant 
reflection on one’s own teaching practices, classroom activities and 
problem-solving approaches in the classroom are the basic teaching 
style monitoring approaches.
Key words: teaching style, teacher-student relationship, school en-
gagement, self-determination, early school leaving

Introduction
Teachers create specific psychological and behavioural structures within 
classrooms, which hold consequences for student engagement and learn-
ing, and influence students’ academic self-image and their attitudes to 
knowledge and learning (Walker, 2008). Ultimately, they can also influ-
ence students’ decision to stay in or leave school (Lee & Breen, 2007; Tyler 
& Lofstrom, 2009). The social quality of teacher-student relationships con-
tributes to both the academic and social-emotional development of stu-
dents (e.g. Gregory & Weinstein, 2004; Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Students 
with caring and supportive interpersonal relationships in school report 
more positive academic attitudes and values, and greater satisfaction 
with school. These students also are more academically engaged (Roorda, 
Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011). 
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These specific psychological and behavioural structures created by 
teachers within the classroom are commonly defined as teachers’ teaching 
style. Teaching style is referred to as a predilection to teaching behaviour 
and congruence between an educator’s teaching beliefs and their teaching 
behaviours (Heimlich & Norland, 1994). Conti (1985; 2004) describes it as 
persistent and distinct qualities a teacher displays in the classroom. It is 
also defined as a pervasive quality in an educator’s teaching that persists 
even when the content changes (Fisher & Fisher, 1979). Teaching style de-
fines behaviours or actions that teachers exhibit in the teaching process. 
Teaching behaviours reflect the beliefs and values teachers hold about the 
role of the teacher and the learner in the learning exchange (Heimlich & 
Norland, 2002). Teaching style is not only the teaching method itself but 
something larger that relates to the entire teaching-learning exchange, re-
gardless of the environment or content of teaching (Heimlich & Norland, 
2002). 

We can find different typologies of teaching styles in the literature 
(e.g. Bennett, 1976; Flanders, 1970; Good, 1979). Schultz (1982), for example, 
stressed the difference between a directive and a non-directive approach to 
teaching. Grasha (1996) identified five potential approaches/roles of teach-
ers in the classroom (Expert, Formal Authority, Personal Model, Facilitator 
and Delegator). Deriving from the constructivist view of learning, a “learn-
er-centred approach” has been advocated in the last few decades (Zophy, 
1982; McCombs & Whistler, 1997; Weimer, 2002; Pillay, 2002). Based on the 
literature on teaching styles, Dupin-Bryant (2004) defines a learner-cen-
tred teaching style as responsive, collaborative, problem-centred and dem-
ocratic in which both students and the teacher decide how, what and when 
learning occurs. On the other hand, a teacher-centred teaching style is de-
fined as formal, controlled and autocratic in which the teacher directs how, 
what and when students learn. Behar-Horenstein (2006) defined teaching 
styles’ beliefs across two domains (teacher-centred and student-centred) 
and four subdomains (methods of instruction, classroom milieu, use of 
questioning, and use of assessment). Some researchers also tried to com-
pare teaching styles with parenting styles (e.g. Barnas, 2001; Walker, 2009; 
Wentzel, 2002). They detected the authoritative, authoritarian and permis-
sive teaching styles.

In this article, we focus on the role teachers and their teaching styles 
play in developing students’ self-efficacy, attitude to school work, learning, 
knowledge and academic achievements which represent potential protective 
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factors against ESL (e.g. Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Lan & Lanthier, 2003). 
The relationship between teaching styles and ESL has not been directly 
studied. But there is varying evidence that the teaching style of teachers af-
fects some dimensions such as self-efficacy, academic self-image, school-re-
lated attitudes, achievements, engagement in school (e.g. Walker, 2009; 
Wentzel, 2002) that have been shown to be important predictors of ESL 
(Lan & Lanthier, 2003). Accordingly, emphasising the importance of an ap-
propriate teaching style can help better prevent ESL. 

Methodology
The article is based on a review of the literature entailing searching in the 
PsycINFO, ERIC, Proquest, Science Direct and Google scholar, Proquest 
Dissertation & Theses Global search databases. Key words used in the lit-
erature search were predictors for early school leaving, teaching styles, 
school environment, classroom environment, school performance, school 
achievements, teachers’ beliefs, teachers’ behaviours, school dropout etc. 
For the purposes of this article, we mainly took scientific papers and some 
online scientific books into consideration. 

A parenting style framework for teaching style 
in the school environment

As mentioned, some researchers have investigated comparisons between 
parenting styles and teaching styles (e.g. Barnas, 2001; Walker, 2009; 
Wentzel, 2002). Parenting styles are constellations of parental attitudes, 
practices and non-verbal expressions that characterise the nature of par-
ent-child interactions (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). Contemporary research 
on parenting styles derives from Baumrind’s (1971, 1978) studies of fami-
ly interactions. Based on her observations of parents interacting with pre-
school children, Baumrind (1967) highlighted two basic dimensions of par-
enting styles: parental demandingness/undemandingness and parental 
responsiveness/unresponsiveness. Using combinations of these two pa-
rental behaviour dimensions, Baumrind recognised four parenting styles: 
an authoritarian parenting style – the style of enforcing power (character-
ised by high demands and unresponsiveness to children’s needs, interests, 
rights), an authoritative parenting style (characterised by a combination of 
high demands and responsiveness to children’s needs, warmth), a permis-
sive parenting style – the style of inefficient control (characterised by low 
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demands and responsiveness) and an uninvolved parenting style (charac-
terised by parents’ lack of demands and responsiveness) (Baumrind, 1967). 

Similarly to research on parenting styles, researchers have focused on 
dimensions of teachers’ demandingness and responsiveness in the class-
room, and investigated students’ outcomes when different teaching styles 
were used in the classroom (e.g. Barnas, 2001; Walker, 2009; Wentzel, 2002).

Impact of teaching style on students’ learning 
and social outcomes

Different studies that analysed teaching styles through the parenting styles 
framework indicate that teachers’ characteristics, similar to those parent-
ing behaviours characterised as authoritative (warm and supportive of au-
tonomy as opposed to controlling), were found to be positively related to 
student motivation and feelings of academic competence (e.g. Moos, 1978; 
Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994; Wentzel, 1997). Walker (2008), for example, re-
searched students’ (12-year-olds) perceived self-efficacy, their readiness for 
schoolwork and their academic performance in mathematics in classrooms 
with different teaching styles. Students in the class where the teacher ap-
plied the authoritative teaching style (as categorised by observers) made 
greater achievement gains than their peers who had permissive teachers. 
They also showed more engagement in school work than their peers who 
had authoritarian teachers. Similar results were found by Wentzel (2002). 
Students whose teachers set high academic expectations (a characteristic 
of authoritarian and authoritative but not permissive teaching styles) ob-
tained better grades and were more interested in school. In contrast, stu-
dents with teachers who were more critical and negative in their feedback (a 
characteristic of authoritarian but not authoritative and permissive teach-
ing styles) had worse grades and were less interested in school (Wentzel, 
2002). Barnas (2001) observed her own teaching style (teaching students 
at the university level) during the progress of her career. She perceived her 
teaching style as progressing from being permissive to authoritarian to au-
thoritative. Her perception and student evaluation indicated that the au-
thoritative teaching style was the most effective in that students were both 
prepared for class and participated enthusiastically. There is also evidence 
that students prefer college teachers who possess characteristics consist-
ent with the authoritative style, such as warmth and approachability (e.g. 
Basow, Phelan, & Capotosto, 2006; Basow & Silberg, 1987). Bassett, Snyder, 
Rogers and Collins (2013) applied the parenting styles model to teachers in 
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higher education. They reported the results of two studies in which uni-
versity students described an actual professor for the current semester us-
ing a modified version of the Parental Authority Questionnaire (Buri, 1991), 
which measures the extent to which a person displays the characteristics of 
the permissive, authoritarian and authoritative styles. In both studies, stu-
dents expected to receive better grades in a class with the teacher described 
as being higher on the authoritative style and lower on the authoritarian 
style. Further, teachers described by students as higher on the authorita-
tive style were perceived as setting higher achievement standards, foster-
ing more interest in learning, being clearer, being more helpful, and being 
a better quality teacher overall.

Further studies of relationships between teaching styles and different 
areas of students’ development point to the importance of consistent con-
trol, autonomy support and suitable responsiveness to students’ needs (all 
characteristics of the authoritative teaching style). In one study, researchers 
(Patrick, Turner, Meyer, & Midgley, 2005) identified three different types of 
classroom environment, all of which were established by the teachers’ be-
haviour. The first type of classroom environment was named a “support-
ive environment”. It was characterised by teachers’ high expectations for 
student learning, teachers’ use of humour and a high level of respect (au-
thoritative teaching style). The second type of classroom environment was 
a “non-supportive environment”. Teachers who created this type of en-
vironment emphasised extrinsic reasons for learning, used authoritarian 
control and expected children to misbehave or cheat in exams. The third 
type of classroom environment was named an “ambiguous environment” 
as some inconsistencies were perceived in the teaching style. On one hand, 
the teachers expressed a desire for student learning and high learning out-
comes but, on the other, they had low expectations. Inconsistency was also 
perceived in teachers’ assertion of control in the classroom. Researchers 
also examined students’ views on learning and knowledge. Students whose 
classroom environment was supportive (with authoritative characteris-
tics) expressed a less negative view on learning and knowledge than stu-
dents who were in classes with a predominantly non-supportive or am-
biguous classroom environment. In another study, Turner, Meyer, Midgley 
and Patrick (2003) researched relationships between teachers’ responsive-
ness to children’s needs and learning outcomes, and students experiencing 
unpleasant emotions with regard to school. The study results showed the 
authoritarian teaching style (especially a teacher’s lack of warmth in their 
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attitude to students and students’ low autonomy regarding schoolwork) is 
related to students’ negative emotions about learning and avoidance behav-
iour in their attitude to schoolwork.

To sum up, like parents, teachers also create contexts in which stu-
dents develop social and academic competencies. As studies show that the 
authoritative parenting style gives the best support for a child’s develop-
ment in the home environment there is also evidence that characteristics of 
the authoritative teaching style help students in the teaching context. 

Below we focus on students’ engagement and students’ self-determi-
nation. These two student outcomes are significantly correlated to teachers’ 
teaching style (e.g. Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011; Deci & Ryan, 1987) 
and thus can presumably be impacted by teachers’ carefully planned inter-
ventions in the classroom. Both outcomes have also been recognised as pre-
ventive factors for ESL (e.g. Doll & Hess, 2001). 

Teaching style and students’ engagement in school
Students’ engagement in school is probably one of the most important out-
comes of an appropriate teaching style and positive student-teacher rela-
tionship (Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011) especially regarding stu-
dents at risk for ESL. Research shows that ESL is the outcome of a long 
process of disengagement with measurable indicators that are present al-
ready in the early grades of schooling (e.g. Barclay & Doll, 2001; Barrington 
& Hendricks, 1989). The concept of engagement has emerged as a critical 
theme in the process of understanding students’ exit status from school 
(Doll & Hess, 2001; Finn, 1993) and there is scientific evidence showing cor-
relations between school disengagement and ESL (e.g. Finn & Rock, 1997; 
Lamb, Dwyer, & Wyn, 2000; McMillan & Marks, 2003; Willms, 2003). 
Students’ disengagement from school has been found to be a major cause 
of deviant behaviour at school, truanting, and low academic achievement 
(Lamb, Walstab, Tesse, Vickers, & Rumberger, 2004).

Key ingredients of student engagement include student participa-
tion, identification with school or social bonding, academic performance, 
and personal investment in learning (Finn, 1993; Maehr & Midgely, 1996). 
Researchers view engagement as a multidimensional construct, although 
many studies investigate only one dimension. Fredericks, Blumenfeld and 
Paris (2004) classified 44 engagement studies within behavioural, emotion-
al and cognitive categories. Behavioural engagement is defined as student 
participation in academic, social and extracurricular activities. Students 
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show emotional engagement when they have positive attitudes and reac-
tions to school, teachers, learning and peers. Cognitive engagement is de-
fined as students’ personal investment in learning in a focused, strategic 
and self-regulating way. Fredricks et al. (2004) conclude that all three cat-
egories represent equally important dimensions of engagement and that 
more multidimensional research must be conducted. Research using this 
model has suggested that all three types of engagement cover different as-
pects of the student experience important for school success and personal 
development (Blumenfeld et al., 2005).

A student’s school engagement includes both academic and social in-
tegration within the school (You & Sharkey, 2009). When students are ful-
ly engaged in learning they achieve better academic outcomes (Finn & 
Rock, 1997). Students who show a stable level of school engagement over 
the course of their schooling are less likely to leave the school before com-
pleting it (Janosz et al., 2008). The lack of attendance is a sign of a gener-
al disengagement from school, ultimately leading to ESL (Jimerson et al., 
2000; Janosz et al., 2008). In one study (Archer & Yamashita, 2003) former 
students were asked why they had dropped out of school. Their decision to 
leave school was mostly based on their self-concepts, explaining that they 
felt “not good enough” to continue and that they “knew their limits”. Thus, 
it appears that through perceived failure in school students become so dis-
engaged from the educational process that they believe that their ‘place’ lies 
elsewhere. However, it is important to note that ESLers are a heterogeneous 
group and there is a variety of reasons why they leave school.

Roorda, Koomen, Spilt and Oort, (2011) used a meta-analytic approach 
to investigate the associations between affective qualities of teacher-stu-
dent relationships and students’ school engagement and achievement. The 
analyses included 99 studies, referring to students from preschool to high 
school. Separate analyses were conducted for positive relationships and en-
gagement, negative relationships and engagement, positive relationships 
and achievement, and negative relationships and achievement. The results 
of the meta-analysis show that associations of both positive and negative 
relationships with engagement were medium to large, whereas associations 
with achievement were small to medium. 

The results of the research presented in this chapter show that the 
teacher-student relationship has an important impact on students’ engage-
ment in school. 
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Teaching style and students’ self-determination
Self-determination is another important outcome of a positive stu-
dent-teacher relationship and teaching style. Different studies show the im-
pact of teaching style on students’ self-determination. Environments that 
support students’ needs for competence and self-determination are auton-
omy-supportive environments (authoritative teaching style), whereas those 
that neglect and frustrate these needs are controlling environments (au-
thoritarian teaching style) (Deci & Ryan, 1987; Reeve et al., 1999). When 
students have autonomy-supportive teachers (Deci, Schwartz, Scheinman, 
& Ryan, 1981; Deci, Spiegel, Ryan, Koestner, & Kauffman, 1982) or when 
students perceive their teachers to be relatively autonomy-supportive 
(Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Rigby, Deci, Patrick, & Ryan, 1992), they show rela-
tively high levels of self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Vallerand et al., 
1997), competence (Deci, Nezlek, & Sheinman, 1981; Ryan & Grolnick, 1986), 
and valuing of school and school work (Ryan & Connell, 1989). When sup-
ported and nurtured in the classroom, these motivational resources pro-
vide students with the motivational foundation they need to become high-
ly engaged in school and committed to graduating and not at risk for ESL 
(Vallerand et al., 1997). According to self-determination theory, students 
become engaged in school-related activity when school activities are inter-
esting, relevant to their everyday lives, and affirm and value their compe-
tencies. Perceptions of self-determination and competence build students’ 
internal motivational resources that support their engagement and persis-
tence in school. The important role teachers play in helping students de-
velop these internal motivational resources occurs through the provision 
of autonomy-supportive classrooms, their supportive teaching style – au-
thoritative teaching style and their responsiveness to students’ individual 
needs, ideas etc.

Teaching style impact on ESL
Different characteristics of the authoritative teaching style (such as warmth, 
openness, support, supervision etc.) have been shown to help students at 
risk for ESL stay more engaged in school and thus be less prone to drop-
ping out. For example, Fallu and Janosz (2003) showed that warm rela-
tionships with teachers decreased the ESL risk of at-risk students whereas 
conflictual relationships had negative consequences for all students in the 
classroom (also for students not at risk for ESL). Students who experience a 
warm relationship with their teacher are 16% less likely to leave school than 
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students who report a negative relationship (Rumberger, 1995). Crosnoe, 
Kirkpatrick, Johnson and Elder (2004), Murray and Malgrem (2005) as well 
as Pianta and Stuhlman (2004) showed that a positive teacher-student re-
lationship acts as a factor promoting school achievement which has also 
been proved to be a preventive factor for ESL (e.g. Garnier, Stein, & Jacobs, 
1997; Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Fortin, Marcotte, Diallo, Potvin, & Royer, 
2013). Crosnoe et al. (2004) reported that a positive relationship with teach-
ers helps boost achievement and lowers disciplinary problems among all 
students. In other words, the authoritative teaching style helps establish a 
positive student-teacher relationship which has been shown as a protective 
factor against ESL.

Further, a non-supportive classroom environment helps increase the 
risk for ESL (Lessard, Poirier, & Fortin, 2010). According to results from 
different studies, non-supportive teacher behaviour characterised by con-
flicts may lead to behavioural problems and school failure (Hamre & 
Pianta, 2001; Malecki & Demaray, 2002), which are the two variables di-
rectly linked with ESL (Newcomb et al., 2002). For example, conflicts with 
teachers were reported by dropouts as one of the reasons motivating their 
decision to leave the school setting before obtaining their diploma (Lessard, 
Fortin, Marcotte, Potvin, & Royer, 2009). 

Within schools, teachers have a strong influence on the long-term 
academic trajectories of their students (Slaughter-Defoe & Rubin, 2001). 
Different studies show (e.g. Vallerand & Senecal, 1991; Poirier, Lessard, 
Fortin, & Yergeau, 2013) that ESLers were more likely to perceive their teach-
ers to be controlling, unsupportive and uninterested in them. However, the 
causal direction is not entirely clear as presumably ESLers are more likely 
to have on average lower motivation and less likely to elicit teachers’ enthu-
siasm for their efforts (Poirier et al., 2013). 

Development of teaching style
Studies show that teaching styles develop through teachers’ work experi-
ence (Barnas, 2001). Results of some studies which mainly focused on fos-
tering students’ autonomy show teachers can learn how to foster students’ 
autonomy and integrate it into their daily practice (Reeve, Bolt, & Cai, 1999; 
Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Jeon, & Barch, 2004). 

The development of one’s teaching style is an ongoing process based 
on teachers’ professional growth and students’ characteristics. Before 
teachers can attempt to develop more flexible teaching styles, they must 
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be receptive to the idea of change, beginning with a change in their beliefs 
about the students’ role in the learning environment (Heimlich & Norland, 
2002). It is the teacher’s responsibility to recurrently analyse their teaching 
style, reflect on it and implement necessary changes. Constant reflection 
on one’s own teaching practices, classroom activities and problem-solv-
ing approaches in the classroom are the basic teaching style monitoring 
approaches. Moreover, they also include a reflection on one’s own beliefs 
about teaching and learning, the teacher-student relationship, expectations 
about one’s own job etc. 

Besides writing reflections on a specific classroom situation, teachers 
can also help themselves develop their teaching style by keeping a diary 
about their work and then analysing it to reflect on their professional devel-
opment (Loughran, 2002). Videotaping own lessons from time to time also 
helps teachers become aware of some behaviours that may cause unwanted 
student reactions in the classroom. It also helps to ask a colleague teacher 
or the head teacher to observe a lesson and discuss their observations with 
you (Loughran, 2002). 

Conclusions
In the article we addressed the relationship between teachers’ teaching 
style and students’ learning and social outcomes. Different studies show 
that teachers’ behaviour in the classroom, their beliefs about teaching and 
learning – their teaching style – affects students’ perceptions of their self-ef-
ficacy, competency, their attitude and the values of school and school work, 
their engagement in school, their self-determination etc. In most stud-
ies, teachers’ warmth, openness, autonomy support and their responsive-
ness to students’ needs and ideas have been shown to be the most impor-
tant dimensions of the teaching style that influences students’ self-efficacy, 
self-determination and helps students stay engaged in school and develop 
the internal motivation to finish it. These dimensions correspond with the 
authoritative parenting style, according to Baumrind (1967). On the contra-
ry, the authoritarian teaching style which consists of excessive control and 
non-responsiveness to students’ needs, interests and ideas creates an en-
vironment in which students develop low self-efficacy, they may perceive 
school as an environment not suitable for them and are more prone to leave 
it before they complete their education.

What is important for teachers to know is that they can help their stu-
dents develop the right motivation to finish their educational programme. 
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When teachers create a warm and autonomy-supportive classroom envi-
ronment, they provide a climate that nurtures students’ motivation di-
rectly, indirectly also affecting students’ achievements and persistence 
(e.g. Moos, 1978; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994; Wentzel, 1997; Barnas, 2001; 
Walker, 2008; Wentzel, 2002). Moreover, focusing on teachers’ teaching 
style can work as an effective ESL intervention and prevention strategy 
(Fallu & Janosz, 2003) to be considered and presented to teachers and oth-
er school professionals.
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Synopsis
Evidence from international large-scale assessment studies shows 
that more complex professional collaboration between teachers and 
teacher-student relations is associated with an improvement in stu-
dent achievement, even when considering differences in students’ 
backgrounds. It may also be important that teachers who collabo-
rate more with their colleagues generally report more positive teach-
er-student relations.

Summary
Studies on early school leaving (ESL) have shown that (low) student 
achievement is an important predictor of ESL. This paper presents a 
literature review of evidence from international large-scale assess-
ments (ILSA studies) on associations between teacher-teacher and 
teacher-student cooperation and student achievement. Due to their 
cross-sectional nature, the ILSA studies cannot provide direct evi-
dence of a link between cooperation practices in schools and ESL. 
However, ILSA studies do offer evidence, first, on the kinds of co-
operation practices found in schools internationally and, second, 
that students in schools where there is more (of specific types of) 
collaboration have, on average, higher achievement. While a ben-
eficial effect of cooperation practices on student learning exists, it 
is embedded in the context of the ILSA data that also reveal that 

2.3.2 
How Teacher-teacher and Teacher-student 
Cooperation Link with Achievement 
– Evidence from International Studies
Mojca Štraus
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basic coordination and exchange of information and material is a 
much more common form of teacher-teacher cooperation than more 
complex forms of professional collaboration. Further, teachers differ 
among each other in their cooperation practices to a greater extent 
within the school than between the schools. 
Teacher-student cooperation was investigated by relying on ILSA 
indicators of teacher-student relations, disciplinary and school cli-
mate. For these, ILSA studies show that students as well as teach-
ers and principals generally reported good relations and a good cli-
mate. Associations between the indicators and student achievement 
were also found in ILSA, revealing that students who learn in an or-
derly and peaceful classroom climate and enjoy good teacher-stu-
dent relations tend to perform better. However, these associations 
may differ if reports on the climate are given by principals, teachers 
or students. Indirect ILSA evidence further indicates that students 
in schools where teacher-student relations and the disciplinary cli-
mate are poor are more likely to have low levels of engagement with 
and at school. This is important because the research identified low 
engagement as one of the warning signs for students at risk of ESL. 
Key words: teacher-student relationship, international comparative 
assessments, engagement 

Introduction 
Student achievement has been shown to be a very important factor in pre-
dicting ESL (e.g. Bushnik, Barr-Telford, & Bussière, 2004; Knighton & 
Bussière, 2006; Lessard, 2010; Marks, 2007). Therefore, if cooperation prac-
tices in schools influence student achievement they are (indirectly) impor-
tant for the context of ESL. However, due to their cross-sectional design 
international large-scale assessments (hereafter ILSA studies) cannot in-
vestigate the causal effects of factors on student achievement or even ESL. 
With cross-national comparisons of student achievement in relation to the 
education system, school and student background, they offer a way to gain 
insight into educational processes and practices occurring in successful 
systems and schools. 

In ILSA studies the investigation of cooperation practices in schools 
is carried out using background questionnaires. Several ILSA studies used 
teacher questionnaires to collect data on teacher characteristics and their 
teaching and cooperation practices in an effort to find those that are linked 
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to (higher) student achievement. However, investigations of ILSA data were 
unable to clearly identify teacher characteristics and classroom practices 
that could be directly linked to an improvement in student learning. For 
example, using TIMSS 2003 data Akiba (2007) found that teacher varia-
bles like education and experience are positively related to student out-
comes across 46 countries. Similarly, Liang, Zhang, Huang, Shi and Qiao 
(2015) used TIMSS 2003, 2007 and 2011 data to show a positive association 
between the national maths achievement and the percentages of students 
whose teachers had participated in professional development. In contrast, 
Luschei and Chudgar (2011) reported they found only limited evidence that 
teacher characteristics are related to student achievement. 

As discussed by Schleicher (2016), teaching is a complex task that in-
volves interactions with a great variety of learners in a wide range of differ-
ent circumstances and so there is not one single set of teacher attributes and 
behaviours that is universally effective for all types of students and learn-
ing environments. The lack of a strong relationship between teacher char-
acteristics and student achievement in the ILSA studies may be due to the 
complexity and diversity of teacher professionalism and not all the facets of 
teacher professionalism being equally efficient (ibid.).

This paper presents a literature review of studies using ILSA data to 
address the associations between teacher-teacher or teacher-student coop-
eration and student achievement. In the next section, we present the meth-
ods used in the search. The results of our search first present a review of 
conceptual understanding of the teacher-teacher and teacher-student co-
operation that are then followed by research findings on the associations of 
each type of cooperation with student achievement. Finally, some conclu-
sions are given.

Methods of research
The initial challenge in performing a literature search in this paper is a con-
ceptual one. Due to their design, ILSA studies provide a broad overview of 
the state of affairs in education systems, making it is impossible to derive 
thorough definitions or measurements of individual background concepts. 
This is also the case for the concepts of teacher-teacher and teacher-stu-
dent cooperation and therefore our search for literature was somewhat con-
strained. More specifically, for the literature search to produce results, the 
terms entered in the search related to teacher-teacher and teacher-student 
cooperation in the broadest sense, most notably including collaboration 
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and teacher-student relations or otherwise accommodating the definitions 
from the particular ILSA study in question.

Literature searches for the review in this paper were performed 
on diverse search engines and bibliographical databases, library cata-
logues and websites, starting with international reports of the results of 
the above studies. Key words used in the search were different combina-
tions of the names and acronyms of the studies or terms “international 
assessments”, “international studies” etc. and “collaboration”, “coopera-
tion”, “teacher-student relationship” etc. As mentioned, the search with 
the terms “early school leaving” or “dropout” proved to be too narrow and 
did not produce any results. The results described below therefore do not 
address ESL directly but provide a wider international context of associ-
ations between teacher-teacher or teacher-student cooperation and stu-
dent achievement. 

Among ILSA studies that have collected data about cooperation prac-
tices in schools, the largest sets of constructs can be found in the Teaching 
and Learning International Survey (TALIS) conducted in 2008 and 2013 in 
connection with the PISA with the latest cycle of 2012. Some data can also 
be found in the International Study of Computer and Information Literacy 
Study (ICILS) carried out in 2013, the Trends International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMSS) and the Progress in International Reading 
Literacy Study (PIRLS), both with the latest data collection in 2011. 

Conceptual background of teacher-teacher and teacher-
student cooperation

In our literature review it became evident that research on teacher coop-
eration practices occurring in schools is embedded in the research of the 
concepts of teacher professionalism and professional learning communi-
ties. Based on the view that teacher quality is the key to student achieve-
ment, these concepts have gained research prominence in the past decades 
(Darling-Hammond & Lieberman, 2013). In their meta-analysis, Lomos, 
Hofman and Bosker (2011a) discuss how the professional community con-
cept has had a long development process, starting around 1982 with the 
introduction of collegiality and collaboration and developed around 2000 
into professional learning community. From their meta-analysis and draw-
ing from a number of previous studies they derive the concept with five di-
mensions; namely, reflective dialogue, de-privatisation of practice or feed-
back on instruction, collaborative activity, shared sense of purpose, and a 
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collective focus on student learning.1 Using the TALIS data, the concept of 
professional learning communities was studied by Vieluf, Kaplan, Klieme 
and Bayer (2012).

A report by the OECD (2016) addressed teacher cooperation practic-
es by conceptualising teacher professionalism as consisting of three ma-
jor domains: 1) professional knowledge (formal teacher education, pro-
fessional development opportunities, practitioner research); 2) teachers’ 
autonomy in decision-making (autonomy, school-based decision-mak-
ing); and 3) high peer networks (mentoring, induction, professional devel-
opment plans, peer feedback, professional learning communities). Within 
this concept, the authors emphasised that maintaining high profession-
al practices takes various forms, most of which stress peer collaboration 
and networks of information exchange, knowledge sharing and collective 
standard setting (ibid.).

In TALIS it was recognised that the cooperation of teachers can take 
various forms; teachers may, for example, exchange instructional materials 
and meet regularly for discussions about individual students while more 
complex forms of cooperation, named in TALIS professional collabora-
tion, include collective learning activities such as observing others and pro-
viding feedback as well as engaging in professional learning activities and 
joint activities across classes and age groups (e.g. OECD, 2009). Notably, 
the TALIS data consistently show professional collaboration practices are 
still relatively rare compared with practices that focus on coordination and 
the exchange of information and material (ibid.). Similarly, in reporting on 
teacher-teacher cooperation in the context of using ICT for teaching and 
learning the ICILS study (Fraillon et al., 2014) showed that collaboration 
with colleagues2 was on average across countries reported by schools to rep-
resent less than half the student population. This confirms the TALIS find-
ings that more demanding collaborating practices are not very common. 
1 In their explanation reflective dialogue refers to the extent to which teachers engage 

in professional dialogues about specific educational issues. De-privatisation of prac-
tice means that teachers observe another’s classes with the aim of giving and receiv-
ing feedback. Collaborative activity represents a temporal measure of the extent to 
which teachers engage in cooperative practices. Shared sense of purpose refers to 
the degree to which the teachers agree with the school’s mission and its operation-
al principles. Finally, the collective focus on student learning indicates the mutual 
commitment of teachers to student success.

2 In ICILS teachers were asked about collaboration practices that had the intention of 
teacher learning, such as “working with another teacher who has attended a course” 
or “observing colleagues using ICT in their teaching”.
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In contrast, according to teacher self-reports from TIMSS 2011 (Martin et 
al., 2012; Mullis et al., 2012a) and PIRLS 2011 (Mullis et al., 2012b) it seems 
that almost all students have the benefit of teachers who collaborate with 
other teachers to improve instruction. Compared to the TALIS and ICILS 
data, these reports seem to be somewhat overstated. Finally, TALIS showed 
that the majority of the variance in constructs about cooperation between 
teachers remains at the individual level with the teacher. In other words, 
teachers differ from each other in their cooperation practices even within 
the same school (OECD, 2009; OECD, 2014). 

An example of conceptual development of teacher-student coopera-
tion can be found in Jennings and Greenberg (2009). Their model high-
lights the importance of teachers’ social and emotional competence for the 
development of a classroom climate that is more conductive to learning 
and promotes positive developmental outcomes among students (ibid.). 
In the ILSA studies, teacher-student cooperation is represented with in-
dicators of teacher-student relations, school and disciplinary climate (e.g. 
Mullis et al., 2012a; OECD, 2013a). For example, in PISA students were 
asked about the student-teacher relationship in terms of whether students 
get along with their teachers, are teachers interested in their personal 
well-being, whether teachers take the students seriously, whether teach-
ers are a source of support if a student needs extra help, whether teach-
ers treat students fairly. In PISA, students generally reported good rela-
tions and differences between students in their views of teacher-student 
relations are mostly found within schools and much less between schools 
(OECD, 2013b). In TALIS 2013, principals and teachers also reported good 
relations between teachers and students and it is only in the area of pro-
viding students with extra support that any variation is observed (OECD, 
2014). In relation to the concept of teacher-teacher cooperation, TALIS 
2008 showed that teachers who exchange ideas and information and co-
ordinate their practices with other teachers generally report more positive 
teacher-student relations at their school (OECD, 2009).

The above concepts provide a theoretical background for the results of 
our literature review regarding evidence on the link between cooperation 
practices in schools and student achievement that can be found among the 
ILSA studies. 
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Link between teacher-teacher cooperation 
and student achievement

In this section, we start by shortly discussing general evidence on the link 
between teacher-teacher cooperation and student achievement. After that, 
we present the results found specifically from the ILSA studies.

Lomos et al. (2011a) explain that empirical evidence on the relation-
ship between teacher-teacher cooperation (more specifically, conceptual-
ised in their study as professional community) and student achievement 
is diverse and has produced mixed results, ranging from small to medi-
um impacts. Although relatively small, their meta-analysis shows that the 
relationship between professional community and student achievement is 
positive and significant. That well-developed professional learning com-
munities have a positive impact on both teaching practice and student 
achievement was also confirmed in a review by Vescio, Ross and Adams 
(2008). A thorough analysis is reported by Akiba and Liang (2016) in which 
they used a longitudinal study design to show that teacher-centred collab-
orative activities to learn about mathematics teaching and learning, name-
ly teacher collaboration and informal communication, are more effective in 
improving student mathematics achievement compared to learning activ-
ities that do not necessarily involve such teacher-centred collaborative op-
portunities. Examples include professional development programmes, uni-
versity courses and individual learning activities. 

Our literature search on the studies using ILSA data also provided ev-
idence that student achievement is positively associated with teachers and 
schools working as professional learning communities. Lomos, Hofman 
and Bosker (2011b) applied cluster analysis and hierarchical linear mod-
elling to the TIMSS 2003 data to investigate the relationship between the 
aspects of mathematics department units as professional learning com-
munities (as described in the conceptual background) and student achieve-
ment in Dutch secondary schools. The study showed that those depart-
ments which worked as professional learning communities are associated 
with successful schools and higher student achievement. After controlling 
for background variables at the student and teacher/school levels, an addi-
tional 7% of the variance among schools was explained by the presence of 
the above-mentioned dimensions of mathematics departments as profes-
sional communities. However, only the focus on student learning showed 
a direct positive effect on achievement in the model which, according to 
the authors, indicated that higher expectations of teachers with respect to 
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the success of their students are associated with higher levels of student 
achievement. While the effects of reflective dialogue or collaboration were 
non-significant in the model, the authors state that this may be because 
there are indirect effects of teacher interaction on student achievement.

Associations between teacher collaboration and student achievement 
were also investigated in the reports of TIMSS 2011 (Martin et al., 2012; 
Mullis et al., 2012a) and PIRLS 2011 (Mullis et al., 2012b). Generally, both 
assessments in the domains and populations studied show that students 
had essentially the same average reading, mathematics or science achieve-
ment irrespective of whether their teachers were categorised as “very col-
laborative” or “collaborative”. Arguably, this non-differential effect of high-
er collaboration on student achievement may be due to the small variation 
in teacher self-reports about their collaboration practices, as mentioned in 
the previous section.

There is also evidence from ILSA studies that indirectly suggests a link 
between cooperation practices among teachers and student achievement. 
Schleicher (2016) states that evidence from TALIS that also draws on other 
studies (Cordingley et al., 2015; Liaw, 2009; Puchner & Taylor, 2006) shows 
that collaboration among teachers may enhance teacher efficacy which, in 
turn, may improve student achievement and sustain positive teacher be-
haviours. As revealed by TALIS, the practice most strongly related to teach-
ers’ self-efficacy is taking part in collaborative professional learning and, 
further, there is evidence of collaborative professional development being 
linked to a positive influence on student learning processes, motivation and 
outcomes (Schleicher, 2016). 

That building a collaborative school culture is key to successful 
schooling can also be observed from PISA. The OECD (2013b) report dis-
cusses that the nature of the relationship between school autonomy in al-
locating resources and student performance depends on whether there 
is a culture of collaboration between teachers and principals in manag-
ing the school. In systems where teacher participation in managing the 
school was higher than the OECD average, students in schools with great-
er autonomy achieved higher than students in schools with less autono-
my. Contrastingly, in systems where teacher participation in managing the 
school was lower than the OECD average, students in schools with great-
er autonomy achieved lower than students in schools with less autonomy 
(ibid.). School autonomy combined with a culture of participatory leader-
ship tends to be associated with better learning outcomes (Schleicher, 2016). 
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The ICILS report indirectly addressed the link between teacher collab-
oration and student achievement by indicating that teachers were most like-
ly to use ICT for teaching when they worked in school environments where 
there was collaboration and planning concerning ICT use, and where there 
were fewer resource-based obstacles to using ICT (Fraillon et al., 2014).3 The 
report emphasises that these showed to be the conditions which support-
ed teaching about computer and information literacy. In other words, this 
suggests that if students’ computer and information literacy is to be devel-
oped to the greatest extent possible, then teacher expertise in ICT use needs 
to be developed and supported by collaborative environments that incor-
porate institutional planning (ibid.).

Overall, it can be concluded that the ILSA studies provide evidence 
on teacher-teacher professional collaboration, such as observing others and 
providing feedback or joint activities across classes and age groups, posi-
tively influencing student achievement.

Link between teacher-student cooperation 
and student achievement

In the conceptual background section, we explained that for the purposes 
of our review the concept of teacher-student cooperation is characterised 
by indicators of teacher-student relations, classroom disciplinary climate 
and school climate. Although there are mixed results concerning wheth-
er good teacher-student relationships serve as a directly protective factor 
against ESL (e.g. Lessard, Pirier, & Fortina, 2010; Murray & Malmgrenb, 
2005), there are findings showing that students, particularly disadvantaged 
students, learn more and have fewer disciplinary problems when they feel 
their teachers take them seriously (Gamoran, 1993) and when they have 
strong and affective bonds with their teachers (Crosnoe, Johnson, & Elder, 
2004).

In our search, it was possible to find ILSA evidence that teacher-student 
relations and school climate are important for student achievement. For 
example, several studies used national or international PISA data to show 
that school (Azigwe, 2016) and classroom climate (Bove, Marella, & Vitale, 
2016) as well as teacher-student relations more specifically (Kalender, 2015; 
Konishi, Hymel, Zumbo, & Li, 2010; Mikk, Krips, Saalik, & Kalk, 2015) are 
significantly associated with student achievement, even after accounting 
3 Another factor mentioned was that teachers were confident in their expertise in this 

regard.
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for other student, teacher and school characteristics. Mikk et al. (2015) re-
vealed that the strongest (and a positive) correlation between teacher-stu-
dent relations and student achievement exists at the school level, followed 
by correlation at the student level. At the country level, a negative correla-
tion was found, a phenomenon also called ecological fallacy due to the dif-
ferent contexts in which students’ perceptions of teacher-student relations 
are developed. For Canada, Konishi et al. (2010) additionally discovered 
that, for boys, teacher-student connectedness acts as a buffer against the ef-
fects of bullying on their mathematics and reading achievement.

Disciplinary climate was found in PISA to be related to higher average 
performance at the school level. Although it can be recognised that schools 
with a more negative disciplinary climate tend to have a largely disadvan-
taged student population, have greater socio-economic diversity among 
students, and suffer from more teacher shortages, the data also show that 
even when comparing schools of similar SES students in schools with more 
disciplinary problems tend to perform worse than their peers in schools 
with a better disciplinary climate (OECD, 2013b).

In their analysis of the TIMSS 2007 and TIMSS Advanced 2008 data 
for Slovenia, Kozina, Rožman, Vršnik Perše and Rutar Leban (2012) showed 
that in secondary school all types of evaluations of the school climate (per-
formed by principals, teachers and students) are significant predictors of 
mathematics and science achievement. The evaluation performed by the 
principals showed to be the strongest predictor, followed by the evaluation 
by the teachers and last that by the students. They found that the predic-
tive power of school climate seems to increase from the elementary to sec-
ondary school level. The results also showed that a positive school climate 
correlates with higher student achievement in both elementary and sec-
ondary schools when evaluated by teachers and principals, and with low 
student achievement when evaluated by the students of secondary and el-
ementary schools (possibly because teachers high expectations regarding 
students’ achievement were one of the characteristics of a positive school 
climate in the study). The finding that school climate as perceived by the 
school principals is the most influential factor on the achievement of stu-
dents was also made by Ghagar, Othman and Mohammadpour (2011) for 
Singapore and Malaysia. The authors performed school-level analyses on 
TIMSS 2003 data. 

Mistele and Louis (2011) built a path model on TIMSS 2007 data to un-
derstand the impact the teacher-student relationship may have on student 
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mathematics achievement by exploring the associations between teach-
er attitudes as perceived by their students, student attitudes and student 
achievement. The authors conjectured that a crucial component for middle 
school students experiencing success and confidence, while engaged in rig-
orous mathematics classes, begins with the relationship between the teach-
er and the student. The results of path analyses suggested that teacher at-
titude is indeed a mediating factor between student attitude and student 
mathematics scores (ibid.).

ILSA studies provide additional evidence of associations between 
teacher-student relations and so-called non-cognitive educational results 
that have been shown important for student achievement. For example, 
PISA showed (OECD, 2013a) that teacher-student relations are strongly as-
sociated with students’ engagement with and at school and with students’ 
mathematics self-efficacy. Among students with equal performance and 
similar SES, those who attend schools with better teacher-student relations 
reported a stronger sense of belonging and greater intrinsic motivation to 
learn mathematics (ibid.). From the opposite point of view, PISA showed 
that students who are in schools where teacher-student relations and dis-
ciplinary climate are poor are more likely to have low levels of engagement 
with and at school. They are more likely to arrive late for school, skip class-
es or days of school, report a weak sense of belonging, and hold negative 
attitudes to school. A lack of engagement – on the part of either teach-
ers or students – can have adverse effects on the entire school community 
(Schleicher, 2016) and research has established that lack of engagement is 
one of the warning signs for students that later become ESLers (e.g. Lamb, 
Markussen, Teese, Sandberg, & Polesel, 2011). 

In summary, students who learn in a school climate characterised 
by high expectations, classrooms conducive to learning, and good teach-
er-student relations tend to perform better than those who do not (OECD, 
2013b). According to Bove et al. (2016), an orderly and peaceful atmosphere 
in schools and classrooms together with cognitively activating instruction 
help to transform existing interests into mathematics achievement. 

Conclusion
The more interdependent the world becomes, the more society relies on 
collaboration and schools need to prepare students to successfully mobi-
lise, share and link knowledge (Schleicher, 2016). In this article, we present-
ed a literature review of ILSA evidence on the link between teacher-teacher 
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and teacher-student cooperation with student achievement. Our review 
shows that when appropriately organised and targeted cooperation practic-
es in schools of both types between teachers and between teachers and stu-
dents may positively influence student outcomes. The main ILSA findings 
from our search may be summarised in more complex professional collab-
oration between teachers, teacher-student relations and overall school cli-
mate being associated with an improvement in student achievement, even 
when considering students’ different backgrounds. It may also be impor-
tant that teachers who collaborate more with their colleagues generally re-
port more positive teacher-student relations.

In conclusion, building a collaborative school culture is key to many 
dimensions of school life including student outcomes. However, in his 
analysis of the difficulties in building collaborative cultures in schools 
Hargreaves (2004) warns that when collegiality is directed from above it 
inhibits bottom-up professional initiative and results in teachers actual-
ly collaborating less or abandoning collaborative ways of working as soon 
as the urgency of creating or implementing a school improvement plan is 
over. Building a collaborative culture therefore needs to be a collaborative 
process.
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Synopsis
Externalising behaviours (e.g. deviant, disruptive, oppositional be-
haviour) are consistently shown to be risk factors for ESL. Civic com-
petence (via participation in extracurricular activities) as well as so-
cial competence constitute protective factors. Peers also play a role. 
Supporting students’ social and emotional adjustment early on is 
warranted.

Summary
ESL’s possible links with social competence and problem behaviour 
have received some scientific attention, in the process demonstrat-
ing their relevance for dealing with ESL. Yet the topic remains large-
ly overlooked in relevant policy briefs. The role of civic competence 
relative to ESL has also been neglected. The aim of this article is to 
review scientific studies linking social behaviour and civic compe-
tence to early school leaving and to academic achievement/failure 
in order to highlight the important need to support students’ social 
and emotional adjustment as well as their civic participation from 
the early years on.

With regard to ESL, a review of studies shows that externalising be-
haviours (e.g. alcohol, drug use and abuse, disruptiveness and op-
positional behaviours, delinquency, teenage parenting) are most 

2.3.3 
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consistently linked with ESL, while less research has considered in-
ternalising behaviour and social competence and even less has ex-
amined civic competence. Concerning internalising behaviour, 
links between ESL and depressive symptoms and mood disorders 
have been found. Social competence seems to be especially impor-
tant for the student at risk – it appears to help build up their resil-
ience to ESL. Evidence regarding the link between civic competence 
and ESL is limited, but its role has been demonstrated via extracur-
ricular activities – participation in extracurricular and communi-
ty-based activities plays a role. Peers also play a role – ESLers more 
often associate with deviant peers.
Despite the strong evidentiary base on the relationship with ESL 
(particularly for externalising behaviour), these aspects are often 
overlooked when addressing ESL. Thus, in order to prevent ESL it 
seems warranted to help build students’ social and emotional adjust-
ment and their participation in extracurricular activities from the 
beginning of school.
Key words: social competence, social behaviour, externalising be-
haviour, internalising behaviour, civic competence, extracurricular 
activities, early school leaving

Introduction 
Social and civic competencies include a wide range of personal, inter-
personal and intercultural abilities that enable individuals to participate 
constructively in social and school/working life in our societies that are 
increasingly diverse (European Commission, 2006). Social competence 
and several other related terms (e.g. social behaviour, social adjustment, 
behavioural competence) appear in similar contexts and many different 
definitions of them exist. For the purpose of this article, social behaviour 
is an overarching term within which social competence is described as 
efficiency in social interactions which meets short- and long-term devel-
opmental needs (Rose-Krasnor, 1997), while the lack of social competence 
is viewed as problem behaviour. Problem behaviour is classified in two 
broad categories: externalising behaviour (which includes hyperactivity, 
impulsiveness, attention problems, anger, opposition, aggression, disrup-
tive and antisocial behaviour; Hinshaw, 1992; Mullin & Hinshaw, 2007) 
and internalising behaviour (which includes depression, anxiety, pre-
occupation with physical symptoms, and social withdrawal; Eisenberg, 
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Hofer, & Vaughan, 2007; Mullin & Hinshaw, 2007). As with social com-
petence, there is a variety of definitions and conceptualisations for civ-
ic competence and the definition of “civic” has expanded considerably in 
the last decade (Haste, Bermudez, & Carretero, 2017). Most broadly, civ-
ic competence equips individuals to fully participate in civic life, based 
on knowledge of social and political concepts and structures and a com-
mitment to active and democratic participation (European Commission, 
2006).

Figure 11. The predictors of ESL examined herein

Social competence and problem behaviour have received considera-
ble attention among scholars worldwide and a multitude of publications 
links the two domains to later (mal)adjustments (including ESL) or ex-
amines their early precursors. Civic competence is also a topic of scien-
tific interest. Moreover, social and civic competencies are recognised as 
key competencies for lifelong learning also within the European refer-
ence framework (European Commission, 2006). However, as indicated 
by Downes (2011), these aspects (social, emotional competence) are often 
overlooked in the ESL policy discourse. This article aims to review scien-
tific studies linking problem behaviour, social competence, peer relations 
and civic competence to ESL in order to highlight the important need to 
support students’ social and emotional adjustment as well as their civic 
participation from the early years on (see Figure 11). The article also ex-
plains the mechanisms underlying these relationships.

ESL

Social competence

Internalising and 
externalising behaviour

Peer relations

Civic competence
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Methodology
This article is based on an examination of scientific articles found using the 
following key words: early school leaving, ESLer, drop-out AND social be-
haviour, social competence, problem behaviour, externalising behaviour, 
internalising behaviour, social adjustment, peers, civic competence, aca-
demic achievement in the EBSCOhost database. A search was also con-
ducted using the backward procedure, while in addition we drew informa-
tion from EU policy documents (e.g. European Commission). 

Problem behaviour and ESL
Much research has been done on the topic of ESL and its link to problem 
behaviour. Most of the reviewed literature took a longitudinal approach 
to collecting data or comprised meta-analyses of existing literature on the 
topic. A literature review by PPMI (2014) for the European Commission de-
scribed the competence profile of underachievers and ESLers. That profile 
includes poor social skills as well as being too disruptive (externalising be-
haviour) or too quiet, isolated (internalising behaviour) in class. 

The majority of the existing research links ESL to externalising behav-
iours such as delinquency, discipline problems, absenteeism and deviant 
behaviours in and out of school (alcohol, drug use and abuse, disruptive-
ness and oppositional behaviours, juvenile delinquency, teenage parent-
ing, aggression, vandalism etc.; e.g. Rumberger & Lim, 2008; Hawkins, 
Jaccard, & Needle, 2013; Jimerson, Carlson, Rotert, Egeland, & Sroufe, 1997; 
Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Jimerson, Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 
2000; Townsend, Fischer, & King, 2007; Battin-Pearson et al., 2000). South, 
Haynie and Bose (2007) found that students who are not expressing dis-
ruptive behaviours and not misbehaving (i.e. are behaviourally engaged) 
are less likely to drop out of school the following year. The opposite ap-
plies to disruptiveness, which may lead to early withdrawal from school be-
cause it contributes to school problems (Jimerson et al. 1997). Absenteeism 
and discipline problems have also been linked to ESL (Rumberger, 2004; 
Rumberger & Larson, 1998). 

Within externalising behaviours, deviant behaviour’s relationship 
with ESL has been most consistently reported in the literature (Townsend 
et al., 2007). Alcohol and drug use predicts ESL even when controlling 
for other risk factors (Garnier, Stein, & Jacobs, 1997; Lynskey, Coffey, 
Degenhardt, Carlin, & Patton, 2003; Mensch & Kandel, 1988). In addition, 
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prior delinquency has been found to predict ESL beyond the influence of 
poor academic achievement (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000). Parker and Asher 
(1987) report that, among personal factors, a disruptive behavioural profile 
(i.e., aggressive-hyperactive-oppositional behaviours) has repeatedly been 
shown to predict early withdrawal from school, even after controlling for fa-
milial and socioeconomic factors. Ensminger and Slusarcick (1992) showed 
that aggressive behaviours and low grades as early as first grade predict-
ed later school dropout. On a similar note, after reviewing 25 years of pre-
vious research Rumberger and Lim (2008) concluded that engaging in any 
deviant behaviour (as described above) increases the risk of ESL. Two stud-
ies (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Newcomb et al., 2002) controlled for a host 
of different predictors, including prior academic achievement and family 
background. Both studies established that deviant behaviour at age 14 had a 
significant and direct effect on ESL by age 16, and high school failure (drop-
out and months of missed school) in grade 12. Some studies (Bernburg & 
Krohn, 2003; Hannon, 2003; Sweeten, 2006) examined involvement in the 
justice system and found that being arrested had a separate and generally 
bigger effect on ESL than delinquency. Sweeten (2006) also determined that 
involvement in court after being arrested was a much stronger ESL predic-
tor than simply being arrested without any court involvement.

With regard to drug and alcohol use, in their review Rumberger and 
Lim (2008) established that drug and alcohol use during high school and 
also during middle school was associated with higher ESL in most studies 
examined. Alcohol, drugs and tobacco are often correlated, but two stud-
ies found that tobacco use during middle school had a direct effect on the 
chances of ESL, while drug (marijuana) use did not (Ellickson, Bui, Bell, & 
Mcguigan, 1998; Battin-Pearson et al., 2000). Another study showed that 
both marijuana and tobacco use had direct effects on ESL, but marijuana 
use had the stronger effect (Bray, Zarkin, Ringwalt, & Qi, 2000). 

Another important indicator of deviant behaviour studied in the re-
search literature is teen pregnancy and parenting. There is an issue of es-
tablishing a causal connection between teenage pregnancy and ESL, not 
knowing whether teenage pregnancy directly makes females drop out or if 
other unobservable factors contribute to both the pregnancy and the ESL. 
Rumberger and Lim (2008) report that 50 out of 62 studies found teenage 
parenting and childbearing to increase the odds of ESL or reduce the odds 
of graduating. Further, teenage parenting held more serious consequenc-
es for females than for males (Fernandez, Paulsen, & Hirano-Nakanishi, 
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1989). One of the challenges authors report on in studies of out-of-school 
behaviours is whether the behaviour, in this case delinquency, is causally 
related to ESL or whether the two behaviours are the result of a common 
set of underlying factors.

Research on internalising behaviour and its connection to ESL is much 
less extensive. Some studies linked depression to ESL through students’ 
self-perception of academic competence. Certain researchers (Abramson, 
Metalsky, & Alloy, 1989; Hankin, Abramson, & Siler, 2001) report that de-
pressed students have a lower and more negative self-perception. They have 
low self-perceived competence and, as a result, their negative perceptions 
of competence lead to their reduced engagement in learning activities and 
underachievement (Bandura, 1993; Fortier, Vallerand, & Guay, 1995; Pajares 
& Graham, 1999; Shim, Ryan, & Anderson, 2008; Zimmerman, 2000). In 
the long run, children and adolescents with lower self-perceived compe-
tence and achievement are more likely to drop out of school (Alexander, 
Entwisle, & Kabbani, 2001; Caprara et al., 2008; Guay, Larose, & Boivin, 
2004; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997). Quiroga, Janosz, Bisset, & Morin 
(2013) established an association between depression and ESL. Adolescents 
with bigger symptoms of depression were 23% more likely to become 
ESLers. The relationship between depression and ESL was, however, me-
diated by self-perceptions of academic competence. Yet the causality in 
the relationship between ESL and mental health issues remains unclear. 
In Kaplan, Damphousse and Kaplan’s (1994) North American study, 4,141 
young people were tested in 7th grade and once again as young adults. They 
determined a significant damaging effect of dropping out of high school on 
the functioning of mental health, including anxiety, depression and coping 
(Downes, 2011). Something similar can be said for the study by Esch and 
colleagues (2014) who found that mood disorders were significantly relat-
ed to ESL, even after adjusting for socio-demographic factors. They report 
another strong and often co-occurring predictor of mood disorders is sui-
cidal ideation. However, generally speaking, their systemic review showed 
that internalising disorders were reported as developing as a consequence 
of ESL.

The mechanisms underlying the links between ESL and problem be-
haviours have been explained by several authors. Jimerson et al. (2000) state 
that early experiences may affect self-esteem and the sense of agency that 
may directly influence school performance and decisions to stay in school, 
and may also lay the foundations for behavioural control and relationships 
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with teachers and peers that further propel individuals along a path lead-
ing to ESL. Cole et al. (1996) stated that failure in social functioning may 
foster negative self-perceptions that are associated with depression. In rela-
tion to externalising behaviour, early aggression may lead to peer rejection 
which, in turn, may lead to lower self-esteem and associated internalising 
problems (Panak & Garber, 1992 in Mesman, Bongers, & Koot, 2001). Some 
authors (Patterson et al., 1989 in Mesman, Bongers, & Koot, 2001) have also 
suggested there is a connection from early aggression to peer rejection and 
later delinquency. 

Social competence and ESL
Fewer studies have directly examined the links between ESL and social 
competence than have examined problem behaviours. Elias and Haynes 
(2008) reported that social competence is extremely important in deter-
mining school success among an at-risk population as social competence 
was significantly related to academic performance. Just as high social com-
petence predicts positive outcomes, students lacking in social competence 
are typically aggressive, rejected by their peers, and unable to regulate 
their emotions (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). Many studies (Townsend et 
al., 2007; Rumberger & Lim, 2008) show that peer rejection and antisocial 
behaviours increase the risk for ESL, allowing the conclusion that a lack 
of social competence increases the risk of ESL. Lane, Pierson and Givner 
(2004) more specifically report that secondary students with deficiencies in 
their academic, behavioural and social skills or whose abilities differ from 
the norm are at risk for short- and long-term negative outcomes, includ-
ing ESL. Tirabassi (2013) conducted a study in which the general relation-
ship between the protective factor of social competence and its relationship 
to previously identified risk factors for ESL was examined. It was conclud-
ed that students who display strengths in social competence increase their 
resilience to ESL. On that basis, they concluded that students low in so-
cial competence in addition to low academic achievement have a great risk 
of ESL. Carter (1998) also conducted a study to determine which relation-
ships exist between the social competence skills of at-risk seventh graders 
who remain in school and at-risk seventh graders who drop out of school. 
The research confirmed there was a key difference in the social competence 
scores between the two groups, with the dropout group having lower social 
competence than the non-dropout group. Frey, Balzer and Ruppert (2014) 
observed that young people with a higher ESL risk assessed their social 
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competencies as being lower than those with a lower ESL risk. To sum up, 
social competence seems to play a protective role, particularly for students 
at risk; yet more extensive research must be conducted in the future in this 
area. 

As low academic achievement is one of the strongest and most con-
sistent ESL predictors, we briefly review the large body of research link-
ing academic achievement to social behaviour. The link from academic 
achievement to social competence and to problem behaviour (especially ex-
ternalising behaviour) is demonstrated in many studies, but not in all; most 
studies found negative longitudinal effects of externalising behaviour on 
academic achievement (for a review, see Battin-Pearson, 2000; Vidmar, in 
press; Vidmar, 2011). Research evidence shows that externalising behaviour 
has a negative effect on academic achievement particularly at the start of 
schooling, while in later years the relationship becomes reciprocal (Chen, 
Rubin, & Li, 1997; Masten et al., 2005; van Lier et al., 2012; Vidmar, in press; 
Welsh, Parke, Widaman, & O’Neil, 2001). Reciprocal relations between so-
cial competence and academic achievement were established in some stud-
ies (e.g. Vidmar, 2011), while for problem behaviour the relationship was 
unidirectional (early problem behaviour predicted later academic achieve-
ment, but not vice versa; e.g. Vidmar, in press). The link between internal-
ising behaviour and academic achievement has less consistently been found 
and is under-researched (for exceptions, see van Lier et al., 2012; Vidmar, 
2011). Thus, social competence and low problem behaviour function as a 
predecessor of academic competence, at least to some degree. Mindes (2015) 
stated that children who managed to enhance their socio-emotional com-
petence show an improved academic performance and social behaviour, re-
duced behavioural problems, and less emotional stress. 

Peers and ESL
The role of peer networks has received relatively little attention in the statis-
tical work conducted with regard to delinquency and ESL (Audas & Willms, 
2001). Authors believe this is largely due to the difficulty of meaningfully 
quantifying these aspects of a young person’s life. Traag (2012) stated simi-
larly, noting that studies on the relevance of peers for ESL are quite limited. 

Ellenbogen and Chamberland (1997) examined the peer networks of 
at-risk youths. They identified three trends: First, actual ESLers and future 
ESLers have more friends who have dropped out. The second trend was that 
future ESLers tend to be rejected by their school peers and, the third, at-risk 
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individuals tend to lack integration into their school’s social network. We 
found quite a few studies making similar conclusions (Parker & Asher, 1987; 
Kupersmidt, Coie, & Dodge, 1990). Cairns, Cairns and Neckerman’s (1989) 
longitudinal study of 475 USA students showed that for both boys and girls 
in seventh grade school drop-outs affiliated with peers who themselves lat-
er dropped out of school. Another study by Vitaro, Larocque, Janosz, and 
Tremblay (2001) among Caucasian boys in Canada showed that associat-
ing with deviant friends (i.e. friends who had been arrested by the police, 
been a member of a gang and/or had considered leaving school) did have a 
significant impact on high school ESL. On a similar note, a study by Ream 
and Rumberger (2008) revealed that the number of drop-out friends sig-
nificantly increased the risk of school drop-out in grade 12. Moreover, a re-
view of different studies by Rumberger and Lim (2008) found that having 
deviant friends – friends who engage in criminal behaviour, or friends who 
have dropped out – increases the chances of ESL. There appear to be many 
more studies in support of that fact (Alpert & Dunhan, 1986; Elliott & Voss, 
1974). There are also many studies showing that being bullied increases the 
chances of avoiding school or even leaving school early (Cornell, Huang, 
Gregory & Fan, 2013; Downes, 2011). Traag (2012) reports that both popu-
larity and friendship correlate with ESL. Like others before them, they also 
found that being popular among future ESLers as well as being friends with 
future ESLers are both associated with a greater risk of ESL. 

Kelly (1993) identified three ways that peer groups become involved in 
the disengagement process. The first are conflicts with other students lead-
ing to expulsion; the second are the dissociative feelings with school peers 
that are the cause and motivation for someone to quietly withdraw from 
that environment; and third, attributing greater importance to relation-
ships and maybe even pregnancy than to school.

On the other hand, positive peer relationships can be a protective fac-
tor supporting a student’s academic pursuits, with studies revealing that 
peers can serve as effective socialisation agents for school engagement and 
motivation (Hymel & Ford, 2014). Since there are many studies showing 
school engagement is a big protective factor against ESL, we may conclude 
the same with regard to positive peer relations. 

Civic competence and ESL
Not many studies directly link ESL with civic competence, although the 
two domains could related and further studies are called for. Youniss et al. 
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(2002) states that the elements constituting civic competence and citizen-
ship are open to debate. As mentioned, many different definitions can be 
found; they include knowledge of the structure and functions of govern-
ment; attitudes to proper political behaviour; and behaviour itself, such as 
voting, commitment to society, and, of late, a host of actions that comprise 
participation in civil society (e.g. Kymlicka & Norman, 1994). Starks (2010) 
argues that civil knowledge and participation are vital for sustaining an or-
dered society (e.g., voting, employment, supporting the local economy, and 
going to school with the intention to graduate from high school). 

Extracurricular activities have long been identified as one of the ear-
liest manifestations of civic engagement (Sherrod, Flanagan, & Youniss, 
2002; Yates & Youniss, 1998). Youniss, McLellan and Yates (1997) pointed 
out that such participation allows youth to explore the roles and process-
es central to the successful development of adult civic engagement. They 
believe that involvement in extracurricular activities provides adolescents 
with opportunities to appreciate the relationship between the rights and 
obligations of citizens, and to learn democratic principles, such as solidar-
ity, tolerance, intergroup understanding, and interdependence (Flanagan 
& Faison, 2001). Activity participation has been linked to higher academ-
ic achievement and educational attainment (Cooper, Valentine, Nye, & 
Lindsay, 1999; Fletcher, Nickerson, & Wright, 2003; Otto, 1975). Adolescents 
involved in extracurricular activities have also been shown to have more 
academically inclined friends and fewer friends who exhibit risky behav-
iour, such as skipping school and using drugs (Eccles & Barber, 1999), which 
are all risk factors for ESL. Mahoney and Cairns (1997) found that involve-
ment in extracurricular activities significantly reduced ESL rates, especial-
ly among at-risk youth. Participation in extracurricular and communi-
ty-based activities assists adolescents in developing their social skills and 
acquiring new prosocial peer relationships (Eccles & Barber, 1999), which 
are all protective factors regarding ESL. Obradović and Masten (2007) re-
port that active participation has been linked to higher academic achieve-
ment and educational attainment (Fletcher et al. 2003).

Starks (2010) highlights the importance of civic education in relation 
to student school dropout as being aware of the importance of a high school 
diploma. It is stated that students who lack civic knowledge and educa-
tion are eroding the importance of a high school diploma, which then leads 
them to the alternative of ESL. The author believes that one way to reduce 
the high ESL levels is to connect education with civic responsibility.
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Conclusion
Social competence, problem behaviour and to some extent civic compe-
tence have a long-lasting research tradition. In relation to ESL, the review 
of studies shows that externalising behaviours (e.g. alcohol, drug use and 
abuse, disruptiveness and oppositional behaviours, delinquency, teenage 
parenting) are most consistently linked with ESL, while there is less re-
search on internalising behaviour and social competence and even less on 
civic competence. Concerning internalising behaviour, ESL’s links with de-
pressive symptoms and mood disorders have been established. Social com-
petence seems to be especially important for a student at risk – it seems to 
help build their resilience to ESL. Evidence regarding the link between civ-
ic competence and ESL is limited, but its role has been demonstrated via 
extracurricular activities – participation in extracurricular and communi-
ty-based activities plays a role. Peers also play a role – ESLers more often as-
sociate with deviant peers and other ESLers.

It is also important to note that externalising and internalising be-
haviours, low social competence, peer relations, and achievement problems 
strongly correlate with each other. Despite the solid evidentiary base on the 
relationship with ESL (especially for externalising behaviour), these aspects 
are often overlooked in policy discourse dealing with ESL. In the future, ef-
forts to address ESL should take this into consideration. 
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Synopsis
Mental health problems (e.g. anxiety, depression) are some of the 
risk factors for ESL and, by focusing on mental health prevention 
and intervention programmes in the school environment, we can 
reduce the many negative consequences poor mental health has on 
both the individual and community levels.

Summary
ESL is a complex long-term process involving multiple environmen-
tal, psychological and academic factors. There is increasing recogni-
tion of the need to recognise the role of mental health in educational 
processes (including in ESL). Studies investigating whether common 
mental disorders indeed constitute relevant risk factors for ESLers 
have provided little consistent evidence. In the paper, we focus on 
internalisation problems (e.g. anxiety and depression) and external-
isation problems (e.g. aggression) as well as the mechanisms link-
ing them to lower academic achievement and ESL. The underlying 
mechanisms of mental health problems associated with low achieve-
ment are related to lower connectedness to school, negative attitudes 
to school, and peer rejection (in case of aggression and disruptive 
behaviour disorders), lower engagement through impaired mastery 
beliefs and negative emotionality (as in the case of depression) and 
difficulties with cognitive functioning through reduced memory 

2.3.4 
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functions and the impact of worries on the cognitive system (as in 
the case of anxiety). The relationship between mental health prob-
lems and school performance is two-directional. Mental health 
problems can precede problems related to school performance and, 
on the other hand, difficulties in school can result in various prob-
lems with mental health. In the paper, the importance of early rec-
ognition, assessment and later on prevention and intervention (on 
universal, selective and individual levels) is stressed. The findings 
are based on a review of the relevant literature. The need to clearly 
establish a relationship between anxiety and ESL is especially rele-
vant since the research shows that anxiety levels are on the increase 
in school-aged populations (Kozina, 2014; Twenge, 2000). The stud-
ies in the EU (Angermeyer et al., 2004) which reveal that a high pro-
portion (13.6%) of 18-year-olds have anxiety disorders make the top-
ic even more pertinent. 
Key words: mental health, internalization difficulties, externaliza-
tion difficulties, school climate, depression, anxiety, aggression, ac-
ademic achivement

Introduction
Mental health plays a significant role in children’s school success. Problems 
associated with school performance (including early school leaving – ESL) 
are associated with emerging or existing mental health problems (DeSocio 
& Hootman, 2004). On one hand, there is growing recognition of the need 
to combine mental health and educational processes such as ESL, e.g. the 
need to conceptualise ESL prevention as an issue related to mental health 
(Downes, 2011). On the other hand, according to Downes (2011) the impor-
tance of mental health issues has so far been neglected in ESL research. In 
the paper, we will look into these relations in greater detail and address the 
possibilities of using mental health prevention as a tool for preventing ESL. 
The most frequently mentioned mental health problems regarding school 
difficulties are externalisation disorders (disruptive behaviour disorders: 
attention deficit disorders, oppositional deviant disorder and conduct dis-
order) and internalisation disorders (anxiety and depression). In this con-
tribution, we will focus more on internalisation problems since they of-
ten go unrecognised in the school setting (Hishinuma, Chang, McArdle, & 
Hamagami, 2012) and are therefore also often unnoticed in the area of ESL 
prevention. Many anxious youth remain unidentified and more than 80% 
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remain untreated and, even when in health services, they are less likely to 
get help compared to youth with externalisation difficulties (Fox, Herzig, 
Colognori, Stewart, & Warner, 2014). The topic’s relevance is stressed even 
more since mental health problems (especially anxiety) are on the rise 
(DeSocio & Hootman, 2004; Kozina, 2014). 

Methodology
Literature was selected based on its relevance and narrow focus on the is-
sue of mental health and ESL. The literature review was made using a sci-
entific literature search (database PychArticles (EBSCO-HOST)). The fol-
lowing key words were used: mental health; early school leaving; drop-out; 
academic achievement; anxiety; depression; aggression. We used relevant 
scientific monographs and handbooks on the topic of mental health (also 
through a backward search). 

Mental health and school functioning (their role in ESL)
A diagnosis of psychopathology in adolescence is frequently preceded by 
difficulties in academic and social functioning (Boyce, Essex, Woodward, 
Measelle, Ablow, & Kupfer, 2002). Roderick and colleagues (Roderick, 
Eggert, Thomson, Randell, & Pike, 2002) studied truancy and identified 
mental health problems as factors contributing to poor school attendance. 
Similarly, Eggert and colleagues (2002) identified an increased risk of de-
pression among disengaged students prone to ESL. The relationship be-
tween mental health problems and school performance is two-directional. 
Mental health problems can precede problems related to school perfor-
mance. This is usually related to physiological and cognitive changes due to 
mental health issues that interfere with the learning process (for instance, 
insomnia in depression, cognitive preoccupation with worries in anxiety) 
(Hishinuma et al., 2012). This means that a mental disorder can in itself sig-
nificantly interfere with cognitive functioning and also be related to learn-
ing difficulties and ESL. On the other hand, difficulties in school can result 
in various problems with mental health. School is an important domain in 
which children achieve developmental milestones (DeSocio & Hootman, 
2004) and therefore a lack of success in this domain can lead to different 
mental health issues especially for students who attribute great significance 
to their academic achievement (Hishinuma et al., 2012). For instance, ESL 
students are more prone to different mental health problems (DeSocio & 
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Hootman, 2004) even when controlling for their mental health status prior 
to ESL (Kaplan, Damphouse, & Kaplan, 1994). Either way, the persistence of 
poor school functioning combined with a mental health problem can lead 
to school disengagement and ESL. 

Figure 12. Summary of the research findings – externalisation difficulties and ESL

The most commonly mentioned mental health problems associated 
with school difficulties (and school failure) are externalisation disorders 
(disruptive behaviour disorders: attention deficit disorders, opposition-
al deviant disorder and conduct disorder) and internalisation disorders 
(anxiety and depression). As mentioned, we will focus more on depression 
and anxiety, but first we should point out that disruptive behaviour disor-
ders (with aggression in their core) are related to problems in school func-
tioning. Children with this type of disorders usually have difficulties with 
transitions, fitting into peer groups and forming friendships, which can 
lead them to associate more with deviant peer groups that are also prone to 
truancy and ESL (DeSocio & Hootman, 2004; Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, 
Abbot, Hill, Catalano, & Hawkins, 2000). Research shows that aggres-
sive behaviour in early childhood serves as a significant predictor of neg-
ative attitudes to school, which is also strongly related to lower academic 
achievement (Huesmann, 1994). Low academic achievement has consist-
ently been one of the strongest predictors of dropping out of high school 
(Battin-Pearson et al., 2000). Further, the associations between aggression 
and the school climate (Flannery, Vazsonyi, & Waldman 2007) as well as 
between aggression and academic achievement (McEvoy & Welker 2000) 
are significant even when SES is controlled for. Indeed, these variables of-
ten reinforce each other. For instance, pupils who exhibit more aggression 
at an early age also develop a negative attitude to school, resulting in lower 
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achievement (Zhou, Main, & Wang 2010), and are more commonly reject-
ed by their peers (Flannery et al., 2007; Huesmann, 1994). Rejection by one’s 
peers is significantly and consistently associated with lower connectedness 
to the class, which is followed by low involvement in class and school ac-
tivities (Buhs, Ladd, & Herald 2006; Ladd, Kochenderfer, & Coleman 1997; 
Wentzel & Asher 1995), which ultimately significantly predicts low academ-
ic achievement (Buhs et al., 2006; Ladd et al., 1997; Vandell & Hembree 
1994) as seen in the diagram below. 

Even though the depressive symptoms are not as noticeable as disrup-
tive behaviour, they have a strong impact on one’s cognitive functioning 
and academic achievement. The school performance of depressed students 
is largely affected by poor concentration, distractibility, insomnia and day-
time sleepiness, irritability and low self-esteem (DeSocio & Hootman, 
2004; Hishinuma et al., 2012). Studies have shown that self-reported de-
pressive symptoms are negatively associated with self-reported academic 
competence and achievement and that these factors can undermine school 
performance (Quiroga et al., 2013). The relationship is mediated by stu-
dents’ self-perception of academic competence. Even though ESL is a com-
plex long-term process in which psychological factors (and mental health) 
play an important role, the mechanisms that link depression with ESL re-
main to be elucidated in research (Quiroga et al., 2013). Quiroga and col-
leagues (Quiroga et al., 2013), for instance, established that self-reported 
depression symptoms in Grade 7 increased the risk of ESL in later ado-
lescence. Depressive individuals are prone to pessimistic ways of thinking 
with impaired mastery beliefs, leading them to believe they will not cope 
with school (Quiroga et al., 2013). Cross-sectional studies (Assarnow et al., 
2005; Reinherz, Frost, & Pakiz, 1991) have shown that depressed youth are 
more likely to interrupt schooling. Longitudinal research shows some con-
tradicting findings, namely, that depressive youth are more likely to leave 
school early but, when controlled for other ESL risk factors such as low aca-
demic achievement and family background, the path was no longer signifi-
cant. It is therefore not yet clear whether depression has an effect on its own 
or depression is simply a result of the accumulation of various other risk 
factors (Ferguson & Woodwarth, 2002). Regarding this issue, Hishinuma 
and colleagues (2012) conducted a longitudinal study and established that 
depressive symptoms undermine academic success and not the other way 
around, indicating that depression on its own plays a significant role in ed-
ucation underachievement (and potential ESL). Another explanation is a 
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link between depression and the low engagement of students. The nega-
tive emotionality that is characteristic of depressive students also impact 
engagement, e.g. by lowering positive emotions towards school and there-
by diminishing the emotional component of engagement (Wang & Peck, 
2013). Hishinuma and colleagues (2012) pointed out that emphasis must 
be given to screening, identifying and treating depressive symptoms and 
disorders, not only to reduce the ill effects but also to avoid low academic 
achievement.

Figure 13. Summary of findings – internalisation disorders and ESL

Depression and anxiety are frequently comorbid (sharing the com-
mon component of negative affect with increased activation in anxiety 
and decreased activation in depression (for details, see the Tripartite mod-
el of anxiety and depression, Chorpita, 2002)). Both anxiety disorders and 
depressive disorders contribute to school avoidance and academic un-
derachievement (Woodworth & Fergusson, 2001). Anxiety is a cognitive, 
emotional, behavioural and physiological response of an individual expe-
riencing a feeling of danger or threat, the cause of which they are not aware 
of (Fonseca & Perrin, 2001). High levels of anxiety, notably where clini-
cal symptoms are expressed, interfere significantly with children’s adap-
tive functioning, social competence, peer relations and social adjustment 
(Last, Hansen, & Franco, 1997; Schwartz et al., 2006), and when present in 
childhood follow a chronic course, and continue into adulthood (Ialongo 
et al., 1996; Kim-Cohen et al., 2003; Woodworth & Fergusson, 2001). 
Anxiety is negatively correlated with educational achievement (Duchesne 
& Ratalle, 2010; Normandeau & Guay, 1998) in both clinical and non-clin-
ical samples (Mazzone et al., 2007) and different age groups, i.e. at the pri-
mary and secondary levels of education (Mazzone et al., 2007). Students 



m e n ta l h e a lt h a s a r isk factor for e sl: di agnost ics, pr e v e n t ion, i n t erv e n t ion

261

with higher levels of anxiety find it more difficult to learn new academ-
ic content (also related to learning difficulties), which may also be a re-
sult of reduced memory functions (caused by anxiety), making it diffi-
cult for them to complete cognitive tasks (Prevatt, Welles, Li, & Proctor, 
2010). Cognitive theories highlight negative automatic thoughts (in the 
form of worries) that occur both during the learning process and the pro-
cess of examination1 as particularly disturbing (Anić, 2009). Studies have 
reported that 10% to 20% of underachieving students suffer from anxie-
ty. Underachieving students are students who do not reach their potential 
in spite of adequate opportunities and abilities (they do not have learning 
difficulties). Studies have revealed that the influence can run in both di-
rections. Reduced academic achievement leads to increased anxiety and, 
in turn, this increased anxiety results in reduced achievement because 
anxiety affects the processes of thinking and learning. Reduced academ-
ic achievement may lead to greater anxiety also due to the high expecta-
tions of parents. Parents’ expectations can occur in the form of negative 
thoughts (for instance, parental expectation in the form of the thought 
I have to get a good grade to get to a better school occupies the students 
while taking an exam) which occupy the working memory, thereby hin-
dering the cognitive process (Hribar & Magajna, 2011). As mentioned, 
anxiety causes difficulties in learning even when learning deficits are not 
present. Thus, in cases where anxiety occurs among students with deficits 
in learning this poses an additional burden on cognitive processes, there-
by further disrupting the acquisition of knowledge (Nelson & Harwood, 
2011). Thus, high anxiety creates both short-term consequences (for in-
stance, it interferes with the processes of reading and numeracy by bur-
dening working memory) and long-term ones in the sense of poorer aca-
demic achievement and ESL (Hribar & Magajna, 2011). 

The increase in anxiety holds significant implications for the mental 
and physical health of whole generations. It has been proven many times 
that high anxiety can, among others, cause intense psychosocial impair-
ment (Silverman & Treffers, 2001) and lead to major depression, a wide va-
riety of physical illnesses, impaired cognitive performance, marital prob-
lems and substance abuse (Twenge, 2000).

1 As a result of cognitive impairment or a deficit in the field of   learning some children 
develop a fear of examinations, which is associated with lower achievement.
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Diagnostics and intervention
Recognition of the early markers of psychological difficulties and dis-
tress and therefore compromised school functioning (with a higher risk of 
ESL) could prompt the delivery of mental health promotion and preven-
tion activities to avert the development or further disability and disorders 
(DeSocio & Hootman, 2004). Internalisation problems are especially prob-
lematic when it comes to diagnostics since they often go unnoticed. For in-
stance, frequent school absence based on non-specific health problems (so-
matisations, frequent reporting of aches, pains and medically unexplained 
medical symptoms) may be related to students’ underlying emotional prob-
lems (DeSocio & Hootman, 2004). Early recognition (by school counsel-
lors and classroom teachers) and high quality diagnostic tools (e.g. screen-
ing tools) as well as continuous observations are essential. As far as anxiety 
is concerned in the classroom, some characteristics of anxious students can 
be of help when trying to identify students with anxiety problems. For in-
stance: (i) anxious students can be worried most of the time; (ii) are usual-
ly tense (unable to relax); (iii) will try to avoid school work due to the fear it 
will not be perfect; (iv) can be extremely well behaved (always following the 
rules); (v) can become lost in details and therefore not finish school work 
on time; and (vi) can often look for constant reassurance from their peers 
or teachers. Regarding depression, longer periods of bad mood, sleepiness, 
pessimism and signs of learned helplessness should cause educational staff 
to take a better look. 

When addressing anxiety or depression we can use three levels of in-
tervention: universal programmes cover the entire population, selective 
programmes are geared towards groups with a higher probability of in-
creased anxiety or depression and other problems, and individual pro-
grammes are aimed at treating individuals in whom higher levels of anx-
iety or other problems have been observed (Silverman & Treffers, 2001). 
At the school level, universal prevention is the best option as it can cov-
er the largest number of children. Schools are particularly suitable for 
universal programmes as they encompass the majority of students, with-
out further exposing individuals who are faced with multiple problems 
(Masten & Motti-Stefanidi, 2009). These programmes are focused on stu-
dents who would otherwise not seek professional treatment, even though 
they would certainly need it. In fact, studies (Mifsud & Rapee, 2005) have 
revealed that anxiety, for instance, is commonly overlooked and that stu-
dents who suffer from such disorders rarely receive professional treatment. 
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This is particularly true of students with a low SES (Mifsud & Rapee, 2005). 
Another advantage of such programmes is that due to group-based treat-
ment and the fact that the entire group within a class is covered there is 
no stigmatisation of students who are in need of help. For example, some 
of the programmes shown to have positive effects on internalising prob-
lems are: Coping with Stress Programme, Penn Prevention Programme, 
Queensland Early Intervention and Prevention of Anxiety Project (see the 
review in Greenberg, Domitrovich, & Bumbarger, 2000). 

Conclusions
Mental health problems play a significant role in ESL and often, especial-
ly in the case of internalisation problems, go neglected. The need to clear-
ly establish a relationship between mental health (especially anxiety) and 
ESL is particularly relevant since the research shows that anxiety levels are 
on the increase in school-aged populations (Kozina, 2014; Twenge, 2000). 
The underlying mechanisms of mental health problems associated with 
low achievement are related to lower connectedness to school, negative at-
titudes to school and peer rejection (in the case of disruptive behaviour 
disorders), lower engagement through impaired mastery beliefs and neg-
ative emotionality (as in the case of depression) and difficulties in cogni-
tive functioning through reduced memory functions and the impact of 
worries on the cognitive system (as in the case of anxiety). In the preven-
tion and intervention process, school plays a crucial role by early recogni-
tion of mental health problems (e.g. withdrawn behaviour, avoidance, per-
fectionism, somatisations, constant worrying …) and introducing effective 
programmes on the universal, selective and individual levels. Schools are 
well positioned to serve a role in providing accessible, community-sensi-
ble mental health services for children. Although most children in need of 
a mental health service do not receive it, those that do identify school as a 
primary source of help (DeSocio & Hootman, 2004). 
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Synopsis
Research emphasises the positive impact of an authoritative parent-
ing style on school achievements, school engagement and also di-
rectly on ESL. Parents’ behaviour that is accepting, warm and en-
couraging yet also firm and with clear expectations has the most 
favourable impact on a child’s/adolescent’s development and also 
acts as an ESL preventive factor. Other parenting styles (authoritari-
an, permissive and uninvolved) have been examined less.

Summary
The family has been recognised as one of the primary contribu-
tors to children’s and adolescents’ education (e.g. Baumrind, 1971; 
Rumberger, 1995; Steinberg, 2001). Different researchers in this 
field have focused on structural factors such as family background 
(e.g. SES, parent education etc.) in relation to children’s academic 
achievement and ESL (e.g. McNeal, 1999). Others tried to provide 
insights into which parenting practices promote school success and 
prevent ESL (e.g. Alexander, Entwisle, & Kabbani, 2001; Jimerson et 
al., 2000 etc.). Some researchers (e.g. Steinberg, 2001; Blondal, 2009; 
2014) suggest that, to better understand the influence parents have 
on their child’s/adolescents’ education, it is better to look at a con-
ceptualisation of child/adolescent upbringing that characterises par-
ents’ actions in a broader perspective, such as the parenting style (i.e. 

2.3.5 
ESL Prevention Extended to the Home 
Environment: the Relationship Between 
(Authoritative) Parenting Style and ESL 
Tina Rutar Leban
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authoritative, authoritarian, permissive, and uninvolved, Baumrind 
(1971)). 

Authoritative parents are accepting, warm and encouraging toward 
their children but at the same time impart clear standards for their 
children’s behaviour, enforcing developmentally appropriate expec-
tations without being intrusive or restrictive (Baumrind, 1971). The 
authoritative parenting style was shown to impact positively on chil-
dren’s/adolescents’ school achievements (e.g. Adalbjarnardottir & 
Blondal, 2004; Baumrind, 1991) and school engagement (e.g. Simons-
Morton & Chen, 2009; Steinberg et al., 1994). Research also shows 
that adolescents from authoritative families are more likely to com-
plete upper secondary education (Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 
2009). 

A better understanding of the role parenting styles play in ESL pre-
vention might help parents with an improved comprehension of how 
to motivate and encourage their children’s/adolescents’ education-
al aspirations and support their success at school in order to prevent 
ESL. These insights may also help school professionals who work in 
multi-partner ESL prevention teams to understand the importance 
of cooperation with parents in preventing ESL.

Key words: parenting style, early school leaving, parent-child/adoles-
cent relationship, school engagement, school achievement

Introduction
Home environment/family is one of the important factors which can in-
fluence a young person’s progression toward school success or failure, stay-
ing in school or leaving it before completion (e.g. Brofenbrenner & Morris, 
1998; Jimerson, Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000; Younge, Oetting, & 
Deffenbacher, 1996). The family is the earliest and most fundamental social-
isation institution for a developing child/adolescent Invalid source speci-
fied.. It has also been recognised as a primary contributor to children’s/ado-
lescents’ education (e.g. Baumrind, 1971; Rumberger, 1995; Steinberg, 2001). 
Some studies in this field have focused on structural factors such as family 
background in relation to students’ academic achievement and ESL. For ex-
ample, students from families of higher SES and with higher educated par-
ents are more successful at school and less likely to leave school than stu-
dents from lower SES families (e.g. McNeal, 1999). 
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Other studies have focused on providing insights into what it is in fam-
ily life that promotes school success and prevents ESL. They have looked 
into different parenting behaviour, specific practices parents use every day 
when they interact, educate, socialise their children/adolescents (hereaf-
ter referred to as parenting practices e.g. parent involvement in school, par-
ent-child/adolescent communication, caregiving, autonomy support etc.). 
For example, parental involvement in school was a significant predictor 
of high school graduation status (Alexander, Entwisle, & Kabbani, 2001; 
Ekstrom, 1986; Jimerson, Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000; McNeal, 1999; 
Rosenthal, 1998; Rumberger, Ghatak, Poulos, Ritter, & Dornbusch, 1990). 
Parent-child/adolescent relationship factors such as caregiving quality, pa-
rental support (instrumental and emotional), hostility and rejection, and 
parent-child/adolescent communications were also found to be signifi-
cant predictors of high school graduation status (Brewster & Bowen, 2004; 
Jimerson et al., 2000; McNeal, 1999; Richman, Rosenfeld, & Bowen, 1998; 
Rosenthal, 1998; Younge, Oetting, & Deffenbacher, 1996). In general, the 
findings from studies that focus on parenting practices relative to adoles-
cents’ educational outcomes have been inconsistent and weaker than ex-
pected (see the review by Fan & Chen, 2001). For instance, in some stud-
ies parental involvement seems to relate positively to children’s/adolescents’ 
achievement (e.g. Hoge, Smit, & Crist, 1997); other studies indicate no asso-
ciation, or even a negative one. For example, McNeal (1999) found that ad-
olescents whose parents participated in the parent-teacher association re-
ceived lower grades than their peers.

To better understand the influence parents have on their child’s/
adolescent’s education, some researchers suggest (e.g. Steinberg, 2001; 
Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2009; 2014) it is better to look at a concep-
tualisation of child/adolescent upbringing that characterises parents’ ac-
tions in a broader perspective, such as the parenting style (as defined by 
Baumrind, 1971). 

In this article, we focus on the impact of specific parenting practic-
es and parenting styles on ESL and two school-related outcomes (school 
achievement and school engagement) that have been shown to be important 
preventive factors for ESL (e.g. Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2009; 
Ensminger, Lamkin, & Jacobson, 1996; Finn, 1989; Simpkins, Fredericks, & 
Eccles, 2015) (see Figure 14). 
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Figure 14. Conceptual framework of the relationship between parenting style/practice and 
education related outcomes (achievement, engagement, ESL)

A better understanding of the role of parenting style in preventing ESL 
might help parents better understand how to motivate and encourage their 
children’s/adolescents’ educational aspirations and support their success at 
school in order to stop ESL. It may also help school professionals who work 
in multi-partner ESL prevention teams to understand the importance of 
cooperation with parents in ESL prevention and all other school profes-
sionals to develop ESL prevention programmes for parents. The relation-
ship between parenting style and ESL also informs policy-makers about the 
importance of systematic cooperation between school and parents. 

Methodology
The article is based on a review of the literature that involved searching in 
the PsycINFO, ERIC, Proquest, Science Direct and Google scholar search 
databases. Key words used in the literature search were family factors for 
early school leaving, parenting styles, home environment, school perfor-
mance, school achievements, parental beliefs, parental behaviours, school 
dropout, predictors for early school leaving etc. For the purposes of this ar-
ticle, we chiefly considered scientific papers, some online scientific books 
and study reports. 
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Parenting styles
Contemporary research on parenting styles derives from Baumrind’s (1971, 
1978) studies of family interactions. Baumrind (1973) defined parenting 
style as a consistent pattern with which parents interact with their children 
along two dimensions: demandingness and responsiveness. Demandingness 
refers to parental efforts to integrate children into the family through ma-
turity demands, supervision, discipline, and willingness to confront behav-
ioural problems. Responsiveness refers to the extent to which parents foster 
individuality, self-regulation and self-assertion by consenting to or being 
aware and supportive of children’s needs and demands (Baumrind, 1991). 
Based on these two dimensions, Baumrind classified four parenting styles: 
authoritarian (high demandingness, low responsiveness), authoritative 
(high demandingness, high responsiveness), permissive (low demanding-
ness, high responsiveness), and uninvolved parenting style (low demand-
ingness and low responsiveness). Authoritarian parents are demanding and 
controlling, but not responsive or warm. They have clear rules that their 
children are not supposed to question. Authoritative parents are accepting, 
warm and encouraging toward their children yet at the same time firm; 
they impart clear standards for their children’s behaviour, enforcing de-
velopmentally appropriate expectations without being intrusive or restric-
tive. Permissive parents on the other hand are responsive and warm. They 
allow considerable self-regulation, but are lenient and avoid confrontation. 
Uninvolved parents are neither responsive nor demanding. They do not 
monitor or guide their children/adolescents and do not support them or re-
late to them with warmth.

This typology of parenting style provides an opportunity to explore re-
lationships among the multidimensional characteristics of parenting and 
the adjustment of youth (Adalbjarnardottir & Hafsteinsson, 2001; Lambom 
et al., 1991; Steinberg et al., 1994; Türkei & Tezer, 2008). Results of vari-
ous studies show that an authoritative parenting style is, generally speak-
ing, most suitable for raising children/adolescents in western, technologi-
cally and educationally advanced countries (e.g. Baumrind, 1967, 1971, 1989; 
Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Denham, Renwick, & Holt, 1991; Kuczyinski & 
Kochanska, 1995; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Steinberg, 2001). Authoritative 
parents are accepting, warm and encouraging towards their children/ado-
lescents. At the same time, they supervise their children’s/adolescents be-
haviour, impart clear standards and enforce developmentally appropriate 
expectations without being intrusive or restrictive. During adolescence, 
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they apply democratic discipline and encourage their adolescents to express 
their thoughts and feelings. They also support their adolescents’ needs for 
more independence. Gray and Steinberg (1999) examined the core dimen-
sions of authoritative parenting – autonomy granting, acceptance, and su-
pervision – and found that all three related to adolescents’ academic compe-
tence. Compared to their peers raised in non-authoritative family settings, 
children and adolescents from authoritative families have been shown to 
obtain higher scores on a wide variety of measures of adjustment, psycho-
social development, and academic achievement (e.g. Adalbjarnardottir & 
Hafsteinsson, 2001; Baumrind, 1991; Gray & Steinberg, 1999; Steinberg et 
al., 1994; Türkel & Tezer, 2008).

Impact of parenting style and practices on children’s/
adolescents’ school achievement

Students who show low academic achievements have consistently been 
shown to be at a higher risk for ESL than other students. Academic 
achievement is one of the strongest predictors of ESL (e.g. Battin-Pearson, 
Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, & Hawkins, 2000; Jonasson & Blondal, 
2002; Rumberger, 1995). Moreover, it may mediate the relationship between 
parenting style and ESL as adolescents’ achievement varies by parenting 
style (Adalbjarnardottir & Blondal, 2004). Therefore, parenting style may 
influence the likelihood of ESL partly due to its influence on adolescents’ 
academic achievement (see Figure 14).

Studies show that adolescents who perceive their parents as author-
itative are more likely to earn higher grades at school than adolescents 
who perceive their parents as non-authoritative (e.g. Adalbjarnardottir & 
Blondal, 2004; Baumrind, 1991). Positive associations between parent in-
volvement and academic achievement have been demonstrated in differ-
ent studies. A meta-analysis (Fan & Chen, 2001) indicated moderate asso-
ciations between parent involvement and an array of learning-related or 
academic skills, such as achievement motivation, task persistence and re-
ceptive vocabulary. In his study, Yaffe (2015) examined the relationship be-
tween parenting style, parental involvement in school and achievement 
among students with disabilities. The results of the study indicated that 
parenting style and parental involvement in school explain a significant 
proportion of the variance in educational functioning among students in-
cluded in the study. Parenting style and parental involvement modestly 
predicted academic achievements in language skills and mathematics. The 
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significant relationships between parenting style and educational function-
ing and achievements pointed to the better performance of students with 
authoritative parents compared to students with authoritarian ones. 

Several variations of social cognitive models of parental influence were 
proposed, focusing on children’s/adolescents’ academic achievement-relat-
ed behaviours and outcomes (e.g. Eccles-Parsons, Adler, & Kczala, 1982; 
Goodnow & Collins, 1990; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Holloway, 1988; 
Marjoribanks, 2002). Eccles and her colleagues developed a model in 
which they elaborated diverse pathways through which parents might in-
fluence their children’s achievement-related choices and motivational be-
liefs (Eccles, Arberton, Buchanan, Janis, Flanagan, Harold, & Reuman, 
1993). They proposed that parents can shape children’s/adolescents’ moti-
vational beliefs (e.g. self-concept of ability, task value) and achievement-re-
lated choices (including ESL) through a variety of child-/adolescent-specif-
ic beliefs (for instance, expectations of a child’s/adolescent’s achievement, 
perceptions of a child’s/adolescent’s abilities, perception of the values of 
various skills for the child/adolescent, perceptions of child’s/adolescent’s 
interests, and specific socialisation goals) and behaviours (such as teach-
ing strategies, career guidance, encouragement of various activities, provi-
sion of tools, toys opportunities, causal attributions for a child’s behaviour 
and outcomes, and emotional tone in interactions). The model was tested 
in a longitudinal study lasting over a period of 12 years involving children/
adolescents and their parents (Frome & Eccles, 1998; Fredricks & Eccles, 
2002; Simpkins, Fredericks, & Eccles, 2015). The results showed support for 
the hypothesis that parents influence children’s/adolescents’ motivation for 
school performance and that parents’ beliefs about their children’s/adoles-
cents’ abilities and competencies are quite stable Invalid source specified.. 
The findings also suggest that targeting parents prior to elementary school 
(when children are still developing their achievement-related motivation) 
will be a more effective method for increasing children’s long-term school 
motivation than targeting parents later in the elementary school years or 
even high school years when ESL is already present as a problem. These in-
terventions can educate parents about how they can shape children’s beliefs 
about school by providing inputs about their emerging abilities and the val-
ue of different skills. The results also demonstrate the important role early 
motivational beliefs (e.g. self-concept of ability, task value) play in shaping 
achievement-related choices in high school.
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Impact of parenting style on children’s/adolescents’ school 
engagement

School engagement is an important concept in most ESL theories (e.g. Finn, 
1989; Newman, Wehlage, & Lambdorn, 1992; Rumberger & Larsson, 1998). 
Studies show that it is also related to academic achievement (Alexander, 
Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Finn, 1993; Finn & Rock, 1997; Rumberger, 1995).

Different studies indicate the importance of the proximal environ-
ment in fostering school engagement (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
2004; Van Ryzin, Gravely, & Roseth, 2009). For example, Wang and Eccles 
(2012) found that social support from parents, teachers and peers facilitates 
adolescents’ school engagement. Results of the same study also showed that 
parental lack of social support (in comparison to peer lack of social sup-
port) was more important in reducing adolescents’ school engagement. 
Fewer studies have examined the importance of a multidimensional par-
enting style – a broader conceptualisation of child/adolescent upbring-
ing in comparison to single-parent practice – to foster school engagement 
among adolescents (Simons-Morton & Chen, 2009). Findings from these 
studies indicate that authoritative parenting is positively associated with 
student school engagement (Simons-Morton & Chen, 2009; Steinberg et 
al., 1994). A recent study by Blondal and Adalbjarnardottir (2014) revealed 
that adolescents with more authoritative parents (high acceptance, super-
vision, and psychological autonomy granting) were more likely to finish 
school compared to adolescents with less authoritative parents. The level of 
school engagement partly mediated the relationship between authoritative 
parenting and school completion. These results stress the impact of parent-
ing style on adolescents’ school engagement, which in turn reduces the risk 
of ESL (see Figure 14) (Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2014).

Impact of parenting style and parenting practices on ESL
Studies researching the influence of parenting on children’s and adoles-
cents’ school outcomes have mostly focused on specific parental prac-
tices such as parental involvement in a child’s education (McNeal, 1999; 
Rumberger, 1995) or parental support (Alexander, Entwisle, & Kabbani 
(2001). Parental involvement in school activities and contacts with teach-
ers may help to identify a child’s struggles and intervene earlier to mini-
mise the damage of a possible negative experience for the child (Chavkin 
& Williams, 1993).The extent to which parents are involved in their child’s 
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schooling impacts their child’s perceptions about school and its impor-
tance (Chavkin & Williams, 1993). Oyserman, Brickman and Rhodes (2007) 
highlighted that parental involvement in school impacts children’s/adoles-
cents’ belief that school is either important or unimportant, depending on 
the level of parental involvement provided. Studies have also shown that 
parental involvement in children’s homework is important for developing 
positive attitudes and study skills, which are essential for school success 
(Hoover-Dempsey, Battiato, Walker, Reed, DeJong, & Jones, 2001). McNeal 
(1999) referred to four types of parenting involvement (types of parenting 
social capital) that are associated with children’s/adolescents’ education-
al outcomes, including ESL: parent-child/adolescent discussion related to 
education, parental involvement in the parent-teacher organisation, paren-
tal monitoring of children’s/adolescents’ behaviour, and direct parental in-
volvement in children’s/adolescents’ educational practices. Of these four 
types of parental involvement, McNeal found the extent to which parents 
and children/adolescents regularly discuss education issues (parent-child/
adolescent discussion) had the greatest impact on educational outcomes. 
Parental support helps direct children/adolescents towards positive behav-
iour in school by reinforcing the notion of education as valuable and by 
monitoring children’s/adolescents’ engagement in school (McNeal, 1999; 
Pong, 1997).

Jimerson, Egeland, Sroufe and Carlson (2000) explored multiple pre-
dictors of high school ESL across adolescent development (a 19-year pro-
spective longitudinal study). Their proposed model of ESL emphasises the 
importance of the early home environment and the quality of early car-
egiving influencing subsequent development. The results of this study indi-
cate an important association of the early home environment, the quality 
of early caregiving, SES, IQ, behavioural problems, academic achievement, 
peer relations, and parent involvement with high school ESL at age 19. 
Correlations between maternal rejection and ESL were also found (Younge, 
Oetting, & Deffenbacher, 1996). Rejection and hostility scores of mothers 
whose sons had left school prior to completion and of mothers whose sons 
were doing well academically formed non-overlapping distributions. All 
mothers of ESLers had higher hostility and rejection scores than moth-
ers whose sons were doing well academically. The scores of mothers whose 
sons were still in school, but were experiencing academic problems, fell 
midway between these two groups and were significantly different from 
both (Younge, Oetting, & Deffenbacher, 1996). 
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The relationship between a broader conceptualisation of parenting 
practices (such as the parenting style) and ESL has not often been studied, 
although some studies have found a direct link between parenting style 
and school completion (see Figure 14). One of the cross-sectional stud-
ies in this field was conducted by Rumberger, Ghatak, Poulos, Ritter and 
Dornbusch (1990). The study was based on Baumrind’s (1971, 1991) parent-
ing style typology and provides evidence that adolescents with authorita-
tive parents are less likely to leave school prematurely compared to adoles-
cents raised by permissive parents. Another longitudinal study (Blondal 
& Adalbjarnardottir, 2009) indicates that 14-year-olds from authoritative 
families are more likely to have completed upper secondary education by 
age 22 compared to adolescents from non-authoritative families (when con-
trolling for gender, SES, temperament, and parental involvement). 

Conclusions and implications for practice 
The evidence presented in this article shows that specific parenting prac-
tices and also a broader concept of parental dimensions defined as par-
enting styles have an important impact on ESL and its prevention (e.g. 
Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2009; Ensminger, Lamkin, & 
Jacobson, 1996; Finn, 1989; Simpkins, Fredericks, & Eccles, 2015). For exam-
ple, parent-child/adolescent relationship factors such as caregiving quality, 
parental support (instrumental and emotional), hostility and rejection, and 
parent-child/adolescent communications all predict ESL or, on the other 
hand, high school completion (e.g. Brewster & Bowen, 2004; Jimerson et 
al., 2000). In a broader conceptualisation of a child’s upbringing, such as 
the parenting style (as defined by Baumrind (1971)), authoritative parent-
ing style (parents’ accepting, warm and encouraging yet firm behaviour to-
wards their children/adolescents, with clear standards and expectations for 
their behaviour) has the most favourable impact on their development and 
also acts as an ESL preventive factor (e.g. Steinberg, 2001). 

In the light of the presented findings and conclusions, it would be ad-
visable to present these findings to parents, different profiles of school work-
ers and multi-partner teams that focus in their work on preventing ESL and 
other school-related problems. Moreover, it might also be useful to present 
these findings to teachers since some researchers have compared teaching 
styles to parenting styles. They found that teachers’ characteristics similar 
to those parenting practices characterised as authoritative (warm and au-
tonomy-supportive as opposed to controlling) were found to be positively 
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related to student motivation, feelings of academic competence (e.g. Moos, 
1978; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994; Wentzel, 1997) and engagement (Fallu 
& Janosz, 2003; Crosnoe, Kirkpatrick, Johnson & Elder, 2004; Murray & 
Malgrem, 2005). Schools could, for example, develop various education 
and training courses where parents and teachers could be familiarised with 
practical ways of fostering an authoritative parenting/teaching style. Such 
parent/teacher training would help parents and teachers understand that 
by granting adolescents a greater degree of autonomy and responsibility 
they can support their academic achievements, their perception of self-ef-
ficacy and help them be more engaged in school and less inclined to leave 
school. Another idea would be to highlight the contents related to autono-
my in children/adolescent upbringing as part of teachers’ initial education-
al programmes, thus contributing to the dissemination of study findings in 
the school sphere. 

Different evaluations of ESL prevention programmes have shown (see 
Hall, 2014) the most successful strategy of ESL prevention engaged in by 
parent(s). Programmes with parental involvement, family counselling and 
conflict resolution components often achieved greater success than those 
without parental involvement (White, 2010). Students demonstrated in-
creased attendance, improved academic motivation as well as improved 
performance and behaviour when their parents were also involved in 
ESL prevention programmes (Cheney, Stage, Hawken, Lynass, Mielenz, & 
Waugh, 2009). Moreover, parents could also be (more actively) included in 
the multi-partner cooperation with school professionals in teams working 
on the subject of preventing ESL. In this way, parents would be able to con-
tribute their insights into the subject and also simultaneously learn from 
the professionals and establish a bridge between research and practice in 
the field of parenting. 
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Synopsis
Students with learning difficulties are at a greater risk for ESL than 
their peers since they are disproportionately more likely to experi-
ence other risk factors for ESL at the individual, family, school, com-
munity and/or system levels. Multiple and individualised approach-
es should be used by the system and educators to reduce the influence 
of these factors.

Summary
All across Europe, young people who leave school early are more 
likely to come from disadvantaged groups. These include young 
people with a disability, special needs or physical and mental health 
problems (NESSE, 2010). Students with learning difficulties are con-
sidered one of the disadvantaged groups even though there is no sin-
gle interpretation or agreed definition of the term ‘learning difficul-
ty’. To better understand the background of learning difficulties and 
its relationship with ESL, a basic overview of the terminology is in-
troduced in the paper. Regardless of the particular definition, stu-
dents with learning difficulties are affected by several factors that in-
fluence their tendency for ESL even more than their peers, such as 
personal attitudes, family and community, and especially the teach-
ers, the education system and also others. Students with learning 
difficulties indicate they do not feel engaged and connected to the 
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school since the traditional programmes and teachers fail to meet 
their needs (Palladino, Poli, Masi, & Marcheschi, 2000). 
Interventions to combat ESL therefore need to be based on an un-
derstanding of its complex determinants and the factors that op-
erate in individual cases. The goal should be to promote a whole-
school approach including teachers’ professional development since 
teachers’ improved social and emotional competencies and didac-
tical approaches would offer a great supportive factor for students 
with learning difficulties in the ESL prevention context. 
Some programmes have already proven to be successful for prevent-
ing ESL for students with learning difficulties, such as Cognitive 
Behavioural Interventions, the Check and Connect programme, and 
Shema Broadening Instruction. Therefore, further development of 
prevention programmes could be based on experiences with them. 
Key words: learning difficulties, learning disabilities, early school 
leaving, prevention

Introduction
Learning difficulties have constituted very diverse and extensive phenome-
na in education research ever since reading and maths literacy were recog-
nised as key skills for mastering everyday life with education institutions 
being considered responsible for developing those skills and others. In the 
present century, the extent and problem of educating students with learn-
ing difficulties is more and more recognised although it is impossible to ex-
actly determine the extent of the phenomenon since there is no consensus 
on the definition and diagnosis of learning difficulties. Even the terminol-
ogy is not abundantly clear since learning difficulties, learning disabilities 
and learning disorders are often used as synonyms. In addition, the term 
special educational needs includes similar descriptions. 

Depending on various definitions, some authors (Geary, 2006; Mercer 
& Pullen, 2005) claim that there is a 4%–8% prevalence of learning diffi-
culties among students. Other authors indicate quite different propor-
tions of students with learning difficulties or learning disabilities. Taanila, 
Yliherva, Kaakinen, Moilanen & Ebeling (2011) reported that in Finland 
approximately 21% of children had learning difficulties. As explained, the 
terminology is a great issue while attempting to determine the precise prev-
alence of students with learning difficulties. 
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The complexity of the phenomena is even more evident when the re-
lationship between learning difficulties and ESL is being established. 
Nevertheless, it is evident that the prevalence of ESLers among students 
with learning difficulties is much bigger than the prevalence among their 
peers (Wagner, 1991). It is therefore necessary to understand the features of 
the phenomena in detail in order to develop efficient interventions.

Thus, the aim of this article is to outline the terminology of learning 
difficulties/disorders/disabilities and to explain the relationship with ESL 
as well as possible implications and approaches for teachers and other edu-
cators working with students with learning difficulties.

Methodology
We conducted a review of the literature by searching in the ERIC 
(EBSCOhost), SpringerLink, Wiley, Sage, Proquest, and Science Direct 
search engines for information about learning difficulties, learning disa-
bilities and their relationship with ESL. We included three types of docu-
ments in the search: scientific papers, scientific monographs explaining the 
theoretical background, along with EU documents and reports on the sub-
ject matter. 

The research on learning difficulties and learning disabilities is a high-
ly targeted issue since, for example, the EBSCOhost Information Services 
reports about 6,000 papers and books on learning difficulties and more 
than 30,000 academic papers and books on learning disabilities. However, 
relatively few papers examine the direct relationship between learning dif-
ficulties/disabilities and ESL. Therefore, several papers were considered 
that explain the relationship between ESL and different factors related to 
ESL. Only a few included learning difficulties as an explanatory factor for 
ESL although several papers indicate that the proportion of students with 
learning difficulties among ESLers is much greater than the proportion 
among their peers.

Defining learning difficulties
In both the research and literature many different terms are used to de-
scribe special educational needs specifically related to learning. Since the 
definitions and terminology vary widely, it is necessary to first introduce 
the relationship between the definitions and terms in order to allow us to 
subsequently indicate the relationship with ESL. 



e a r ly school l e av i ng: con t e m por a ry eu rope a n per spect i v e s

290

The Oxford English Dictionary (b.d.) defines learning difficulties as 
difficulties in acquiring knowledge and skills at the normal level expect-
ed of those of the same age, especially due to mental disability or cogni-
tive disorder covering the range from Down’s syndrome to conditions such 
as dyslexia. It also (ibid.) defines a learning disability as a condition giving 
rise to learning difficulties, especially when not associated with a physical 
disability. 

Although the Oxford English Dictionary is one of the most referred 
to dictionaries, its definition is not explicit enough to be adopted by differ-
ent authors and countries. In country-specific contexts, several definitions 
have been adopted.

In English-speaking countries, different terms especially “learning 
disability”, “learning difficulty” as well as “learning dysfunction”, “learn-
ing disorder”, “learning deficit” and “learning delay” are used (Taanila et 
al., 2011) and the meanings are not monolithic. The definition of students 
with learning disabilities or students with learning difficulties varies in dif-
ferent countries, underlining the complexity of the issue. 

In the United Kingdom (UK), the terms “learning difficulty” and 
“learning disability” are often used interchangeably, which is confusing. 
The Children and Families Act (2014) states that a child or young person 
has special educational needs if they have a learning difficulty or disability 
which calls for special educational provision to be made for him or her. A 
child or young person has a learning difficulty or disability if they: 

- have significantly greater difficulty in learning than the majority 
of others of the same age; or  

- have a disability which prevents or hinders them from making 
use of facilities of a kind generally provided for others of the same 
age in mainstream schools or mainstream post-16 institutions. 

The Equality Act (2010) defines disability as a physical or mental im-
pairment that has a “substantial” and “long-term” negative effect on one’s 
ability to perform normal daily activities. It explains that, unlike learning 
disability, a learning difficulty does not affect general intelligence but is de-
scribed as specific problems in processing certain forms of information. 
While this was one attempt to distinguish “difficulties” from “disabilities”, 
in the UK today the understanding that “learning difficulties” also include 
a general impairment of intelligence is still present. 
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In the USA, the term “learning disability” has a different meaning. 
Learning disability is used there to cover several specific learning disor-
ders particularly in relation to reading, writing and maths, such as dyslexia, 
dyspraxia and dyscalculia. The terms “intellectual disabilities” and “mental 
retardation” are commonly used as labels to describe what in the UK would 
be understood as learning disabilities (Hardie & Tilly, 2012).

In France, Law no. 2005-102 of 11 February 2005 (Art. L. 114 of the 
Social Action and Families Code) defines disability in the following man-
ner: “What constitutes a disability, in the present law’s meaning, is any lim-
itation of a person’s activity or limitation of participation in social life in 
their environment because of a substantial, lasting or definitive alteration 
of one or several physical, sensory, mental, cognitive or psychological func-
tions, a multi-disability or debilitating health problem” (Eurydice, n.d.). 
Regarding the definitions presented above, this is a much broader descrip-
tion since it includes the entire scope of impairments and is considered in 
such a way that includes all different special (educational) needs.

In Germany, predominantly the term “learning disabilities” is de-
scribed. Despite the literal translation of the term “learning disabilities” 
and the significant historical German-European contributions to the 
American concept of learning disabilities, Lernbehinderung has little in 
common with the American concept of learning disability. In describing 
the German school population with Lernbehinderung, four special edu-
cation populations are emerging: (a) students having school achievement 
problems with different causes, including poor teaching; (b) deficits in cog-
nitive functions (low IQ); (c) specific learning disabilities (perception-pro-
cessing disorders); and (d) sociocultural or socioeconomic deprivation 
(Opp, 1992). Also in the German context, Büttner and Hasselhorn (2011) 
state that students with difficulties in specific cognitive processes and aca-
demic achievement with otherwise normal levels of intellectual function-
ing are classified as having a learning disability. This indicates that more 
contemporary definitions at least partly exclude the above-mentioned defi-
cits in cognitive functions.

Regarding the definitions described above, it is evident that it is diffi-
cult to recognise the same sample of students in different national contexts 
when considering the terms used in the analyses. Nevertheless, some re-
semblance has emerged such as distinguishing between students with aver-
age intellectual functioning and those with impairments to their intellec-
tual functioning. 
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In response to all these diverse interpretations, the OECD adopted 
three cross-national categories for a group of students who are provided 
with additional resources to help with their studies: students with disabili-
ties, difficulties and disadvantages (OECD, 2007). Students with disabilities 
or impairments are viewed in medical terms as organic disorders attributa-
ble to organic pathologies (e.g. in relation to sensory, motor or neurological 
defects). Students with difficulties are defined as students with behavioural 
or emotional disorders, or specific difficulties with learning. Students with 
disadvantages are defined as arising primarily from socio-economic, cul-
tural and/or linguistic factors (ibid.).

However, the conceptualisation and definition of learning difficulties 
remains a big issue to be tackled in the future. Considering all the defini-
tions presented above for the purpose of this paper, the term ‘learning diffi-
culties’ will be used to signify the broadest understanding of students who 
have any kind of difficulties related to learning regardless of their origin 
and severity since analyses of the relationship between learning difficulties 
and ESL most often do not include a precise definition of the terminology 
to enable us to distinguish between different backgrounds of the phenom-
ena. Although there is no universal definition of students with learning 
difficulties, authors (European Agency, 2016; Korhonen, Linnanmäki, & 
Aunio, 2014; Kortering & Braziel, 1998; NESF, 2001) agree that this group of 
students belongs to “vulnerable groups” that are at high risk of low achieve-
ment and ESL – as already indicated in the introduction.

Learning difficulties and ESL
As described, there is no single ‘cause’ of ESL. Instead, multiple risk factors 
have been recognised that interact with each other and operate at various 
levels of young people’s ecologies. Factors relate to individual characteris-
tics, family background, schools, education systems and wider social and 
economic conditions (European Agency, 2016). Related to these factors, 
ESL is largely characterised by a lack of academic success and low motiva-
tion for school work (Lan & Lanthier, 2003) which are also among the main 
characteristics of students with learning difficulties (Filippatou & Kaldi, 
2010). In fact, all students with special educational needs (SEN) are more 
likely to have lower attainments in school, poorer relationships and emo-
tional and behavioural difficulties and to be at greater risk of ESL than their 
peers (Hakkarainen, Holopainen, & Savolainen, 2016). It has been wide-
ly analysed and proven that, overall, young people with any kind of special 
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educational needs achieve less than their peers and are more likely to tru-
ant and be excluded from school and therefore to be ESLers than their peers 
(Rogers, 2016).

Wagner and Davis (2006) show that students with learning disabilities 
and students with emotional and behavioural disorders experience dispro-
portionately higher drop-out rates than other students with special needs. 
Also among adults of working age, those with a disability are roughly half 
as likely to have degree-level qualifications than those without disabilities 
(EHRC, 2011). The drop-out rate for all students in the USA, for example, is 
7%; for students served under the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) it is 21.1%; while for the subset of students served under the 
IDEA with emotional disturbance the drop-out rate climbs to 38.7% (Child 
Mind Institute, 2016). 

The prevalence of ESL among students with learning difficulties indi-
cates there is a strong connection between the two phenomena but that oth-
er factors are also significantly related to ESL, and it is evident that learn-
ing difficulty by itself does not explain the reasons for ESL more than the 
other factors. 

Special educational needs (SEN) or disability status may not offer an 
explanation for ESL over and above that provided by other risk factors, but 
nonetheless it is closely associated with those factors. In other words, stu-
dents identified as having SEN are disproportionately more likely to ex-
perience factors that increase the risk for ESL (European Agency, 2016). 
Students with SEN are more likely than their peers to experience low levels 
of engagement, or to experience rapid decreases in engagement, and hence 
to leave school (Janosz, Archambault, Morizot, & Pagani, 2008). These are 
related both to students’ individual characteristics and their family charac-
teristics (SES, support provided by the family to the student etc.)

Among the risk factors for ESL the school context is also regarded as 
important, especially when considering students with learning difficulties. 
Several students with learning difficulties indicated they did not feel en-
gaged and connected to the school since the traditional programmes and 
teachers had failed to meet their needs (Palladino et al., 2000). It has been 
stated that students are less likely to drop out of schools where the rela-
tionships between teachers and students are consistently positive (Lee & 
Burkam, 2001). The relations between teachers and students have an es-
pecially strong effect on students with learning difficulties, their learning 
outcomes and their motivation to stay in school (Shaddock, 2007). It may 
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matter less in which setting students are included than whether they find 
that setting supportive (European Agency, 2016). Therefore, it is very im-
portant to establish provisions that would empower teachers and other ed-
ucators with competencies to meet different students’ needs.

Accordingly, one could argue that there are both learning difficulties 
by definition that are hindering these students from performing well or 
staying engaged in schools as well as the education system that does not 
support them in meeting their needs. Thus, there is a great need to act ac-
cordingly and take action to enable these students to reach their potential. 
The question remains of whether education facilities are able to make ap-
propriate provisions for every student with different learning difficulties, 
disabilities and special educational needs to succeed. Actions regarding the 
prevention of ESL for students with learning difficulties would need to fo-
cus on several different issues in order to cope with the multiple factors 
leading to ESL, including their individual needs and motivation.

How to support students with learning difficulties to prevent 
ESL

Research-based considerations
The European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (2016) 
suggests that many types of interventions to reduce ESL are likely to work 
if introduced with sufficient quality and sufficient attention to local and in-
dividual circumstances. However, single-strand interventions are not the 
most effective way forward. There is a need for a broad range of actions fo-
cused on students, their schools and their families and the opportunity 
structures which shape their choices. 

Efforts to reduce ESL among students with learning difficulties or even 
special educational needs students in general should therefore focus on of-
fering an individually designed high level of support and different opportu-
nities regarding all circumstances related to the individual student’s educa-
tional experiences and motivation, including both the student’s individual 
needs and characteristics, their background and also the teachers’ and ed-
ucation system’s characteristics. 

Combatting the risks for ESL among young people identified as having 
SEN and/or a disability involves ensuring that: 

- these young people have an appropriately high level of support; 
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- their transitions are planned carefully; 

- their families are involved; and 
- there actually are appropriate high-quality education opportuni-

ties available to them (European Agency, 2016).

Regarding this, some approaches should include careful monitoring of 
the students and recognising those in risk followed by early individualised 
interventions based on the specific needs of each student with learning dif-
ficulties. The European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education 
(2016) suggests that individualised academic support together with social, 
emotional and behavioural interventions should be implemented. 

Several of the actions listed below can be considered while discussing 
the probability of reducing ESL among the learning difficulties population. 
As already indicated, these measures are welcomed for preventing ESL in 
general. But they are considerably more important for students with learn-
ing difficulties since by definition they are each more likely to experience 
more risk factors for ESL than their peers without learning difficulties.

A significant reduction of ESL requires fundamental changes in cur-
riculum design processes, workflow design, and staff training; it demands 
creative use of technology and the development of partnerships with key 
stakeholders. ESL prevention needs to be built into existing programmes 
and newly created programmes also need to be designed (Smink & Schargel, 
2004) for students with learning difficulties and for teachers’ educational 
and professional development. There are several issues that must be con-
sidered when planning new approaches for the education of students with 
learning difficulties in order to reduce their ESL prevalence.

Drop-out and ESL rates have been linked to the characteristics of the 
curriculum and instruction. Typically, the focus has been on an adapted 
curriculum and upgrading teachers’ skills by providing training in stu-
dent-centred, active pedagogy/instruction. Less often, the curriculum con-
tent itself is challenged. The lesson that has been learned is that adapting a 
curriculum which is not relevant or is not teaching functional skills in the 
first place does little to motivate students to stay in school (Peters, 2007).

Since the importance of individualised academic support has already 
been highlighted, it is evident that educators should also consider adapting 
the curriculum especially for an individualised education plan for students 
with learning difficulties in order to include more topics that are interesting 
and motivating for them. As the changes in the workflow design (where the 
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school coordinates the information flow, services and systems to support 
the prevention of ESL) are also suggested as an important approach for re-
ducing ESL, the importance of the contemporary suggestions of educators’ 
professional development approaches regarding learning difficulties which 
propose a whole-school approach is obvious. 

The whole-school approach has been emerging as the approach that is 
the most presentable for inclusive education in general and the most sup-
portive for students with learning difficulties. Basic principles of whole-
school approaches include participation and collaboration (Peters, 2007). 
In this approach, the entire school community (school leaders, teaching 
and non-teaching staff, learners, parents and families) engages in a cohe-
sive, collective and collaborative action to tackle ESL, with strong cooper-
ation with external stakeholders and the community at large (European 
Commission, 2015).

Attitudes to learning difficulties in general and to teaching students 
with learning difficulties also constitute a critical challenge in the strug-
gle to reduce ESL among students with learning difficulties. Traditional ap-
proaches focus on teacher attitudes in classrooms. But contemporary train-
ing programmes are also beginning to target other groups such as students 
with learning difficulties themselves, their peers and their parents (Peters, 
2007). The whole-school approach covering teachers’ professional develop-
ment, the students with learning difficulties, their peers and other stake-
holders thus seems to hold most potential for cutting ESL. Some best prac-
tices are presented below.

Good practices 
Several approaches/good practices have been recognised as successful in 
preventing ESL among students with learning difficulties. 

One of these approaches is called Cognitive Behavioural Interventions. 
This was recognised as an effective approach to help students with disabil-
ities stay in school by reducing aggressive behaviours of students and it has 
shown its effectiveness across different educational environments, disabili-
ty types, ethnicities and genders. With this approach, students learn strat-
egies that promote self-regulation, increase positive behaviour and reduce 
inappropriate behaviour, and it simultaneously provides educators with in-
formation to assist in implementing those strategies. Using cognitive-be-
havioural interventions can substantively lessen the kinds of problem be-
haviours that frequently result in school suspensions and/or expulsions 
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that subsequently lead to ESL (Riccomini, Bost, Katsiyannis, & Zhang, 
2005; Cobb, Sample, Alwell, & Johns, 2005). 

A prevention programme called “Check and Connect” is a compre-
hensive prevention programme designed to enhance students’ engagement 
at school and has also been successful among students with disabilities and 
learning difficulties. The “Check” component uses consistent monitoring 
of students at risk of dropout (e.g. course failures, tardiness, missed classes, 
absenteeism, detention and suspension) and then the “Connect” compo-
nent involves programme staff giving individualised attention to students 
in partnership with other school staff, family members and the communi-
ty through academic support, in-depth problem-solving, and coordination 
with community services (Institute of Education Sciences, 2015). 

Some interventions also tackle approaches for specific learning diffi-
culties. For example, based on their findings Korhonen et al. (2014) sug-
gest interventions for students with learning difficulties in mathematics 
that target both skills and the academic self-concept of students. Such an 
approach is Schema Broadening Instruction (i.e. Fuchs et al., 2009) which 
incorporates elements (praise, feedback) that aim to enhance the specific 
or general academic self-concept of students. Instruction based on schema 
theory encourages students to develop a schema for each problem type but 
also teachers need to be shown how to formulate such instruction. 

Analyses of these approaches also confirm that students with learning 
difficulties are in need of receiving additional and specific academic sup-
port and simultaneously the support that tackles their self-concept (both 
general and academic) and motivation. Many forms of interventions are 
likely to be effective, although the quality of implementation and sensitivi-
ty to specific individual (or local) circumstances are important. 

Conclusion
Students with special educational needs and learning difficulties are more 
likely than their peers without learning difficulties to experience low lev-
els of engagement, or to experience rapid decreases in engagement (Janosz 
et al., 2008), they are more likely to have lower achievements (Hakkarainen 
et al., 2016) and therefore are more at risk for ESL (European Agency, 2016). 
But ESL is a complex phenomenon and other factors are also interrelat-
ed, such as family, SES, ethnicity, school support etc., which should all 
be considered when planning an intervention for a student with learning 
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difficulties at risk of ESL with an emphasis on influencing the above-men-
tioned features.

In order not to put students at further risk of ESL, schools should be 
identifying and supporting at-risk children with prevention programmes. 
A widely deployed, integrated system of evidence-supported, school-based 
mental health and preventive services is needed (Child Mind Institute, 
2016) so as to reduce the probability of poor achievements, low levels of en-
gagement and related to that also ESL. It was determined that the relation-
ship of students with their teachers and the whole-school approach are es-
pecially important when discussing students with learning difficulties in 
terms of preventing ESL. By definition, learning difficulties hinder their 
learning process (that in turn leads to low academic performance and ESL) 
but also the system and methods used do not enable these students to reach 
their potential. Therefore, not only should the empowerment of teachers 
and other educators through professional development be considered but 
other stakeholders are also an important issue to focus on while planning 
changes in systematic approaches for reducing ESL levels among students 
with learning difficulties.

Several intervention programmes and approaches have proven to be 
effective regarding preventing students with learning difficulties from leav-
ing school early, such as Cognitive Behavioural Interventions concentrat-
ing on reducing students’ problem behaviour (Riccomini et al., 2005; Cobb 
et al., 2005), the Check and Connect intervention focusing on monitoring 
and providing timely support (Institute of Education Sciences, 2015) and 
Schema Broadening Instruction focusing on improving students’ prob-
lem-solving approaches and self-concept (Fuchs et al., 2009). These and 
other best practices can be used to establish a programme that would be 
effective in particular local and individual circumstances for reducing the 
risk factors for students with learning difficulties becoming ESLers.
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Synopsis
Career guidance (with appropriate methods, contents, early provi-
sion, the actors involved) can overcome two important (individu-
al) ESL risk factors – the lack of relevance of schooling and the lack 
of educational/career aspirations. The systematic development of ca-
reer management skills helps potential ESLers perceive their school-
ing as a meaningful part of their lifelong personal, social and career 
development. 

Summary
Research findings show that ESLers often cite the lack of their school-
ing’s work and life relevance as a factor in their ESL (e.g. Hooley et 
al., 2011) and that young people with uncertain occupational aspi-
rations or ones misaligned with their educational expectations are 
considerably more likely to become ESLers (Yates et al., 2011). There 
is a growing international consensus (Eurydice, 2014; Kraatz, 2014; 
OECD, 2003; Oomen & Plant, 2014) that these two important (in-
dividual) risk factors for ESL can be successfully overcome by pro-
viding appropriately organised and implemented career guidance in 
schools. 

The article presents career guidance as a promising measure for deal-
ing with ESL (Eurydice, 2014; Kraatz, 2014; OECD, 2003; Oomen 

2.3.7 
The Role of Career Guidance in ESL 
Urška Štremfel
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& Plant, 2014). It shows how successfully developed career manage-
ment skills (CMS) (defined as “a range of competences which pro-
vide structured ways for individuals (and groups) to gather, analyse, 
synthesise and organise self, educational and occupational informa-
tion, as well as the skills to make and implement decisions and transi-
tions” (ELGPN, 2010)) that result from career guidance help students 
at risk of ESL understand and internalise the connections between 
school and work and become more actively engaged in their aca-
demic tasks (Hamilton & Hamilton, 1994; Solberg et al., 2002). The 
article also provides a review of theoretically and empirically con-
sidered successful career guidance approaches, which may create a 
stimulating learning environment for the development of CMS by: 
a) using appropriate (e.g. individual/group, curricular/extracurricu-
lar) methods; b) providing necessary contents (advice and support, 
skills development, information provision); c) its early introduction 
and provision through the entire educational path; and d) the coop-
eration and coordination of various stakeholders in its delivery. The 
article concludes by stating that appropriately organised and imple-
mented career guidance (provided as either a separate or integrated 
educational activity) holds great potential in helping students at risk 
of ESL look beyond their immediate limitations and perceive their 
schooling as a meaningful part of their lifelong personal, social and 
career development.

Key words: career guidance, career management skills, relevance of 
schooling, career aspirations, ESL 

Introduction 
From adolescence to young adulthood, young people are exploring differ-
ent identities and considering possibilities for their future but, at the same 
time, they are aware of the barriers that may hinder the fulfilment of their 
plans (Gottfredson, 1981). Planning for the future (including anticipated 
school completion and employment) is recognised as an important devel-
opmental task in adolescence (Blustein, Juntunen, & Worthington, 2000; 
Erikson, 1968). Various empirical studies (e.g. Armstrong & Crombie, 
2000; Messersmith & Schulengberg, 2008) reveal the important role of pos-
itive future-oriented cognitions in adolescents’ latter (educational and/or 
occupational) attainment. 
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Various research studies reveal there is a small but significant share 
of adolescents who express uncertainty regarding their aspirations and ex-
pectations for their future. Further, while most endorsed their commit-
ment to the value of education, adolescents with uncertain intentions re-
ported greater ambivalence about the relevance of continued schooling 
for their own lives compared to those who planned to continue in school 
(Croll, Attwood, Fuuler, & Last, 2008). This is especially significant for 
low-achieving students, who are recognised as a potential ESL group. The 
study by Yates et al. (2011) finds that young people with uncertain occupa-
tional/career aspirations or ones misaligned with their educational expec-
tations are considerably more likely to become ESLers by the age of 18.

In these days of economic crisis and a dynamic labour market, ca-
reer paths cannot be accurately predicted during schooling (Blossfeld, 
2005; Gutman, Schoon & Sabates, 2012). Transitions from school to work 
are clearly influenced by a very wide range of social, economic and edu-
cation-system-level factors. However, school does have a formative impact 
on young people’s ability to form career-oriented goals and successfully 
manage their transition from school to work (Creed & Gagliardi, 2014). 
Although schools are not the only influence on young people’s careers, they 
can and do exert an important influence on young people’s approach to 
their career (Hooley, Marriott, & Sampson, 2011). Strong and well-devel-
oped career guidance systems available to all learners have been identified 
as a promising measure in this regard. Council Conclusions (2015) state 
that a lack of career management skills may encourage learners to leave 
education prematurely. Similarly, the European Commission (2015) and 
CEDEFOP (2010) identified career guidance as one of the most important 
approaches for preventing ESL. 

The main aim of the article is to present career guidance and career 
management skills as a promising measure for addressing ESL. First, con-
ceptualisations and definitions of career guidance and career management 
skills are introduced. Second, selected ESL risk factors from the career de-
velopment perspective are presented (namely, lack of relevance of schooling 
and lack of educational/career aspirations). Third, the article attempts to 
provide an answer regarding how to organise and implement career guid-
ance (methods, activities, contents, the actors involved) to be effective in 
preventing ESL. The conclusion summarises the key findings. The arti-
cle considers the dominant discussions in the field based on the presump-
tion that individuals (ESLers) are responsible for their own educational and 
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career development. The ways in which this prevailing idea is questioned 
(by considering that individual low educational/career aspirations and the 
lack of schooling’s relevance are also affected by family socio-economic 
background, the quality of educational provision and the general social and 
economic situation in a country) is not a focus of this article. 

Methodology 
To address the article’s aims, the following methods are employed: (a) an 
analysis of relevant literature and secondary sources. Within this frame-
work, we conducted a literature search of the scientific EBSCOhost and 
Web of Science online research databases. The main key words for search-
ing the relevant scientific literature were: early school leaving, career guid-
ance, career management skills, relevance of schooling, educational aspira-
tions, career aspirations; and (b) an analysis of formal documents and legal 
sources at the EU and national levels (EU official documents in the field of 
educational policy, non-official documents, press releases), an analysis of 
the national policy documents (e.g. legislation, strategies, reports) in EU 
member states. 

What is career guidance? Career guidance and career 
management skills 

Several theoretical approaches adopt different perspectives (e.g. trait and 
factor theory, opportunity structure theory, developmental theory, social 
learning theory, constructivist theory, community interactions theory, ca-
reer learning theory) to explain how the individual’s career decisions are 
actually made in practice (for a review, see Lovšin, 2016). Influenced in par-
ticular by the developmental theory, the social learning theory and the trait 
and factor theory, and to some extent also the opportunity structure the-
ory, in the 1970s Law (1999) developed a comprehensive counselling mod-
el called D-O-T-S: 

‐ D – Decision learning – learning about types of decision-making 
and the factors that must be considered; 

‐ O – Opportunity awareness – discovering opportunities for ed-
ucation, training, employment, learning about careers and the 
world of work in general; 
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‐ T – Transition learning – learning the skills needed to make the 
transition between different levels and types of education, transi-
tion to the labour market etc.;1 and

‐ S – Self-awareness – identifying one’s traits, interests, knowledge, 
capabilities and talents etc. 

In addition to focusing on the individual’s traits and competencies, the 
model is centred on taking into account the individual’s personal experi-
ences when it comes to changing the traits (developmental theory), and the 
connections between the individual’s decisions and opportunities present-
ed within their social environment (opportunity structure theory). By tak-
ing the developmental theory into account, the model assumes that what is 
vitally important for the individual’s career is not a single act of making the 
right decision, but the developmental aspect that lasts a lifetime. The skills 
acquired by individuals through learning in all of these four areas are re-
ferred to as career management skills (CMS). This crucial paradigm shift 
from a one-off decision to the lifelong nature of one’s career also results in 
a redefinition of the role of (career) counsellors. In this sense, the main task 
of counsellors has transformed from being someone who matches work-
ers with jobs, trainers, educators and mentors who encourage learning in 
those individuals they provide advice to. In that framework, their counsel-
ling work is understood as lifelong career guidance (Kohont et al., 2011: 28; 
in Lovšin, 2016). 

After considering contemporary theoretical perspectives on career 
guidance and the DOTS model, which understand career guidance as a 
lifelong process of awareness of oneself and one’s opportunities and learn-
ing about decisions and transitions, different definitions of career guidance 
have been developed within the European context. 

The most elaborate definition and explanation is found in a resolution 
of the Council of the EU (2004, p. 2): 

 In the context of lifelong learning, guidance refers to a range of ac-
tivities that enables citizens of any age and at any point in their 
lives to identify their capacities, competences and interests, to make 
educational, training and occupational decisions and to manage 

1 Transitions, as the most important life changes, are recognised as the most risky fac-
tor for ESL (e.g. Downes, 2014). A meta-analysis by Baker and Taylor (1998) conclud-
ed it was possible to demonstrate that career development interventions help stu-
dents successfully manage their transition phases and play an important role in the 
young person’s further personal, social and career development. 
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their individual life paths in learning, work and other settings in 
which these capacities and competences are learned and/or used. 

Sultana (2012) explains that CMS (as a result of lifelong career guid-
ance) is a particularly Anglo-Saxon term in origin, but in his opinion 
Council Resolution (2004) and several renderings of its definition seem to 
have followed its French translation (acquisistion de la capacité de s’orient-
er), which overlaps with the notion of self-guidance.2 Thomsen (2014, p. 5) 
explains that the understanding of CMS differs between countries and sees 
as one of the most encompassing definitions the following one developed 
in Nordic countries: “Career competences are competences for self-under-
standing and self-development; for exploring life and the worlds of learn-
ing and work; and for dealing with life, learning and work in periods of 
change and transitions. Career competences involve being aware, not only 
of what you do, but also what you could do, and of how individuals are 
formed by their daily activities and their actions while simultaneously af-
fecting their own opportunities for the future”. 

After considering differences between member states, the European 
Lifelong Guidance Policy Network (ELGPN, 2014, p. 14) broadly defines 
CMS as “a range of competences which provide structured ways for indi-
viduals (and groups) to gather, analyse, synthesise and organise self, educa-
tional and occupational information, as well as the skills to make and im-
plement decisions and transitions”.

The above brief review of how lifelong career guidance and CMS are 
conceived shows it should not be exclusively understood as the support giv-
en to students in choosing which education or career option to take, but 
that it equally involves psychological counselling and the provision of ad-
ditional learning support (also see Robertson, 2013). Career guidance may 
directly benefit well-being via the provision of a helping relationship, emo-
tional support, building up confidence or beliefs in one’s competence, pro-
moting optimism via identifying future goals, and defining vocational 
identity (Robertson, 2013: 259).3 In this way, guidance should interrelated-
ly empower students for their career, personal and social development (see 
Blount, 2012; Štremfel & Lovšin, 2016). 
2 Self-guidance includes approaches designed to assist individuals in developing skills 

for managing their own careers.
3 For an insight into the relationship between psychological problems and career 

choice problems among adolescents, see Kunnen (2014). 
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How can CMS overcome selected ESL factors? The lack 
of relevance of schooling and career aspirations as ESL risk 
factors 

Various factors at the individual, school and system level have been identi-
fied as being related to ESL. Research shows that students’ well-developed 
career competencies (appropriately supported at all levels) are an impor-
tant protective factor for ESL (Meijers, Kuijpers, & Gundy, 2013). It is recog-
nised that career education mainly addresses two important and interrelat-
ed (individual) risk factors for ESL: the lack of relevance of schooling and 
the lack of career aspirations. Different studies (e.g. Hamilton & Hamilton, 
1994; Lamb & Rice, 2008; Schargel & Smink, 2001; Solberg et al., 2002) also 
pointed to various other positive effects of career education4 in this regard: 
overcoming the sense of disconnection, improving one’s learning motiva-
tion, increasing personal and social competencies and self-esteem, acquir-
ing a range of knowledge and skills related to employment and work, rais-
ing academic achievement and consequently enhancing school completion 
and reducing drop outs. 

Lack of relevance of schooling 
One main reason that young people leave school early is identified as fail-
ing to perceive the relevance of their school education (perceived lack of 
suitability of curricula) for their everyday life, interests and career pros-
pects (Byrne & Smyth, 2010). ACTE (2007) reports that many students lose 
their interest and motivation in education because the cur riculum does not 
seem to have real-world applications. Academic knowledge is often present-
ed in isolation instead of in a way that shines a spotlight on how the sub-
ject is useful in the real world. ACTE explains these findings with the re-
sults of focus groups made up of dropouts aged 16–24, with 47% saying they 
dropped out of high school because the classes were not interesting (bor-
ing) and 69% saying they did not feel motivated. When referring to these 
two findings, the report states that the re spondents consistently noted how 
4 In the literature, the relationship between career guidance, orientation and educa-

tion has been obfuscated by semantic confusions (for a review, see Watts (2013). In 
this paper, we follow his definitions and distinctions which explain that career guid-
ance (as defined in the previous chapter) includes three main elements: career infor-
mation, career counselling and career education, whereas career education is un-
derstood as part of the educational curriculum, in which attention is paid to helping 
groups of individuals develop the competencies they need to manage their career 
development. 
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they had felt that school did not seem relevant. The most illustrative is the 
statement by one student explaining: “they make you take classes in school 
that you’re never go ing to use in life” (ACTE, 2007). Similar results emerge 
from a 2006 poll of at-risk USA (California) 9th- and 10th-graders where 
it was found that six in 10 respondents were not motivated to succeed at 
school. Of those students, more than 90% said they would have been more 
engaged in their education if the classes had helped them acquire skills and 
knowledge relevant to their future careers. 

Research results show that holding a negative perception of the impor-
tance of education and its relevance to ‘real life’, contained in the frequent-
ly expressed question “Why do I have to learn this?”, brings important 
implications for the (lack of) motivation and interest for school and conse-
quently ESL. In order to prevent such a negative perception, it is thus nec-
essary that learning and work involve activities that absorb students and 
give them opportunities to use their skills, and a sense of control. Benefits 
may be enhanced to the extent that the activities are personally meaning-
ful and well matched with their individual interests, values and abilities 
(Robertson, 2013: 258). The role of properly implemented (career) education 
is therefore to help students understand the relevance of learning for their 
future life and career prospects. 

Lack of career aspirations 
Various research findings demonstrate the importance of clear education-
al and occupational aspirations for ensuring engagement in school.5 For ex-
ample, Davies, Lamb and Doecke (2011), in addition to achievement (poor 
prior learning experiences, absences from school and poor language and 
literacy skills), refer to aspiration (an absence of career plans, poor knowl-
edge of labour market opportunities and how to educationally access them, 
and limited networks) as the main factors that trigger disengagement from 
school and consequently ESL. Staff, Harris, Sabates and Briddell (2010) ar-
gue that young people uncertain about their desired future occupation 
may be more likely to change majors, transfer from one school to another, 
spend more time finishing a post-secondary degree, or drop out of school. 
Drawing on the British Cohort Study, Yates et al. (2011) found that young 
men and women born in 1970 who were uncertain about their future career 
5 Despite these different research results, Yates (2008) warns that due to the complex 

and heterogeneous group of ESLers the relationship between holding uncertain as-
pirations and drifting into ESLer status is not simple.
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aspirations when they were 16 years old were nearly three times more likely 
to spend 6 months or longer not in employment, education or training be-
tween the ages of 16 and 18. 

Career education intended to help students develop an optimistic plan 
and outlook for their future prospects is an effective way to address ESL 
(Suh, Suh, & Houston, 2007) and is particularly important in determin-
ing success in later life (Nguyen & Blomberg, 2014). Sikora and Saha (2011) 
found a strong relationship between having clear and ambitious occupa-
tional plans in high school and high-status employment by the age of 25 
years. The absence of such plans was shown to be detrimental to later occu-
pational attainment. 

The importance of career aspirations for finishing schooling and being 
engaged in school tasks may be explained by Miller and Brickman’s (2004) 
model of future-oriented motivation and self-regulation. They contend 
that students’ distal future goals (e.g. career goals) influence the adoption 
of proximal sub-goals (e.g. finishing schooling) in the service of the future 
goals; that the proximal goals lead to perceptions of instrumentality on the 
part of students exposed to learning tasks (e.g. taking classes, learning a 
subject); and that perceived task instrumentality, in turn, leads to proxi-
mal task-oriented self-regulation and helps determine the individual’s lev-
el of engagement in those tasks (Tabachnick, Miller, & Relyea, 2008). The 
importance of future-oriented motivation for adolescents’ behaviours and 
their adult educational attainment, in support of the theoretical notion that 
future-oriented cognitions affect behaviour and play an influential role in 
shaping life trajectories, was also highlighted by Beal and Crockett (2010) 
and discussed by Haug and Plant (2015). 

Different studies (e.g. Galliott, Graham, & Sweller, 2015) have in par-
ticular examined the career aspirations of disadvantaged and low-achiev-
ing (at risk of ESL) students. James (2002) argues that students with a dis-
advantaged background are less likely to recognise the value of higher 
education than other students, and that students from a lower socioeco-
nomic background set their sights lower than their peers. In their econo-
metric analysis, Homel and Ryan (2014) recognise that aspirations have a 
positive impact on Year 12 completion for all students, regardless of indig-
enous or socioeconomic status. Thomson and Hillman (2010) stated that 
having a plan helps the transitions of all young people, especially those 
who do not perform well in the early years of secondary school. Therefore, 
sustained efforts are needed to improve their awareness of what might be 
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possible for them (Nguyen & Blomberg, 2014). This also confirms Rothman 
and Hillman’s (2008) findings that lower-achieving students report that ca-
reer advice was more useful. They conclude this indicates that career advice 
programmes are valued by young people who are more vulnerable when 
transiting from one educational level to another and from school to work, 
and that career advisors should continue to provide support, especially to 
these young people. 

How to provide career guidance that is effective in preventing 
ESL? 

In this section, we present different approaches to career guidance that 
have proven to be successful in preventing ESL (recognising the relevance 
of schooling and boosting the career aspirations of at-risk students) accord-
ing to theoretical viewpoints, the results of empirical studies and analysis 
of good practices.

Career education should include several varied methods and activi-
ties, many of which point to the importance of broadening the scope of ed-
ucational and vocational career decisions in a lifelong perspective. A com-
bination of a wide range of curricular and extracurricular activities as well 
as individual and interactive group approaches should assure that career 
education is provided to all learners and simultaneously tailored to their 
particular needs (Eurydice, 2014; Lamb & Rice, 2008). Different service-de-
livery concepts have been shown to be successful in this regard: individu-
al approaches (individual guidance and counselling, mentoring, coaching, 
tutoring, tools for self-assessment, competence portfolio), adaptation of the 
curriculum (career games, sessions with prospective employers, workshops 
for learning interview skills, writing a curriculum vitae), external place-
ments in workplaces (work experience programmes, job shadowing), ex-
tracurricular activities (thematic summer camps, job fairs), online servic-
es (web portals, online learning platforms, apps) (Botnariuc, Goia, Căpita, 
& Iacob, 2016; European Commission, 2013; Eurydice, 2014; Kraatz, 2014). 
All of such structured activities aim to encourage students at risk of ESL to 
see their career in terms of lifelong development, and to look beyond their 
immediate limits with a view to creating a higher level of meaningfulness 
on their current and future educational paths (Oomen & Plant, 2014: 14). 

High quality guidance activities should provide young people with ap-
propriate content. Taking CMS into consideration, it is important that ca-
reer education: a) provides advice and support to students to enable them 
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to make the right choices relative to their educational and work opportuni-
ties; b) helps students identify their own interests, strengths and weakness-
es, develop their individual skills and aptitudes and thereby enables them 
to manage their future educational and career choices; and c) provides stu-
dents with sufficient information about educational and career pathways 
to make informed choices. It is crucially important that all three dimen-
sions are equally pursued and provide a holistic approach to supporting in-
dividuals on their educational/career path (European Commission, 2013; 
Eurydice, 2014). 

Although career guidance is recognised as a prevention, intervention 
and compensation measure in tackling ESL (Eurydice, 2014), various re-
search findings highlight the importance of its early introduction and pro-
vision throughout the entire educational path. For example, a review of the-
ory and recent research related to educational and occupational aspirations 
reveals that important career development processes may occur well be-
fore adolescence. In fact, tentative educational plans may be formed in ear-
ly elementary school (Wallace, 2007), with career preferences being evident 
as early as kindergarten (Trice & King, 1991). Nguyen and Blomberg (2014) 
even realised that educational (and career) aspirations measured at age 15 
do not change markedly as students grow older, suggesting they are formed 
early and that interventions later in the senior secondary school years may 
be too late to influence educational (and career) aspirations. Berthet (2013) 
claims the career decision is not a one-off event and represents a string of 
events making up a sequence within a series of career-decision cycles dur-
ing the entire educational path. It is therefore crucial that career guidance 
is not only concentrated at the (critical) transition points (from primary to 
secondary, from secondary to tertiary education), which is currently a gen-
eral practice in most EU countries (Eurydice, 2014) but is organised as a de-
velopmental process on all education system levels. 

Understanding career guidance as a developmental process (and 
not the once-off provision of information about further educational/ca-
reer options) requires the cooperation and coordination of various stake-
holders in its delivery. Here the role played by various actors within the 
school context is particularly important. Although career counsellors in 
most EU countries are recognised as the key persons responsible for pro-
viding career guidance in schools (Eurydice, 2014), they cannot cover all 
of the above-mentioned important (developmental) activities and contents 
(Carr & Galassi, 2012; Knight, 2015). As important adults in students’ lives, 
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teachers represent an integral part of the development of children’s and ad-
olescents’ personality, and can thus importantly contribute to their per-
sonal development and the development of strategies for preventing and 
resolving problems in school or at a later time in life (Masten & Motti-
Stefanidi, 2009), and can also be of significant value in children’s decisions 
on their own career paths (Vršnik Perše, 2016). The active role of parents 
(also in cooperation with school staff) in providing at-risk students with 
conditions (emotional support, advice) in which they will be able to accom-
plish this important developmental task as well as they can is equally and 
crucially important (Rutar Leban, 2016). 

To ensure the provision of holistic and effective career guidance, 
cross-sectoral cooperation, especially entailing actors from the world of em-
ployment and work (public guidance services, public employment services, 
NGOs, private enterprises), is vital (European Commission, 2015; Eurydice, 
2014: 99-100). In this framework, the idea of work-based learning has been 
especially relevant in the EU setting in the last few years. Providing op-
portunities at an early stage to allow students to experience the world of 
work, for example via ‘tasters’ in enterprises, can help them understand job 
demands and employers’ expectations (European Commission, 2015: 20–
21). ACTE (2007) and the European Commission (2013) even contend that 
workplace experience can motivate at-risk students to continue their edu-
cation and become more focused on their future career choices. 

Conclusion 
The role of career education and guidance in preventing ESL is widely ac-
knowledged in EU discourse and academic discussions. Career manage-
ment skills, defined as a range of competencies which provide structured 
ways for individuals (and groups) to gather, analyse, synthesise and organ-
ise self-related, educational and occupational information, as well as the 
skills needed to make and implement decisions and transitions (ELGPN, 
2010) among others, especially target two (individual) ESL risk factors (lack 
of relevance of schooling and lack of educational/career aspirations). A key 
assumption of the current career development research and practice is that 
students who have a career plan and are able to understand and internalise 
the connections between school and work will be more actively engaged in 
their academic tasks and be more likely to succeed at school (Hamilton & 
Hamilton, 1994; Solberg et al., 2002). 
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Different strategies have been identified as being especially success-
ful in implementing career guidance as a tool for preventing ESL. The most 
effective career development seems to be applied early and maintained 
throughout the individual’s schooling and delivered in a holistic and mul-
ti-modal way (Hooley et al., 2011; Kraatz, 2014). Although the important, 
positive role of career guidance is broadly acknowledged in critical transi-
tion phases, it should not be exclusively concentrated at these points and 
needs to be fully integrated into curricular and extra-curricular activities 
from the early stages of education. This can be assured by applying various 
different methods (individualised approaches, interactive group approach-
es, online services, work-based learning) and contents (advice and support, 
development of skills, provision of information). Whilst career counsellors 
have an important role to play in career education by empowering learn-
ers in the acquisition of skills to pursue their interests, competencies and 
career aspirations, effective career education also needs to mobilise a wide 
range of stakeholders, including adults important to students (e.g. teachers 
and parents) and actors from the world of employment (employment ser-
vices) and work (business, employers) (European Commission, 2015). 

As such, career education does not teach concrete competencies (CMS) 
as much as it can provide rich, varied and pedagogically appropriate expe-
riences and environments that facilitate students’ development (Atkinson 
& Murrell, 1988). It provides an important tool to help potential ESLers be-
come autonomous creators of their own career and life path. 

References
ACTE (The Association for Career and Technical Education). (2007). Career 

and Technical Education’s Role in Dropout Prevention and Recovery. Issue 
Brief. Alexandria: ACTE. 

Armstrong, P., & Crombie, G. (2000). Compromises in adolescents’ occu-
pational aspirations and expectations from Grades 8 to 10. Journal of 
Vocational Behavior, 56(1), 82–98.

Atkinson, G. Jr., & Murrell, P. H. (1988). Kolb’s experiential learning theory: A 
metamodel for career exploration. Journal of Counseling & Development, 
66, 374–377.

Baker, S., & Tayor, J. (1998). Effects of career development interventions: A me-
ta-analysis. The Career Development Quarterly, 46(4), 376–385. 



e a r ly school l e av i ng: con t e m por a ry eu rope a n per spect i v e s

316

Beal, J. S., & Crockett J. L. (2010). Adolescents’ occupational and educational 
aspirations and expectations: Links to high school activities and adult ed-
ucational attainment. Developmental Psychology, 46(1), 258–265. 

Berthet, T. (2013). Any room for deliberation? Educational guidance in French 
schools. Critical Policy Studies, 7(3), 325–338. 

Blount, T. (2012). Dropout prevention: Recommendations for school counsel-
lors. Journal of School Counselling, 10, 1–33.

Blossfeld, H. P. (2005). Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society. London: 
Routledge.

Blustein, D. L., Juntunen, C. L., & Worthington, R. L. (2000). The school-to-
work transition: Adjustment challenges of the forgotten half (pp. 435–470). 
In S. D. Brown & R. W. Lent (Eds.), Handbook of Counseling Psychology 
(3rd Ed.). New York: Wiley.

Botnariuc, P., Goia, D., Căpița, L. & Iacob, M. (2016). Preventing ESL through 
Career Guidance. Study of best practices. Retrieved from http://www.
guidingcities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Study-on-Good-practices.
pdf

Byrne, D., & Smyth, E. (2010). No way back? The dynamics of early school leav-
ing. Dublin: Liffey Press/ESRI.

Carr, C. V., & Galassi, J. P. (2012). The role school counsellors believe they 
should adopt in dropout prevention. Journal of School Counselling, 10, 
1–34.

 CEDEFOP (European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training) 
(2010). Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work: Lessons from across 
Europe. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.

CEDEFOP (2014). Career guidance in unstable times: Linking economic, social 
and individual benefits. Briefing note. Brussels: CEDEFOP. 

Council of the European Union (2004). Draft resolution of the Council and of 
the representatives of the Governments of the Member States meeting with-
in the Council on Strengthening Policies, Systems and Practices in the field 
of Guidance throughout Life in Europe. Brussels: Council of the European 
Union. 

Council of the European Union (2015). Council conclusions on reducing ear-
ly school leaving and promoting success in school. Brussels: Council of the 
European Union. 



t h e rol e of ca r eer gu i da nce i n e sl

317

Creed, A. P., & Gagliardi, R. E. (2014). Career compromise, career distress, and 
perceptions of employability: The moderating roles of social capital and 
core self-evaluations. Journal of Career Assessment, 23(1), 20–34. 

Croll, P., Attwood, G., Fuller, C., & Last, K. (2008). The structure and impli-
cations of children’s attitudes to school. British Journal of Educational 
Studies, 56(4), 382–399.

Davies M., Lamb S. & Doecke E. (2011). Strategic Review of Effective Re-
Engagement Models for Disengaged Learners, Department of Education 
and Early Childhood Development, Melbourne.

Downes, P. (2014). Towards a Differentiated, Holistic and Systemic Approach 
to Parental Involvement in Europe for Early School Leaving Prevention. 
Policy Recommendations Report for the EU Urbact, PREVENT project 
involving 10 European City Municipalities.

ELGPN (European Lifelong Guidance Policy Network) (2010). Lifelong 
Guidance Policies: Work in Progress – A Report of the Work of the European 
Lifelong Guidance Policy Network 2008–2010. Jyväskylä: University of 
Jyväskylä.

ELGPN (2014). Lifelong Guidance Policy Development. Glossary. ELGPN Tools 
No. 2. Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä.

Erikson, E. H. (1968). Identity: Youth and crisis. New York: W. W. Norton. 
European Commission (2013). Reducing early school leaving: Key messages 

and policy support. Final Report of the Thematic Working Group on Early 
School Leaving. Brussels: European Commission, Directorate-General for 
Education and Culture. 

European Commission (2015). A whole school approach to tackling early school 
leaving. Education & Training 2020, Schools policy. Brussels: European 
Commission, Directorate-General for Education and Culture. 

European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop (2014). Tackling Early 
Leaving from Education and Training in Europe: Strategies, Policies and 
Measures. Eurydice and Cedefop Report. Luxembourg: Publications 
Office of the European Union.

Galliott, N., Graham, L. J., & Sweller, N. (2015). Who struggles most in mak-
ing a career choice and why? Findings from a cross-sectional survey of 
Australian high-school students. Journal of Psychologists and Counsellors 
in Schools, 25(2), 133–151. 

Gottfredson, L. S. (1981). Circumscription and compromise: A developmen-
tal theory of occupational aspirations. Journal of Counselling Psychology, 
28(6), 545–579.



e a r ly school l e av i ng: con t e m por a ry eu rope a n per spect i v e s

318

Gutman, L. M., Schoon, I., & Sabates, R. (2012). Uncertain aspirations for contin-
uing in education: Antecedents and associated outcomes. Developmental 
Psychology, 48, 1707–1718.

Hamilton, S. F., & Hamilton, M. A. (1994). Opening career paths for youth: 
What can be done? Who can do it? Washington. DC: American Youth 
Policy Forum.

Haug, E. H. & Plant, P. (2015). The potential role of career guidance and career 
education in combating early school leaving. Neveléstudomány, 2015(3), 
5–15.

Homel, J. & Ryan, C. (2014). Educational outcomes: The impact of aspirations 
and the role of student background characteristics. Longitudinal surveys 
of Australian youth research report no. 65. Adelaide: National Centre for 
Vocational Education Research.

Hooley, T., Marriott, J., & Sampson, J.P. (2011). Fostering college and career 
readiness: How career development activities in schools impact on grad-
uation rates and students’ life success. Derby: International Centre for 
Guidance Studies, University of Derby.

James, R. (2002). Socioeconomic background and higher education partic-
ipation: An analysis of school students’ aspirations and expectations. 
Department of Education, Science and Training, Canberra.

Knight, L. J. (2015). Preparing elementary counsellors to promote career de-
velopment: recommendations for school counsellor education programs. 
Journal of Career Development, 42(2), 75–85. 

Kohont, A., Tacer, B., Hrovatič, D., Urbanc, K., Vidmar, T., Toličič Drobež, Ž., 
Jelenc Krašovec, S. Pečjak, S., Jurišević, M., Niklanovič, S., Dedić, S. and 
Bučar Markič, S. (2011). Terminološki slovarček – Karierne orientacije 2011. 
Ljubljana: Zavod RS za zaposlovanje.

Kraatz, S. (2014). Reform of educational systems: European policies for life-
long guidance to fight early school leaving and unemployment. European 
Parliament Briefing. Brussels: European Parliament. 

Kunnen, E. (2014). The effect of a career choice guidance on self-reported psycho-
logical problems. Frontiers in Psychology, 5, Article 547.

Lamb, S., & Rice, S. (2008). Effective intervention strategies for students at 
risks of early leaving. Melbourne: University of Melbourne: Centre for 
Post-compulsory Education and Lifelong Learning. 

Law, B. (1999). Career-learning space: New-dots thinking for careers educa-
tion. British Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 27(1), 35–54.



t h e rol e of ca r eer gu i da nce i n e sl

319

Lovšin, M. (2016). Theoretical frameworks of career guidance for pupils and 
students. In U. Štremfel, & M. Lovšin (Eds.), Students’ Career, Personal 
and Social Development: Perspectives, Approaches, Challenges (pp. 21–31). 
Ljubljana: Pedagoški inštitut. 

Masten, A. S., & Motti-Stefanidi, F. (2009). Understanding and promoting re-
silience in children: Promotive and protective processes in schools. In T. 
Gutkin & C. Reynolds (Eds.), Handbook of School Psychology, 4th Edition 
(pp. 721–738). New York: Wiley. 

Meijers, F., Kuijpers, M., & Gundy, C. (2013). The relationship between ca-
reer competencies, career identity, motivation and quality of choice. 
International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance, 13, 47–66.

Messersmith, E. E., & Schulenberg, J. E. (2008). When can we expect the unex-
pected? Predicting educational attainment when it differs from previous 
expectations. Journal of Social Issues, 64(1), 195–211.

Miller, B. R. & Brickman, J. S. (2004). A model of future-oriented motivation 
and self-regulation. Educational Psychology Review, 16(1), 9–33. 

Nguyen, N. & Blomberg, D. (2014). The role of aspirations in the educational 
and occupational choices of young people. Adelaide: National Centre for 
Vocational Education Research. 

OECD (2003). Career guidance policy review. Paris: OECD Publishing. 

Oomen, A., & Plant, P. (2014). Early school leaving & lifelong guidance. ELGPN 
Concept Note No. 6. Jyväskylä: European Lifelong Guidance Policy 
Network. 

Robertson, P. J. (2013). The well-being outcomes of career guidance. British 
Journal of Guidance & Counseling, 41(3), 254–266.

Rothman, S. & Hillman, K. (2008). Career advice in Australian second-
ary schools: Use and usefulness. Longitudinal Surveys of Australian 
Youth (LSAY) Research Report. No. 53. Victoria: Australian Council for 
Educational Research. 

Rutar Leban, T. (2016). Parents as adults with a significant impact on children’s 
career paths. In U. Štremfel & M. Lovšin (Eds.), Students’ Career, Personal 
and Social Development: Perspectives, Approaches, Challenges (pp. 93–
101). Ljubljana: Pedagoški inštitut.

Schargel, F. P., & Smink, J. (2001). Strategies to help solve our school dropout 
problem. Larchmont, New York: Eye on Education.

https://www.google.si/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi8kdLT6abSAhXDhywKHdREDbsQFggZMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ncver.edu.au%2F&usg=AFQjCNElh_K3U1bSHCE5eF_hT3ZwCEiIvw&bvm=bv.148073327,d.bGg
https://www.google.si/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi8kdLT6abSAhXDhywKHdREDbsQFggZMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ncver.edu.au%2F&usg=AFQjCNElh_K3U1bSHCE5eF_hT3ZwCEiIvw&bvm=bv.148073327,d.bGg
http://dropoutprevention.org/product/strategies-to-help-solve-our-school-dropout-problem/
http://dropoutprevention.org/product/strategies-to-help-solve-our-school-dropout-problem/
http://www.eyeoneducation.com/


e a r ly school l e av i ng: con t e m por a ry eu rope a n per spect i v e s

320

Sikora J., & Saha, L. J. (2011). Lost talent? The occupational ambitions and at-
tainments of young Australians. Adelaide: National Centre for Vocational 
Education Research.

Solberg, V. S., Howard, K. A., Blustein, D. L., & Close, W. (2002). Career devel-
opment in the schools: Connecting school-to-work-to-life. The Counseling 
Psychologist, 30, 705–725.

Staff, J., Harris A., Sabates, R., & Briddell, L. (2010). Uncertainty in early oc-
cupational aspirations: Role exploration or aimlessness? Soc Forces, 89(2), 
659–683.

Suh, S., Suh, J., & Houston, I. (2007). Predictors of categorical at-risk high 
school dropouts. Journal of Counseling and Development, 85, 196–203.

Sultana, R. G. (2012). Learning career management skills in Europe: A critical 
review. Journal of Education and Work, 25(2), 225–248. 

Štremfel, U. & Lovšin, M. (Eds.) (2016). Students’ career, personal and social 
development: Perspectives, approaches, challenges (pp. 21–31). Ljubljana: 
Pedagoški inštitut. 

Vršnik Perše, T. (2016). Empowering teachers for career guidance of children 
and adolescents. In U. Štremfel & M. Lovšin (Eds.), Students’ Career, 
Personal and Social Development: Perspectives, Approaches, Challenges 
(pp. 82–92). Ljubljana: Pedagoški inštitut.

Yates, S. (2008). Youths’ career aspirations and socioeconomic outcomes in 
adulthood: A literature review. Discussion Paper 08-02. London: Centre 
for Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning, University of London.

Yates, S., Harris, A., Sabates, R., & Staff, J. (2011). Early occupational aspira-
tions and fractured transitions: A study of entry into ‘neet’ status in the 
UK. Journal of Social Policy, 40(3), 513–534. 

Tabachnick, E. S., Miller, B. R. & Relyea, E. G. (2008). The relationship among 
students’ future-oriented goals and subgoals, perceived task instrumen-
tality, and task-oriented self-regulation strategies in an academic envi-
ronment. Journal of Educational Psychology, 100(3), 629–642. 

Thomsen, R. (2014). A Nordic perspective on career competence and guidance 
– Career choices and career learning. Nordic network for adult learning 
(NVL) & ELGPN Concept note. Oslo: NVL.

Thomson, S., & Hillman, K. (2010). Against the odds: Influences on the post-
school success of ‘ low performers. Adelaide: NCVER. 

Trice, A. D. & King, R. (1991). Stability of kindergarten children’s career aspi-
rations. Psychological Reports, 68(3), 13–78.

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Staff J%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=25540465
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Harris A%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=25540465
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Sabates R%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=25540465
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Briddell L%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=25540465


t h e rol e of ca r eer gu i da nce i n e sl

321

Wallace, O. S. (2007). What Were They Thinking? Decision-Making in the 
Experiences of College Students At Risk. NADE Digest, 3(2), 59–68.

Watts, A. G. (2013). Career guidance and orientation. In Revisiting global 
trends in TVET: Reflections on theory and practice (pp. 239–274). Bonn: 
UNESCO-UNEVOC International Centre for Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training.





323

Synopsis
The socio-emotional well-being, learning behaviour and motivation 
of ESL students can be supported by including regular physical ac-
tivity in prevention and compensation ESL programmes. School-
community collaboration, extracurricular sport activities, organ-
ised sport events and expressive practices are possible forms of such 
activities.

Summary
In the literature, the role of physical activity in ESL is mainly in-
vestigated in connection to the individual’s health promotion and 
learning abilities. As studies (e.g. Share et al., 2013) show, ESLers lack 
awareness about the importance of physical activity in their lives 
and are on average less physically active than students included in 
the education system. Not only do physically active students choose 
healthier lifestyles, are physically and mentally healthier and tend 
to achieve better in schools, physical activity also plays an impor-
tant role in supporting the individual’s socio-emotional well-being 
(sense of belonging, self-efficacy, self-esteem etc.) (e.g. Castelli et al., 
2014; OECD, 2010; WHO, 2011). Through ESL prevention and com-
pensation activities such as extracurricular sport activities, organ-
ised sport events and usage of expressive practices within physical 
education and activities, we can help keep socially disadvantaged 

2.3.8 
The Role of Physical Activity in ESL
Klaudija Šterman Ivančič
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students off the street and support their learning processes by im-
proving their self-esteem, social skills, strengthening their interper-
sonal relationships with other peers, teachers and the wider commu-
nity, and addressing their problems with stress management, school 
failure, discrimination, communication difficulties and learning 
disabilities (e.g. Basich, 2006; Biddle, Mutrie, & Gorely, 2015; Fedewa 
& Ahn, 2011; Senlin, Haichun, Xihe, & Ang, 2014; Strong et al., 
2005; Taras, 2005). In order to achieve these positive effects, schools 
and the community should collaborate in organised action, phys-
ical activity should become an important part of every school and 
community-based (educational) programmes and teachers should 
rethink physical education activities so that, besides physical pur-
poses, they more explicitly support the individual’s social and emo-
tional well-being by including body language expression, techniques 
of self-awareness (e.g. techniques of self-focused attention, persever-
ance of concentration) and interpersonal bonding (e.g. encourage-
ment for affiliation via group sports). From this perspective, the im-
portance of physical activity in reducing ESL is uncontested.
Key words: ESLers, physical activity, community learning, educa-
tional outcomes

Introduction
Being physically active is one of the most important steps in being phys-
ically and mentally healthy. Physical activity by itself reduces the risk of 
most chronic diseases, improves musculoskeletal health and psychological 
well-being (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2009; WHO, 2011). 
In terms of academic achievement, physical activity has important positive 
effects on a student’s concentration, memory, motivation and classroom 
behaviour (Castelli et al., 2014; McDonald, 2007) and helps reduce mental 
health problems such as anxiety and depression. All of the mentioned fac-
tors are important in the context of a student’s academic involvement and 
persistence (Strong et al., 2005).

In the literature, we can find reciprocal effects between physical activ-
ity and ESL. On one hand, the World Health Organization (2011) and the 
OECD (2010) state the important connection between an individual’s years 
of involvement in the educational process and his health and physical ac-
tivity. Those with higher education levels have increased levels of physical 
activity and individuals with lower education levels are at risk for adopting 
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lifestyle behaviours that can have a potentially negative impact on health, 
such as diet, lower levels of physical activity, and drug abuse. This means 
(Limerick Health Promotion, 2008; Share, Hennessy, Stewart-Knox, & 
Davison, 2013) that young people who stay in the school setting have longer 
access to positive school cultures, supportive environments and healthy 
policies that can impact positively on their health and lifestyle choices (e.g. 
healthy eating, physical activity etc.). ESLers are deprived of this. In this 
manner, a lower level of physical activity is one of the negative consequenc-
es of an individual’s ESL and can also be considered one of the characteris-
tics of students who left the educational setting too early (ibid.). This is the 
connection between ESL and physical activity that is most often described 
in the literature.

On the other hand, the link between physical activity and ESL also 
goes in the other direction, i.e. physical activity leading to lower levels of 
ESL. The aim of this article is to look at theoretical and empirical inves-
tigations that consider physical activity as a characteristic of ESLers and 
as an important prevention activity that can be strengthened in order to 
help lower ESL rates; we explain via which mechanisms physical activi-
ty can contribute to low ESL. In this context, we will pay special attention 
to the effects of physical education on the individual’s physical and mental 
health, the effects on learning processes and ways that the physical activity 
of ESLers can be bolstered through different community-based approach-
es to education and improving the individual’s social and emotional health. 

Methodology
In the process of reviewing the literature in field of interaction between 
physical activity and ESL, we first conducted a literature search of the sci-
entific EBSCOhost online research databases (Academic Search Complete, 
ERIC, PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKS, PsycINFO, and SocINDEX with Full 
Text databases) and the Web of Science database. In order to review pro-
ject reports and practical implications of community-based programmes 
that encourage physical activity in ESL, we also searched for related results 
online. The main key words initially used in both cases were: physical ac-
tivity and academic achievement, physical activity and ESL, physical edu-
cation for ESLers, physical health of ESLers, physical education and emo-
tional well-being, and active teaching methods of community learning. In 
the first step, we noticed a very limited number of search results in response 
to the mentioned terms that would consider all three: the role of physical 
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activity, ESL and community-based activities. We therefore expanded our 
search to the field of sociology of physical education in which those ap-
proaches are largely incorporated. We also examined references cited in 
the reviewed articles, educational programme brochures, and project re-
ports. Texts that were taken into account had to meet the following criteria: 
the topic needed to address the role of physical activity in tackling ESL and 
improving the individual’s social and emotional health or the topic had to 
describe ways in which physical activity can be implemented in communi-
ty-based supportive practices. The conclusions are primarily based on find-
ings from theoretical and research articles and evaluations of different al-
ready performed projects/programmes on this topic. 

Mechanisms linking physical activity with educational 
outcomes and ESL

It is already well established (e.g. Basch, 2011; Dwyer, Sallis, Blizzard, 
Lazarus, & Dean, 2001; McDonald, 2007; Singh, Uijtdewilligen, Twisk, van 
Mechelen, and Chinapaw, 2012) that regular physical activity has positive 
effects on the individual’s educational outcomes. It affects different areas of 
the individual’s functioning that contribute to better adaptation in a school 
setting. Here we would like to expose those aspects of physical activity that 
can be encouraged through school and community-based education in or-
der to successfully tackle ESL rates.

Some authors (e.g. Shephard, 1997) point to an important aspect of 
physical education’s role in the lives of students, i.e. the attitude to sport and 
physical activity is already shaped in early years of the individual’s educa-
tional path. There is evidence from cross-sectional (e.g. McDonald, 2007; 
Schendel, 1965; Schun & Brookover, 1970) and longitudinal studies (e.g. 
Shephard, Lavallée, Volle, LaBarre, & Beaucage, 1994) that the likelihood of 
becoming active and sustaining a regular exercise programme during the 
years after compulsory education depends on the individual’s early expe-
rience and exposure to physical activity (Godin & Shephard, 1990). A sim-
ilar association also exists between physical activity and cognitive func-
tioning (e.g. Shephard et al., 1994; Teasdale, Sorensen, & Stunkard, 1992). 
Systematically supported physical activity in the early years of schooling is 
therefore a crucial prevention step in supporting well-being and academic 
achievements of all students in later years.

Physical activity by itself increases the individual’s physical and men-
tal health by enabling the body and mind to relax and produce hormones 
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that contribute to better mood, physical and emotional health (Paluska, 
2000). In this way, it can help individuals with coping mental disorders 
such as depression and anxiety (Folkins & Sime, 1982; Paluska, 2000; Weir, 
2011), disorders that tend to recur more often in the ESL student population 
(Limerick Health Promotion, 2008). On the other hand, studies (e.g. Share 
et al., 2013; WHO, 2011) show that ESLers tend to be less physically active 
than students who stay in the education system. In their report on ESLers 
and nutrition, Share and colleagues (2013) point out that ESLers often lack 
understanding of the important role of physical activity in their lives. It is 
therefore critical for community-based programmes to incorporate at least 
basic forms of physical activity into their programmes, encourage ESLers 
to participate and share awareness about the importance of being physical-
ly active since regular physical activity is the most fundamental way to help 
increase students’ physical and mental well-being. 

Besides that, physical activity affects students’ emotional and social 
well-being which is also very important in addressing ESLers. Different 
studies (e.g. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2010; Fedewa & 
Ahn, 2011; Strong et al., 2005; Taras, 2005) have already confirmed that 
physical activity helps shape a student’s positive behavioural patterns 
that promote persistence and academic achievement such as a sense of 
belonging, tolerance between students, mutual respect, cooperation, and 
healthy competitiveness. It has also been established (e.g. Epstein et al., 
2002; Schargel & Smink, 2004) that increasing the individual’s sense of 
belonging and acceptance plays an important part in tackling ESL rates. 
It is therefore crucial for both schools and community-based educational 
programmes to organise and promote physical activity among students 
in a way that encourages acceptance and cooperation among all students. 
Physical activity in the sense of organised group sports activities where 
every individual has an important role is one of the points where this can 
be supported.

Another important aspect within the connection between a student’s 
educational outcomes and physical activity is motivation for learning and 
persisting in educational tasks. Physical activity always involves the re-
straint of one’s efforts and teaches us that persistence is needed to achieve 
goals. In this way, it increases the individual’s self-esteem and perceived 
self-efficacy (Basich, 2006; Bowker, Gadbois, & Cornock, 2003; Biddle, 
Mutrie, & Gorely, 2015; Senlin, Haichun, Xihe, & Ang, 2014), an area that 
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is a very important part of a student’s academic motivation and an aspect 
where ESLers often need encouragement (Benard, 1991). 

Share (Share et al., 2013) also states that activities related to physical 
activity in mainstream and alternative education focus mainly on cur-
riculum-based approaches to introducing physical activity to students. 
Approaches tend to be passive and not geared to the different needs of young 
people in different education settings. Especially for ESLers, there is a great 
need for innovative and practical responses that are enjoyable for them 
and address their social and emotional needs such as their lack of a sense 
of belonging to a peer group or community (Cederberg & Hartsmar, 2013; 
Frostad, Pijl, & Mjaavatn, 2014), lack of motivation for learning (Schargel 
& Smink, 2004) and maladaptive school behaviour in general (ibid.). The 
social and emotional well-being of ESLers through physical education is 
therefore an area that needs improvement.

Physical activity in community learning
In the previous chapter, we established how physical activity is important 
for the physical, mental, emotional and social well-being of ESLers. It is 
an important point where those aspects can be strengthened and encour-
aged as part of prevention and compensation strategies to reduce ESL rates 
where both schools and community-based programmes play an important 
role. One of the most recognisable ways in the literature and policy docu-
ments (e.g. European Commission, 2013; Luthar, Shoum, & Brown, 2006; 
Zarret & Eccles, 2009) to achieve this are extracurricular activities after 
and outside school and different community-based programmes that offer 
learning, social and emotional support to ESLers.

Extracurricular physical (sports) activities after and outside school 
can raise self-esteem, improve motivation and support learning process-
es (Corneliβen & Pfeifer, 2007; Zarret & Eccles, 2009). Another important 
aim of such activities in the context of ESL is to keep children off the street. 
Studies (e.g. Corneliβen & Pfeifer, 2007) show that free time allocated to ac-
tivities such as sports reduces the chance of students participating in more 
harmful activities (e.g. watching television, smoking, drinking etc.) and, as 
such, has an indirect positive effect on educational productivity. The im-
portance of preventive extracurricular and out-of-school sport activities 
for preventing ESL is therefore uncontested. 

In certain areas, schools might also be the only institution available 
with sports facilities (e.g. gyms, sports equipment) that allow for non-formal 
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sport activities outside school hours. Opening the school to educators other 
than teachers is therefore essential to overcome the reluctance towards ed-
ucation of ESLers (WHO, 2006). 

It is also very important that local organisations (educational, youth, 
sport) recognise the potential for physical activity of ESLers in their sur-
roundings (connecting with nature, local environment) and in this way try 
to increase the sense of belonging of ESLers to their community through 
sports (Cavill, Foster, Oja, & Martin, 2006; WHO, 2006). Physical activi-
ty in the form of different sport events (e.g. sports days) is also an excellent 
way that community educators can include the families of ESLers into their 
educational process through enjoyable and low-cost activities. By connect-
ing ESLers with their local environment, community organisations and 
different social contexts (families, schools and peers) through different 
sport events and activities, their social and cultural capital can be system-
atically strengthened. 

The community-based approach to education and learning tends to be 
collaborative and, besides conventional teaching methods, is based on in-
formal teaching methods (e.g. role play, socio-drama, participative action 
research, movement, art etc.) (Ancosan, 2009). As such, it has even great-
er potential to incorporate different forms of learning techniques that in-
volve movement and physical activity and thus develop and support the so-
cial and emotional well-being of ESLers. Those practices (e.g. Accrochage 
Scolaire Services project, 2013; The Forum Theatre against ESL project, 
2013; Facing Youth unemployment from its very beginning project, 2014) 
are often referred to in the literature as expressive practices and are aimed 
to improve the self-knowledge and self-esteem of groups at risk, includ-
ing ESL students. With help of such techniques, students are able to realise 
and address their problems with self-esteem, self-confidence, stress man-
agement, previous negative experiences with school failure, discrimina-
tion, behavioural problems, learning disabilities, school phobias and com-
munication difficulties. Through body language expression and techniques 
of self-awareness (e.g. role playing, socio-drama), they more easily express 
their needs and problems. By harmonising their body and language expres-
sion, they increase their capacity for attention and concentration. In such 
learning settings, they also experience acceptance from others, interper-
sonal bonding and practice mindfulness and empathy towards others and 
oneself. 
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Conclusions
According to the literature and projects review, we can draw on several im-
portant conclusions concerning physical activity’s positive role in tackling 
ESL (see Figure 15). 

Figure 15. Physical activity’s different beneficial effects on ESL

First, physical activity has an important impact on a student’s physical 
and mental health. It is one of the basic human needs and has beneficial ef-
fects on the human as a whole (Teixeira, Carraça, Markland, Silva, & Ryan, 
2012). It relaxes the body, helps with coping depression and anxiety, stimu-
lates the student’s concentration and learning motivation. Through sports, 
ESLers can learn how to be active and achieve small goals which stimulate 
them to also be more confident and effective in other areas of life, including 
education. This means it is crucial to incorporate regular physical activity 
in all ESL educational prevention and compensation programmes since just 
by carrying out basic forms of physical activity has an important impact on 
a student’s physical, mental and also emotional health and supports the ed-
ucational process on different levels. Moreover, since it has been found that 
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ESLers are on average less physically active, it is also crucial to raise their 
awareness about the importance of being physically active. 

Another important aspect of physical activity is its impact on a stu-
dent’s socio-emotional well-being. ESLers often lack a sense of acceptance 
and belonging to peers, the school and also the community as a whole. 
The first important step in raising their sense of belonging through sports 
is the cooperation between schools and the wider community (sport fa-
cilities, adult education organisations, health organisations and employ-
ers). WHO (2011) points out that the local environment has a vital role in 
promoting sport and physical activity since it is mainly in the local set-
ting that opportunities to be physically active are provided. Taking a life 
course approach and offering physical activity in different settings, includ-
ing schools and workplaces, is essential to the promotion of physical activ-
ity, especially for vulnerable groups such as ESLers. Extracurricular sport 
activities organised in schools and organised sport events are therefore an 
important way to strengthen ESLers’ social and cultural capital, their sense 
of belonging and acceptance, to include their parents in educational activ-
ities and to keep ESLers off the street in socio-economically disadvantaged 
environments.

Besides including and carrying out regular basic forms of physical ac-
tivity in ESL prevention and compensation programmes, it is important 
to include practices (e.g. socio-drama, role playing etc.) that enable stu-
dents to express themselves through movement and body language. In this 
way, physical activity can be used as a tool to improve ESLers’ self-aware-
ness and help them address their problems with school failure, discrimi-
nation, learning disabilities, communication difficulties and behavioural 
problems. Drawing on encouraging results from different initiatives (e.g. 
Accrochage Scolaire Services project, 2013; The Forum Theatre against ESL 
project, 2013; Facing Youth unemployment from its very beginning pro-
ject, 2014), it may be worthwhile to rethink school physical education ac-
tivities for teens in the context of ESL prevention and compensation pro-
grammes so that, apart from physical and practical purposes, they include 
body language expression, rhythmic-expressive activities or techniques of 
self-awareness. Unfortunately, some authors (e.g. Castelli et al., 2014) point 
to the fact that in today’s educational practice there is a big tendency to 
reduce physical activity in schools in order to increase students’ produc-
tivity and academic achievements in other areas of learning. Such an ap-
proach contradicts with the findings described in this article and therefore 
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represents an even greater risk factor for ESLers. This points to a need for 
the educational community to realise the importance of physical activity in 
the process of teaching and learning in order to increase the cognitive, so-
cial and emotional well-being of all students. 
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Synopsis
Critical media literacy helps understand how media construct mes-
sages, influence and educate audiences and impose messages and 
values. Five core questions verifying the understanding of these is-
sues can be used as a tool for developing the critical thinking of stu-
dents at risk of ESL so as to become empowered and active in trans-
forming their educational and learning environment.

Summary
Critical media literacy can be used as a new tool for tackling ESL 
by developing critical thinking, discussing power structures and en-
couraging students to become active in changing their education-
al and learning environment, their lives and society (Halx, 2014; 
Dewey, 1963; Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994). By using contemporary 
media messages included in music videos, movies, news etc., edu-
cators can easily relate and connect to students’ lives, they can chal-
lenge students to critically think about the messages they are re-
ceiving and to actively oppose them (Kanpol, 1994; Kellner & Share, 
2004, 2005, 2007; Masterman, 1994). Critical media pedagogy is able 
to engage students who are marginalised, alienated, come from low-
SES environments, have low achievements are at risk of early school 
leaving (ESL) (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Kincheloe, 2007; 
Stringfield & Land, 2002).

2.3.9 
Critical Media Literacy: 
A New Tool and Pedagogy for Tackling ESL
Ana Mlekuž
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By applying the five core questions of critical media literacy (Who 
created this message?; What creative techniques are used to attract 
my attention?; How might different people understand the same mes-
sage differently?; What lifestyles, values and points of view are rep-
resented in – or omitted from – this message?; Why is this message 
being sent?), educators can teach critical thinking not only in the 
area of media, but also in any kind of communication (Erjavec, 2010; 
Kellner & Share, 2005; Thoman & Jolls, 2004). In such a way, edu-
cators can and should create an inclusive environment in which all 
students feel welcome and safe to express their own views. Students 
thus become empowered and gain strategies for how to transform 
their educational process (Kellner & Share, 2007) and how to be-
come active citizens – active creators of their own lives and their so-
ciety (McInerney, 2009), which are all circumstances that reduce the 
risk of ESL.
Key words: media literacy, critical thinking, critical pedagogy, ESL

Introduction
Many surveys show that low-achievers doubt that the education they are 
receiving will have a positive impact on their lives (Bacolod & Hotz, 2006; 
Duncan-Andrare & Morrell, 2008; Halx & Ortiz, 2011; Kincheloe, 2006), 
which often serves as the basis for their disinterest in school and sometimes 
even the decision to drop out of school and is especially common among 
students from marginalised groups and students with low SES. Therefore, it 
is evident that the need for a new, more student-sensitive, more student-fo-
cused and more relevant to students’ lives pedagogy is needed. Halx (2014) 
argues that a new kind of pedagogy which proves to be successful among 
marginalised and low-SES students and includes all of the previously stat-
ed characteristics is pedagogy developing critical thinking skills (i.e. crit-
ical pedagogy), which is most evident in critical media literacy’s curricu-
lum (Kanpol, 1994). By using contemporary media messages included in 
music videos, movies, news etc., educators can relate and connect to stu-
dents’ lives, they can challenge students to critically think about the mes-
sages they are receiving and to actively internally and/or externally oppose 
them (Kellner & Share, 2004, 2005, 2007; Masterman, 1994). Internally, by 
changing their self-perception and thus improving their self-esteem and 
consequently their motivation for learning. Externally, by showing their 
feelings, thoughts, dilemmas to their peers, teachers, parents and other 
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members of society through different communication tools such as differ-
ent media or a simple conversation. Moreover, it is important that educa-
tors encourage students to extend this kind of reasoning to all the messag-
es they are receiving through any kind of communication (Thoman & Jolls, 
2004). 

This article tries to explain why critical media literacy is suitable as a 
tool for developing critical thinking skills and thus preventing ESL. In the 
first part, we define media literacy and critical media literacy and explain 
why it is supposed to be successful in developing critical thinking skills. In 
the second part, it is explained how critical media literacy can be regard-
ed as a preventive strategy against ESL. The last part of the article presents 
concrete strategies for teaching students critical media thinking and criti-
cal media analyses in order to prevent ESL. Moreover, in italics specific ex-
amples are presented of movie analysis and developing of critical thinking 
with the help of the five core questions of critical media literacy. 

Methodology
Literature used for this article was found through scientific literature 
search engines such as ERIC, Emerald, Google Scholar, Science Direct, and 
ProQuest Dissertation & Theses Global. The key words used were: media 
literacy; critical media literacy; critical pedagogy; critical thinking; drop-
out; marginalised groups; academic achievement. For the purposes of this 
article, scientific papers, online scientific books and some handbooks on 
the topic of critical pedagogy and critical media literacy were used.

Media literacy: concepts and definitions
Traditionally, media literacy was defined as the ability to analyse and ap-
preciate literary works and to communicate effectively via good writing 
(Brown, 1998). With the development of media in the 1970s, it was extended 
to reading the text of film, television and other visual media. Since the term 
“media” nowadays may refer to art, billboards, computers, film, moving 
images, multimedia, music, oral and written language, television and so-
cial media, the concept and scope of media literacy has also become wider 
and more versatile (Gardiner, 1997; Meyrowitz, 1998). Buckingham (2003) 
therefore argues that media literacy is the knowledge, skills and competen-
cies required to use and interpret media. UNESCO’s definition is, howev-
er, more complex and defines media literacy as a process of the assimilation 
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and employment of a media system’s codes and operative skills required 
to properly use the technology on which these codes are based. Moreover, 
media literacy, as UNESCO understands it, should also encompass the ca-
pacity to access, analyse and evaluate the power of media messages and the 
capacity to communicate using all forms of media (television, film, radio, 
recorded music, press, Internet and other digital communication technolo-
gy) (Perez Tornero & Varis, 2010). Hobbs (1996) defines media literacy as a 
process of accessing and critically analysing media messages and creating 
new messages using media tools, whereas Rubin (1998) argues that media 
literacy means understanding sources of communication technology, the 
codes used, the messages produced and the selection, interpretation and 
impact of these messages. 

As evident, two components of media literacy definitions are the most 
common – first, the awareness of the multitude of media messages and, 
second, a critical ability to analyse and question these messages (Hobbs, 
2001; Silverblatt, 1995; Singer & Singer, 1998).

Kellner and Share (2007) define four different approaches to under-
standing media literacy:

- The first approach is the so-called protectionist approach, which 
sees media audiences as passive victims and values traditional 
print culture over media culture. It tries to prevent addiction to 
media by cultivating an affection for high culture and its values 
and thus displaying all aspects of media and computer culture in 
a bad light.

- The second approach is media arts education, which assumes that 
learning how to construct media messages implicitly teaches me-
dia literacy. 

- The third approach called media literacy movement defines me-
dia literacy as a series of communication competencies, including 
the ability to access, analyse, evaluate and communicate, and ex-
pands the notion of literacy to multiple forms of media.

- The fourth approach – the critical media literacy approach – in-
cludes aspects of all three approaches stated above, but puts em-
phasis on the critical analysis of the dominant ideology used in 
the media and highlights the importance of detecting prevailing 
dominant representations of gender roles, race, class and sexu-
ality. Moreover, it expands the analyses to include social issues, 
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issues of control and pleasure, while it promotes the production 
of alternative media forms and consequently develops critical 
thinking skills.

Critical media literacy and the development of critical 
thinking

Critical media literacy’s curriculum is one of the most compatible curricu-
lums for teaching students critical thinking (Kanpol, 1994). Critical media 
literacy encourages individuals to apply analytical tools to media practic-
es, promotes critical thinking by encouraging them to examine connec-
tions among media, self and others and to understand the issues of power 
and the media’s role in identity shaping (Buckingham, 1998; Lewis & Jhally, 
1998). Critical media literacy also provides a framework to understand me-
dia’s impact on shaping beliefs, attitudes and behaviours (Brown, 1998; 
Kellner, 1995), sociocultural theories of learning and development (Garcia, 
2005; Valenzuela, 2005) and critical pedagogy (Kincheloe, 2006). Critical 
media literacy helps individuals to expand their concept of literacy and de-
velop higher order thinking skills (Hobbs, 1996; Kozma, 1991), which are 
necessary for developing critical thinking, collaboration and self-direction 
(Steinberg & Kincheloe, 1998; Dweck, 2000) and are directly related to stu-
dent achievement (Boske & McCormack, 2011). 

Teachers, students and other individuals are often not aware of media’s 
educational potential and how they shape our reality as its pedagogy is fre-
quently invisible and unconscious. Therefore, it is important to be aware of 
how media construct messages, influence and educate audiences and im-
pose their messages and values (Kellner & Share, 2005). 

To sum up, critical media literacy establishes a critique of mainstream 
approaches to understanding media messages. Moreover, it is seen as a pro-
ject which is a tool of democratic social change. This process combines crit-
ical inquiry of the media culture and cultural industries, which discuss is-
sues of class, race, gender, sexuality and power. In addition, it promotes 
the creation of alternative media messages which are opposing the domi-
nant hegemonic media (Kellner & Share, 2007). Marginalised individuals, 
who are too often stereotyped or misinterpreted in the mainstream media 
such as the poor, minorities, low-achievers, individuals with behavioural 
and mental issues etc. who are at risk of ESL and even ESLers themselves 
(Gunn, Chorney, & Poulsen, 2009), can use media and information tech-
nology through critical media pedagogy. Critical media pedagogy serves as 
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a tool for empowerment in order to tell their stories and express their con-
cerns either through different media projects in classes or in other commu-
nication outside of school (YouTube, Facebook, blogs, vlogs etc.). It is very 
important for these groups of individuals who do not have many oppor-
tunities to express their points of view to ventilate them (Kellner & Share, 
2005). On the other side, through this process the dominant group is given 
the opportunity to come across the social realities the marginalised groups 
are experiencing (Kellner, 2004; Kellner & Share, 2005). Critical media 
analysis and the production of new media messages can thus serve as the 
basis for class or public discussion of different issues.

For example, successful students and teachers (as a dominant group) 
might not be aware of the different struggles low-achievers or students at 
risk of ESL (as a marginalised group) encounter. Through different learning 
projects, critical media pedagogy thus offers tools and an opportunity for 
marginalised students to present their stories, points of view and struggles 
to the dominant group (and vice versa) using different media. In this way, 
in addition to developing critical thinking skills, where students together 
critically analyse their own behaviour and the views of others in school, a 
welcoming school environment is created in which students feel safe to ex-
press their own feelings and views, feel more connected to their school and 
are thus at a lower risk for ESL. 

As can be seen, critical media literacy helps all students, those belong-
ing to marginalised groups such as minorities, low-achievers etc. and those 
belonging to the dominant groups, to see their own realities and the reali-
ties of the other group differently (Kellner & Share, 2005).

Implementing critical media literacy as an ESL prevention 
strategy in practice

There are different ways for educators to teach students how to critically 
analyse and use the media and no rigid pedagogical models are suggest-
ed (Kellner, 2004). The orientations for teaching critical media literacy are 
instead interpretive reference points from which educators can base their 
strategies on. Educators should identify the elements and objectives and 
moreover should understand that principles and programmes may differ 
in varying contexts (Kellner & Share, 2007). 
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Based on Masterman’s core concepts of media literacy1, the Centre for 
Media Literacy (CML) in its CML MediaLit Kit (Thoman & Jolls, 2004) in-
troduced five core questions to help educators teach media literacy (Kellner 
& Share, 2007). Further, if applied correctly these five questions can help 
students (and the rest of the population) change the way they interact with 
and learn in today’s media culture, their communities and their lives in 
general and can even help them to develop critical thinking and become 
active citizens (Erjavec, 2010; Kellner & Share, 2005; Thoman & Jolls, 2004).

Key question 1: Who created this message?
The first key question covers the principle of non-transparency and the re-
alisation that all media messages are constructed (Kellner & Share, 2005). 
This is the foundation of media literacy since it challenges the power of me-
dia which tend to present their messages as non-problematic and transpar-
ent. Media messages do not present reality as it is or a simple reflection of 
the world, they are created, shaped and positioned through a construction 
process that includes many decisions about what to include or exclude and 
how to represent reality (Erjavec, 2010; Kellner & Share, 2005; Thoman & 
Jolls, 2004). This concept helps students understand that media creators de-
cide what to present and what to leave out, resulting in media shaping our 
knowledge and understanding of the world (Thoman & Jolls, 2004). 

Example: The movie Dangerous Minds2 is based on a true story of a 
white teacher and recounts her story of teaching problematic students (at 
risk of ESL) in an American context. The storyteller is a member of the 
1 Key concept of media literacy is representation; key goal of media literacy is denat-

uralisation of media; media education is primarily investigative; media education is 
organised around core concepts, which use analytical and not substantive tools; me-
dia education is a lifelong process; media education tries to stimulate not only crit-
ical understanding but critical autonomy; effectiveness of media education can be 
measured by the ability of students to apply what they learned through media educa-
tion (critical ideas and principles) to new situations and the amount of commitment, 
interest and motivation displayed by students; media education seeks to clarify the 
life-situations of students by stimulate the motivation, interest and enthusiasm gen-
erated by the media’s coverage of topical events (Masterman, 1994).

2 This American movie is based on a true story of Louanne Johnson who is hired as 
a teacher in a high school in a poor area of the city where most of the students are 
African-American and Hispanic and at high risk of ESL due to their poverty-strick-
en, racially segregated, economically deprived environments. Most students’ par-
ents show little interest and enthusiasm in the education of their children. After a 
terrible reception from the students, Louanne tries many unconventional methods 
of teaching to gain the students’ trust.
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dominant group. Students in the classroom, watching the film, should be 
encouraged to discuss to which group different characters in the movie (the 
teacher, the students etc.) belong – to the dominant or marginalised? Who 
are the members of the dominant and marginalised group in the movie and 
who could these be in other national contexts (for example other minorities 
in any given environment) or at their school/class? What are their common 
characteristics? Would the story be different if told from a different point of 
view – for example, by a member of a non-dominant group?

Key question 2: What creative techniques are used to attract 
my attention?

The second key question explores the codes and conventions used in media 
messages and is based on the assumption that all media messages are con-
structed using a creative language with all its rules (Thoman & Jolls, 2004; 
Kellner & Share, 2005). Media often present codes and stereotypes which 
put marginalised groups (workers, women, people of colour, also ESL stu-
dents) in a subordinate position in contrast to the positive representation 
of bosses, the rich and successful students as natural and consequently 
reinforce the stereotypes and present them as a natural state (Kellner & 
Share, 2005). Media education’s goal is therefore to teach students to distin-
guish denotation (literal meaning) from connotation (associative, subjec-
tive meaning based on cultural and ideological codes) or, in other words, 
to distinguish what they see or hear from what they think or feel (Fiske, 
1990), thus preventing messages being presented as natural when connota-
tion and denotation become one. 

Example: The Dangerous Minds movie strengthens the stereotype of 
the problematic student (ESLer) as a member of a minority or someone who 
comes from a deprivileged environment. Students should be encouraged to 
analyse whether all students who are members of minorities or come from 
poorer environments really are at a higher risk of ESL and should provide 
different examples from either real life or movies supporting or opposing 
this stereotype. Moreover, students should also discuss possible solutions 
to the problem of stereotyping ESLers.

Key question 3: How might different people understand the same 
message differently?

The third question’s goal is to decode audiences. It is based on the assump-
tion that different people experience the same media messages differently 
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(Kellner & Share, 2005; Erjavec, 2010). This question assumes the audience 
is active and there is a difference between the producers’ coding of the me-
dia text and the recipient’s decoding of the same media text (Hall, 1980). 
Each of the recipients has his/her own characteristics (age, gender, educa-
tion, cultural upbringing etc.) which affect the interpretation of a media text 
and subsequently create the recipient’s unique understandings (Thoman & 
Jolls, 2004). It is precisely this that conclusion has contributed greatly to the 
notion that media literacy can empower audiences to be active in the pro-
cess of creating meaning (Kellner & Share, 2005; Erjavec, 2010). 

Example: At this point, it is necessary to encourage all students (espe-
cially those at risk of ESL) to express their own understanding of the mov-
ie message and point out their different views and find reasons why they 
are different. Students should be encouraged to identify with other groups 
and think about how members or students at risk of ESL/different minori-
ties/successful students/teachers understand the movie. They should com-
pare and discuss their different views and therefore understand how these 
are emerging /being developed. 

Key question 4: What lifestyles, values and points of view 
are represented in – or omitted from – this message? 

The fourth question builds on the assumption that the media have embed-
ded values and points of view in their messages (Kellner & Share, 2005). 
Values become embedded in the message with the creator’s decisions on a 
character’s age, gender, race mixed with the lifestyles and behaviours por-
trayed. If the message is news, then values and points of view are embedded 
by the length of the message, which story goes first etc. The values includ-
ed are unavoidably a reflection of the creator’s values, attitudes and points 
of view (Thoman & Jolls, 2004). Critical media literacy’s aim is therefore 
to detect these embedded values and to doubt the prevailing ideology, bias 
and connotations of the explicit and implicit representations in the media. 
This kind of media analysis can also help to develop critical thinking and 
further questioning of the representation of race, class, gender, ethnicity 
etc. in media and other types of communication (Erjavec, 2010). Moreover, 
the awareness of embedded values in media or other messages increases 
the tolerance for differences in thinking and understanding the same mes-
sage and helps in decision-making on whether to accept or reject the over-
all message (Thoman & Jolls, 2004).
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Example: Dangerous Minds attempts to represent ‘whiteness’ (the 
dominant group) as the rationality, authority and cultural standards 
against the ‘non-whiteness’ (the marginalised group) as violence, chaos and 
failure. Students should be encouraged to think of other cases where simi-
lar representations of students at risk of ESL are visible not only from mov-
ies, but also from real life and how they can oppose them.

Key question 5: Why is this message being sent?
The last question tackles the motive or purpose of the media or any other 
message. This question is based on the assumption that media are organ-
ised to acquire profit and/or power (Erjavec, 2010; Thoman & Jolls, 2004; 
Kellner & Share, 2005). The main aim of this question is to determine the 
influence that financing, ego or ideology has on the message, which helps 
the message receiver appropriately respond to it and understand the reason 
it was sent (Thoman & Jolls, 2004). 

Example: All movies are filmed in order to make a profit and this is 
also the case of Dangerous Minds too. Students should, however, try to 
think of other reasons or if one of the reasons was also to present the is-
sue of ESLers and how the movie could be changed so that this message be-
comes more evident (at this point, students should be warned not to use ste-
reotyping or other risks presented through the other four core questions).

Critical media literacy educators should employ all five questions to 
address the problem of media representation and not only the ones that are 
most obvious, such as which techniques are used in the media message or 
how audiences react to the message. Further, educators should challenge 
their students to question widely accepted assumptions with opposition-
al interpretations as well as seeking alternative media with oppositional 
and counterhegemonic representations and messages. In addition, they 
should encourage their students to produce new media messages, which re-
flect their own points of view (Kellner & Share, 2007). As a result, students 
learn about different views on addressed issues, are encouraged to discuss 
these issues and consequently possibly change their own knowledge, opin-
ion and view on these issues. Moreover, students are encouraged to present 
their new messages through other public communication channels (such 
as YouTube, Facebook, blogs, vlogs etc.) and therefore participate in a wid-
er public debate.

These five core questions of critical media literacy are used in prac-
tice for teaching critical thinking in many projects in countries around 
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the world (Schofield & Rogers, 2004; Hull, 2003; Guajardo, Guajardo & del 
Carmen Casaperalta, 2008; Comber & Nixon, 2005). One of such projects 
based on a critical media literacy framework included students of English 
as a second language course at a Los Angeles middle school with high ESL 
rates, where they analysed the media representation of their community 
and afterwards created their own positive media messages. By using a crit-
ical media literacy framework, the lessons became more inclusive for all 
types of communication and the relationship between information and 
power was addressed. However, what is most important is that students 
at risk of ESL were more engaged in new literacies with a critical perspec-
tive, and were able to increase their self-esteem, their sense of pride in their 
community, interest in school and desire to learn (Choudhury & Share, 
2012).

It can therefore be assumed that by developing critical thinking 
through critical media pedagogy students are empowered with tools to re-
alise that low achievement in school or ESL is not something fixed, but cre-
ated by different messages and that they have the power to recreate and 
change it. All of this is possible through project-based media production, 
which can be used not only in media lessons but also in other lessons3, for 
making analyses more meaningful and empowering as students acquire 
tools for responding and taking action on the social conditions externally 
by discussing their problems, views and dilemmas with others through dif-
ferent means of communication, and internally by changing their self-per-
ception and improving their self-esteem and motivation for learning. As a 
consequence, students become empowered to transform their own educa-
tional process and become active citizens who actively create a more equal 
and democratic society (Kellner & Share, 2007) as a far-reaching goal. 

Conclusion
The article shows that critical media literacy’s curriculum provides a plat-
form for developing critical thinking skills, which is the basis for better 
decision-making during adolescence and adulthood and is significantly 
3 Example: One of the West Wing episodes (S02E16) (https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=vVX-PrBRtTY) where one of the plots revolves around the proposal by 
the fictional NGO to replace the familiar Mercator-projection map with an inverted 
version of the Gall-Peters Projection Map can be used in geography when learning 
about different world maps, mathematics when learning about projection, history 
when learning about the relationship between the Europe and the rest of the world, 
sociology when learning about the dominance and marginalisation etc.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vVX-PrBRtTY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vVX-PrBRtTY
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correlated to academic achievement (Marin & Halpern, 2011; Taghva, 
Rezaei, Ghaderi, & Taghva, 2014) and non-risk behaviour (unprotected sex, 
drug use, ESL etc.) (Marin & Halpern, 2011). Critical media literacy en-
courages students to discover underlying elements such as power struc-
tures and gendered identities in different media messages (Alvermann & 
Hagood, 2002) and encourages students to make new, different messages 
that oppose the dominant ideology (Kellner & Share, 2007). With the help 
of the five core concepts or questions (Erjavec, 2010; Kellner & Share, 2005; 
Thoman & Jolls, 2004) students analyse media (and other) messages, create 
new messages and thus experience their own realities and the realities of 
others, different individuals (Kellner & Share, 2005). By doing so in either 
the classroom or through other (more public) means of communication 
(such as blogs, vlogs, social media etc.), students learn about and discuss the 
realities of others and consequently gain knowledge and possibly change 
their views, opinions and behaviour, while they become more self-confi-
dent and motivated. It can be said that through critical media literacy stu-
dents become empowered with strategies to become active and transform 
their educational process and environment and try to create a more demo-
cratic society (Kellner & Share, 2007). 

Nevertheless, we should be aware that enacting critical thinking 
through critical media literacy cannot solve or change the material condi-
tions of students’ lives (poverty, drugs, mental illness etc.) (Shor & Friere, 
1987), which are important factors of low achievements and sometimes 
even ESL. Nevertheless, what developing critical thinking can do is uncov-
er these inequalities and discuss them from different points of view. In this 
way, educators already create an environment for a more inclusive, politi-
cally engaged and socially just curriculum, where all students can feel wel-
come, accepted and understood and where they feel safe to express their 
own views and become active creators of their educational path, lives and 
their society (McInerney, 2009), which are all conditions reducing the risk 
of ESL. 
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Synopsis
EU policy documents stress that ESL holds important long-term 
economic consequences (economic growth) and macro-social con-
sequences (social cohesion). Research calculating the financial costs 
of ESL very convincingly supports these arguments, while there are 
various difficulties in quantifying the social consequences of ESL. 
According to critical policy approaches, this potentially narrows un-
derstanding of the problem of ESL to its economic dimension. 

Summary
ESL is commonly regarded as an urgent and serious problem for 
both individuals and EU society as a whole. Taking different classi-
fications into consideration, the article focuses on the medium- and 
long-term fiscal (economic) and social consequences of ESL. It re-
views various economic studies presenting ESL as a huge obstacle to 
further national and EU economic growth. These studies are chief-
ly based on a calculation of the estimated costs (including lower tax 
revenues and/or higher unemployment and welfare payments and/or 
higher public health expenditures and/or higher police expenditures 
and/or higher criminal justice expenditure) per individual ESLer 
lifetime and range from EUR 100,000 to EUR 1 million. Studies pre-
senting aggregate financial gains expected from reducing ESL are 
also referred to. In addition, the weaknesses of the methodologies 

2.4.1 
Why is ESL a Problem for Contemporary 
(EU) Society?
Urška Štremfel and Klaudija Šterman Ivančič
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used in those studies are identified (e.g. difficulties in scenario-mak-
ing due to high complexity and the rapidly changing environment; 
the issue of fully identifying education’s causal impact on various 
outcomes; the lack of data for estimating both the market-recog-
nised and social costs of ESL), which to some extent question the 
credibility of their results. Since it is very hard or even impossible 
to monetise the social effects of ESL, the article exposes this makes 
them less convincing policy arguments than the economic costs of 
ESL. Critical policy approaches (wicked problems, governance of 
problems, problems represented to be) are introduced, showing that 
policy problems are not neutral but political and social constructs, 
thereby questioning the dominant (economic) understanding of the 
ESL problem. Within this framework, the article concludes that in-
vestments made in reducing ESL should not be only valued in terms 
of significant long-term financial savings, but that an essential com-
ponent of its equally important, albeit in research less convincing, 
and visible contribution to a socially-cohesive EU society should also 
be taken into account. 
Key words: ESL, problem, social consequences, economic conse-
quences, EU 

Introduction
Early school leaving in the EU is recognised as being a complex education-
al, economic and social problem (e.g. Council of the EU, 2011; 2015). The 
question of what defines ESL as a problem is crucial given that problem 
structuring is seen as the most critical task in the development of any poli-
cy (Dunn, 1981). Therefore, much attention in EU policy documents as well 
as in research is paid to demonstrating the problems (negative consequenc-
es/impacts/effects/costs) ESL brings to individuals, societies, nation-states 
and the EU as a whole. This level of attention helps EU member states iden-
tify and understand problems with education and training at the national 
level (Ecorys, 2014) and provide a key rationale for tackling ESL among all 
relevant actors (Ross & Leathwood, 2013). 

Typcially, the literature addresses ESL by considering the costs 
ESL brings to different individual and collective entities (Belfield, 2008; 
Brunello & De Paola, 2013; Psacharopoulos, 2007). In that framework, 
Psacharopoulos (2007) distinguishes the following costs brought about by 
ESL: private (realised by the individual and mostly directly observed in 
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the market); social (impact on society as a whole and not directly observ-
able); fiscal (taking the form of foregone benefits). Noting that the costs of 
ESL typically last the course of an individual’s lifetime, Dale (2010) and the 
European Commission (n.d.) explain how these categories may also be un-
derstood as the short-term (private costs), medium-term (social and eco-
nomic costs in the form of lower income, reduced tax revenues and higher 
costs of public services related, for example, to healthcare, criminal justice 
and social benefit payments, leading to low economic growth) and long-
term consequences of ESL (social and economic development). These dis-
cussions closely correspond with discussions on the role of education in 
contemporary EU society where quality education is defined as a prerequi-
site for social cohesion and economic growth (Lisbon Strategy) and smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth (Europe 2020 Strategy). 

Apart from the economic studies that prevail in this area, several oth-
er research studies come into play, ranging from sociology to medicine, po-
litical and to a limited extent educational science. Hankivsky (2008) ex-
plained that, as case studies of such research, the literature is dominated 
by the USA (e.g. Belfield & Levin, 2007; Chaplin & Lermar, 1997; Cohen, 
1998) and to some extent Australia (e.g. Business Council of Australia, 
2003; Lamb, Dwyer, & Wynn, 2000) and Canada (e.g. Human Resource 
Development of Canada, 2000) and that European countries have more or 
less been absent. Almost a decade after Hankivsky’s review, some studies 
presenting the consequences of ESL for particular member states and the 
EU as a whole can be identified (for a review, see Brunello & De Paola, 2013; 
European Commission, n.d.), yet those from the USA (e.g. Catterall, 2011; 
Sum, Khatiwada, & McLaughlin, 2009), Australia (e.g. Deloitte, 2012; Lamb 
& Huo, 2017) and Canada (e.g. Canadian Council on Learning, 2009) con-
tinue to prevail. Since ESL is a social phenomenon, also highly influenced 
by system-level factors, the article elaborates on the consequences of ESL 
in the EU context. It looks at other countries only to a limited extent in or-
der to make some comparisons or provide valuable data that is missing in 
the EU setting. 

Since the private and social costs of ESL are already addressed in the 
TITA scientific base from the standpoint of the individual ESLer, this con-
tribution focuses on the medium- and long-term social and fiscal (econom-
ic) consequences of ESL.1 As such, it addresses the question “Why is ESL a 
1 Psacharopoulos (2007) explains there is also a considerable overlap among the (pri-

vate, social and fiscal) consequences of ESL. For example, a low level of education 
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problem for contemporary (EU) society?”. After introducing the topic, the 
article first presents the economic (fiscal) consequences of ESL, second, the 
social consequences are described, third, different unresolved questions of 
researching and understanding ESL as a problem of economic and social 
development are mentioned, while the conclusion summarises the main 
findings. 

Methodology 
This article draws on a review of theoretical and empirical evidence. To ad-
dress the article’s aims, we apply the following methods: (a) an analysis of 
relevant literature and secondary sources. Here we conducted a literature 
search of the scientific EBSCOhost, Web of Science and Google Scholar on-
line research databases. The main key words used in searching the relevant 
scientific literature were: early school leaving, consequences, impact, effect, 
social cohesion, social development, economic growth, economic compet-
itiveness, economic development; and (b) an analysis of EU-level formal 
documents and legal sources (Council Resolutions, European Commission 
Communications, Reports of Expert Networks). 

ESL as an obstacle to economic development 
Discussions on the economic consequences of ESL arise from general dis-
cussions on the importance of education (e.g. quality and attainment lev-
els of individuals) for economic development (e.g. Hanushek & Wößmann, 
2010; OECD 2010). For example, it is estimated that in the OECD countries 
each year of schooling is statistically significantly associated with a 0.30% 
higher rate of economic growth (Psacharopoulos, 2007). 

Studies concentrating on the economic consequences of ESL are most-
ly based on a calculation of the estimated costs (including lower tax rev-
enues and/or higher unemployment and welfare payments and/or higher 
public health expenditures and/or higher police expenditures and/or high-
er criminal justice expenditure) per individual ESLer lifetime and by calcu-
lating the returns of an additional year of schooling. Taking into consider-
ation the number of ESLers and the differences between the target (ESLers) 
and non-target group (non-ESLers), studies then calculate the aggregate 

can limit employment opportunities and the earnings potential of ESLers, there-
by leading to lower income tax payments and an increased risk of needing social 
benefits and participating in different welfare programmes (European Commission, 
n.d.). 
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Table 3. Review of studies presenting financial gains expected from the reduction of ESL 

Country Total cost of ESL to the country Explanation

Estonia 

If ESL could be cut in half for one age 
cohort, the country would gain about 
0.7% of GDP, equalling EUR 113.8 mil-
lion using a 3% discount rate, or about 
0.35% of GDP, equalling EUR 56.6 mil-
lion using a 6% discount rate 

The figures refer to the cost of ESL

Hungary

Increasing the education level of Roma 
children from having at most prima-
ry-level education to an upper secon-
dary qualification would see a gain of 
income of some EUR 30,000 – 70,000 
per person for the state 

The gains consist of taxes after income 
and consumption, and social security 
payments. They exclude costs related 
to unemployment and offending.

Netherlands 

Savings from reducing ESL for 15,000 
individuals made over a 5-year peri-
od could reach nearly EUR 3.7 billi-
on in total 

38% deriving from additional taxati-
ons, 12% from reduced subsidies, 1.4% 
from less criminal activity, 0.5% from 
better health

Norway

If the ESL rate could be cut by one-t-
hird, the total costs for society wou-
ld be reduced by NOK 5.4 billion (aro-
und EUR 723 million) per age cohort. 
The top estimate of the reduced soci-
etal costs is NOK 8.8 billion (around 
EUR 1.2 billion), while the lower bo-
und is NOK 1.1 billion (around EUR 
146 million)

The figures refer to ESLers and exclude 
crime and health-related costs

Spain
By reducing ESL, an increase in GDP 
of 4% to 17% could be achieved over a 
20-year time horizon.

Effects on employment and wages by 
eradicating ESL are taken into acco-
unt.

United Kingdom 

Estimates of the public finance cost 
of young people who are NEET vary 
from GBP 12 billion to GBP 32.5 bil-
lion
Resource costs associated with NEET 
range from just under GBP 22 billion 
to nearly GBP 77 billion

In the UK, if 1% more of the working 
population had A-levels rather than 
no qualifications, the benefit to the 
UK would be around GBP 665 million 
a year through reduced crime and in-
creased earnings potential

All the UK figures relate to the cost 
of being NEET (young people not in 
employment, education or training, 
aged 16 and 18)

Sources: Calero & Gil-Izquierdo (2014); European Commission (n.d.); Nevala & Hawley 
(2011)
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costs of ESL at the national/EU level and/or financial gains expected from 
reducing ESL at the national/EU level (Nevala & Hawley, 2011; European 
Commission, n.d.). 

The estimated costs of an ESLer per lifetime differ widely among the 
EU member states and studies conducted. Brunello and De Paola (2014) re-
port they range from EUR 33,000 in Ireland to about GBP 56,000 in the 
UK, from EUR 120,000 in Norway to EUR 157,000 in Estonia. Somewhat 
different amounts are reported by the European Commission (n.d.), show-
ing that the lifetime costs of an ESLer range from EUR 100,000 through 
EUR 200,000 up to EUR 1.1 million. A review of studies that estimated the 
total cost of ESL and financial gains expected from reducing ESL in some 
European countries is presented in Table 1. 

Due to the different research methodologies used in estimating costs, 
the range of costs included in the calculations, and differences in national 
contexts in which studies have been conducted, it is very difficult to make 
comparisons (Beirn, 1972; European Commission, 2013, n.d.; Van Alphen, 
2009). 

Among the various national studies, some studies also estimated the 
costs of ESL for the EU economy as a whole. More than a decade ago, basing 
the calculation on the assumption that ESLers have 6% lower productivi-
ty than qualified leavers, and using the 2005 figure of 23% unqualified leav-
ers, suggested that ESL causes the European economy a productivity loss of 
1.4% (European Commission, 2006). The European Commission (n.d.), us-
ing Eurofound calculations, shows that the annual cost of NEETs to the 21 
EU member states (DK, EL, FI, FR, MT, SE, CRO not involved) is approx-
imately EUR 100 billion (EUR 94 billion in foregone earnings and EUR 7 
billion in excess transfers), which corresponds to 1% of their aggregated 
GDP. Considering the Europe 2020 flagship initiative ‘An agenda for new 
skills and jobs’, the European Commission (2011) estimates that “To reduce 
the average European ESL rate by just 1 percentage point would provide the 
European economy each year with nearly half a million additional quali-
fied potential young employees”. Reflecting the estimation that the share of 
jobs available to low skilled people will drop in the near future from 20% to 
less than 15%, it is predicted that the economic consequences of ESL in the 
EU will become even worse. Despite numerous projections, the European 
Commission (2013) argues that so far it has been difficult to accurately esti-
mate the costs of ESL at the EU level. 
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Only a few studies in Europe have evaluated anti-ESL measures with 
regard to their cost efficiency (relationship between the cost of an anti-ESL 
measure and the estimated benefit of reducing ESL).2 Existing studies indi-
cate that policies differ in their efficiency, but also that measures have vary-
ing impacts on different groups of pupils and in different contexts. Despite 
their methodological limitations (e.g. the long-term effect of policies is of-
ten insufficiently factored in), their results allow the conclusion that the to-
tal costs for society created by ESL far exceed the costs of most measures 
aiming to reduce ESL (European Commission, 2011; 2013; Nevala & Hawley 
et al., 2001, p. 51). 

The studies overviewed above show that the economic consequences 
of ESL demonstrated as costs of ESL present a huge obstacle to further na-
tional and EU economic growth, and vice versa that countries can achieve 
high total gains from cutting ESL. Accompanied by cost-benefit studies of 
various interventions already implemented, this underscores the claim that 
policies addressing ESL continue to be needed and represent a worthwhile 
investment in the EU’s economic development. 

Despite these very convincing research results, deficiencies in their 
methodologies (cost-benefit, scenario-making, policy and social experi-
mentations) used to estimate the costs of ESL have been identified, which 
somewhat question the credibility of their results (Brunello & De Paolla, 
2013; European Commission, 2013; Green et al., 2004; Hankivsky, 2008; 
Psacharopoulos, 2007): 

- difficulties in scenario-making due to high complexity and the 
rapidly changing environment of contemporary society and 
economy (problems with estimating the medium- and long-term 
consequences of ESL; predicting and including particular costs in 
calculations);

- the issue of fully identifying the causal impact of education on 
various outcomes (observable and unobservable characteristics of 
ESLers and the control group on which the benefits of ESL poli-
cies are evaluated);

- the lack of data (a major difficulty in identifying education ex-
ternalities is that the output, as typically measured in national 

2 For example, Levin (2009) demonstrated that delivering successful preventive pro-
grammes in the area of completing upper secondary education in the USA brings 
benefits (USD 209,000) that are up to 2.5 times greater than the cost of intervening 
per graduate (between USD 59,000 and USD 143,600).
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accounts, only includes market-recognised effects of education 
and not other costs (e.g. social costs impacting society as a whole 
and not directly observable).

ESL as an obstacle to social development 
The social benefits of education (social cohesion, social inclusion) lie at the 
heart of the EU’s (Lisbon, EU 2020) policy agenda. The Council of Europe 
(2008) defines social cohesion as “the capacity of a society to ensure the 
well-being of all its members, minimising disparities and avoiding margin-
alisation”. Similarly, the OECD (2011) calls a society “‘cohesive’ if it works 
towards the well-being of all its members, fights exclusion and marginali-
sation, creates a sense of belonging, promotes trust, and offers its members 
the opportunity of upward social mobility”.

While various academic studies have discussed the microsocial bene-
fits of education (social and civic engagement), a sense of belonging, trust, 
equality, inclusion and mobility of individual students), the macrosocial 
benefits (social development, social cohesion of nation-states, the EU) have 
been studied to a limited extent. Green, Preston and Sabates (2003) argue 
that, due to their conceptual differences (level and emphasis on the relation-
al properties and social functioning), the macrosocial benefits of education 
cannot be simply understood as the aggregation of microsocial benefits. 
This fact may at least partly explain the high complexity of the macroso-
cial benefits of education (e.g. social cohesion) and the absence of clarity on 
what they actually encompass and how education may affect them. 

Green et al. (2004) argue that great variations in definitions and var-
ious meanings within/between national contexts additionally make re-
searching the relationship between education and social cohesion an ex-
tremely difficult task.3 They (2004, p. 124) add that work relating to the 
influence of education on social cohesion is often qualitative in nature and 
that it is difficult to operationalise and test hypotheses related to learning 
and social cohesion within a positivist framework. The OECD (2006) notes 
that, while human capital theory links education to economic outcomes 
and offers a robust framework for scientific investigation and policy anal-
ysis, there is to date no widely accepted theory linking education to social 
outcomes which could at least partly explain the lack of research in this 
area (Fernandez Gutierrez & Calero Martinez, 2014).
3 Green et al. (2004) report that the macrosocial concept receives much attention in 

sociological theories but there is a lack of attention to it in educational research. 
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Hankivsky (2008) discusses the social consequences of ESL in terms of 
intangible costs and non-market effects of ESL. She argues that, although 
these aspects are crucial for further social development, they are very dif-
ficult to quantify. In any case, based on her research she made the assump-
tion that intangible (social) costs are equal to 50% of all tangible (economic) 
costs of ESL. It has also been estimated that the intangible costs far surpass 
all other direct and indirect costs of ESL combined. 

Psacharopoulos (2007, p. 29) argues that since it is very hard or even 
impossible to monetise the social effects of ESL, this makes them less con-
vincing policy arguments than the economic costs of ESL. These observa-
tions coincide with some other warnings that areas that are more easily 
measurable attract more (policy) attention than more difficult-to-measure 
areas. In doing so, there is a fear that areas that do not directly contribute 
to performativity are in danger of becoming worthless (Ball, 2003; Ozga, 
2003). 

ESL holds important long-term social consequences in terms of social 
cohesion and the development of nation-states and the EU. Although they 
are very hard (if not impossible) to quantify and measure, they should not 
be overlooked when designing, implementing and evaluating policy meas-
ures against ESL. 

Challenges in understanding the problem of ESL
Several critical approaches have been developed in policy analysis that 
challenge the positivist understanding of policy problems as a neutral cat-
egory. They claim that policy problems are not neutral but represent so-
cial constructions and that policy problems do not pre-exist but are active-
ly created and produced. The literature review shows that the ESL problem 
can also be understood in that framework. 

Wicked problems 
Haug and Plant (2015) and Smyth (2010) denote ESL as a wicked problem 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973). Smyth (2010, p. 198) citing the Australian Public 
Service Commissioner summarised wicked problems as being »difficult to 
define … have many interdependencies (that) are often multi-causal … of-
ten lead to unforeseen consequences … not stable … have no clear solu-
tions … are socially complex … hardly ever sit conveniently within the re-
sponsibility of any one organization … (and) involve changing behaviour«. 
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Although arguments exist that wicked problems are difficult or impossible 
to solve, Roberts (2000) pointed out three possible strategies to cope with 
them: authoritative, competitive and collaborative. Constraints of the last 
two open a space for the first one and enable a (specific and narrow) solu-
tion to be formed and thus understanding of the problem. 

Governance of problems 
Problem processing actually starts by searching for problems: governing 
depends on identifying situations as problematic, acknowledging the ex-
pertise in connection with these problems and discovering governing tech-
nologies that are considered to be a suitable response (Colebatch 2006, 313). 
Collective problem-solving means people have common values and joint-
ly identified policy goals (or a desired future situation) (Hoppe, 2011). Grek 
(2010) argues that international institutions and organisations (European 
Commission and OECD) are crucial in the construction of specific poli-
cy problems in the EU and thus the promotion of particular dispositions to 
learning (therefore also to ESL) in member states. The process of problem-
atisation is thus the prevailing form of setting new education policy agen-
das in Europe. Since the very process of problem creation already carries 
the seed of its solution, a critical approach should be applied when studying 
problems that are placed high up the EU policy agenda. 

Problem represented to be 
Oomen and Plant (2014) assert that the ESL problem could be studied 
through Bacchi’s (2009) WPR (What’s the Problem Represented to be?) ap-
proach. The WPR approach starts from the premise that what policy ac-
tors propose to do about something reveals what they think is problemat-
ic (needs to change). Following this thinking, policies and policy proposals 
contain implicit representations of what is considered to be the ‘problem’ 
(‘problem representations’). For example, if educators’ training is recom-
mended to reduce ESL, the implication is that the lack of educators’ compe-
tencies is the problem (a factor that causes ESL). Many other potential fac-
tors (e.g. at the individual or system level) are then left behind. By applying 
the WPR approach, Bacchi suggests asking six questions4 in order to sub-
ject every problem presentation to critical scrutiny. 
4 1) What’s the ‘problem’ /…/ represented to be in a specific policy or policy propos-

al? 2) What presuppositions or assumptions underpin this representation of the 
‘problem’? 3) How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come about? 4) What is 
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When taking the critical representations of policy problems formation 
presented above into consideration, it is important to see how the social 
and economic consequences of ESL are presented as a rationale for under-
standing ESL as a problem for contemporary (EU) society. Gillies & Mifsud 
(2016) from a Foucauldian perspective, Grimaldi (2012) by analysing ne-
oliberalism influences and Macedo, Araújo, Magalhães and Rocha (2015) 
through the lenses of sociology of education define ESL as a political con-
cept, pursuing a specific solution by providing a specific (economic) vision 
of the problem and their prevalence over social goals.5 Similarly, Ross and 
Leathwood (2013, p. 415) refer to the need to evaluate the success of ESL 
measures according to their contribution to addressing social exclusion, 
division and inequalities and not solely how they contribute to the overall 
economic prosperity of society, as is the existing practice. 

Conclusion 
The perception of ESL holding negative consequences for individuals and 
society and bringing positive benefits via increased educational attainment 
sensitises and induces policymakers to design policies in an attempt to take 
corrective action and address the ESL problem (Brunello & De Paola, 2013; 
Psacharopoulos, 2007). 

The paper overviewed a broad range of academic research and EU poli-
cy documents discussing the long-term macro-economic and macro-social 
consequences of ESL (economic growth and development, social cohesion 
and development). The overview shows that in identifying education exter-
nalities, the output, typically measured in national accounts, most com-
monly includes economic (market-recognised) effects of education since it 
is hard or even impossible to quantify the social effects (Psacharopoulos, 
2007). ESL is thus generally presented as huge obstacle to further national 

left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? Can the 
‘problem’ be thought about differently? 5) What effects are produced by this rep-
resentation of the ‘problem’? 6) How/where has this representation of the ‘problem’ 
been produced, disseminated and defended? How has it been (or could it be) ques-
tioned, disrupted and replaced?

5 The inferior position of the social dimension of education in general is also evident 
from selected OECD and EU policy documents. The OECD (2011, p. 58) claims that 
social inclusion is both a desirable end in itself and a means to achieve development 
outcomes like growth, and question whether social cohesion, beyond its intrinsic 
desirability, actually has a use, e.g. an economic pay-off. The European Commission 
(2006) explains that investing in education and training in order to raise efficiency 
and quality produces social benefits which, in turn, feed economic growth. 
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and/or EU economic growth in terms of the costs of an individual ESLer 
per lifetime and the financial gains of potentially reducing ESL. According 
to critical approaches of understanding policy problems (wicked problems, 
governance of problems, problem represented to be) that were also present-
ed in the paper, this creates the possibility that the social benefits of edu-
cation and thus the social negative consequences of ESL will become over-
looked when designing measures against ESL and opens the question of 
whether studies that point out the financial costs are not being used to jus-
tify a distinct (economically oriented) policy regarding ESL in the EU. 
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Synopsis
ESL holds many far-reaching effects for an individual’s overall qual-
ity of life: lower employability, income and savings, inferior (public) 
health status, less risk aversion and increased criminality, less sup-
portive social capital, and reduced lifetime satisfaction. To success-
fully tackle ESL, it is therefore crucial for all actors involved to be 
aware of the consequences and help combat ESL on time. 

Summary
This article explains the long-term effects of ESL on different as-
pects of an individual’s personal and social life. In defining the con-
sequences of ESL, we start by examining Psacharopoulos’ (2007) 
framework of ESL consequences and cost estimation, where the au-
thor refers to the private, social and fiscal impacts of ESL. Since here 
we are mainly interested in those consequences with the greatest im-
pact on an individual’s personal life (personal consequences) and the 
individual’s social functioning (social consequences), in the article 
we describe: a) private far-reaching consequences that, according to 
the author, refer to a higher incidence and duration of unemploy-
ment, lower initial and lifetime earnings, inferior health status (e.g. 
risk of psychological and somatic health problems), less risk aversion 
(e.g. drug use, criminal behaviour), reduced lifelong-learning par-
ticipation, a lower quality of social capital (poorer and unsupportive 

2.4.2 
Early School Leavers in their Later 
(Adult) Life and Social Consequences
Klaudija Šterman Ivančič
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social ties) and lower overall lifetime satisfaction; and b) social con-
sequences that refer to increased criminality, lower positive spill-over 
effect of co-workers, lower positive intergenerational effects and in-
ferior public health assistance access. A review of different studies 
that discussed these far-reaching private and social consequences of 
ESL (e.g. Crum et al., 1998; Hawkins et al., 1992; Henry et al., 1999; 
Jarjoura, 1993; Lamb, 1994; Silbereisen et al., 1995) on an individu-
al’s overall well-being throughout their life confirmed these effects. 
We conclude it is therefore vital for different actors to be aware of the 
long-term consequences of ESL and that timely systematic interven-
tion and compensation practices are essential. As part of this, it is 
very important to be aware of the individual’s reasons for ESL since 
in this way we can identify whether ESLers are more likely to form a 
new stable identity or are at a greater risk of developing and intensi-
fying maladaptive behaviours. 
Key words: early school leaving, later life, private consequences, so-
cial consequences 

Introduction
While addressing the consequences of ESL in adult life we encounter dif-
ferent conceptions of the importance of a certain type of consequence. In 
Europe, one of the most often addressed is certainly the unemployment of 
ESLers since it has the most evident impact on both the labour market and 
economic growth (Alphen, 2009). However, the consequences of ESL for 
individuals are much wider and more far-reaching. 

In an effort to minimise ESL rates, several attempts by different poli-
cymakers (e.g. EENEE, 2013) have been made to estimate the costs of ESL 
on different levels. The basis most commonly used in the literature for es-
timating such costs is Psacharopoulos’ (2007) framework for estimating 
the costs of ESL that addresses various areas of ESL consequences. The au-
thor defines the outcomes of ESL on three levels: private, social and fiscal 
(see Figure 16). On the private level, the author lists the higher incidence 
and duration of unemployment, lower initial and lifetime earnings, infe-
rior health status, less risk aversion, reduced lifelong-learning participa-
tion, a lower quality of social capital and lower lifetime satisfaction. On 
the social level, he points to increased criminality, lower positive spill-over 
effects of co-workers, a lower rate of economic growth, lower intergener-
ational effects on children and parents, inferior public health assistance 
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access, higher unemployment rates and lower social cohesion. On the fiscal 
level, he sees the most evident effects of ESL in lower tax revenues, higher 
unemployment and welfare payments, higher public health expenditures, 
increased police expenditures and higher criminal justice expenditure. 
Psacharopoulos (2007) also states there are direct and indirect effects be-
tween the duration of education and different aspects of consequences. For 
example, the direct effect of education on a health outcome is better aware-
ness among the more educated of the harmful effects of smoking. Indirect 
effects arise when, for an example, a worker’s income supports his abil-
ity to pay for high quality health services, which leads to a reduced bur-
den of disease on society (European Commission, 2010 and 2013). Since 
Psacharopoulos’ ESL consequences framework is one of the most widely 
used, including by the European Commission, we also employ it for its defi-
nition of the consequences of ESL on which our further descriptions are 
based.

Figure 16. Consequences of ESL (as defined by Psacharopoulos (2007))

PRIVATE

• higher incidence and duration of 
unemployment 

• lower initial and lifetime earnings
• lower health status 
• less risk aversion
• reduced lifelong-learning

participation
• lower quality of social capital
• lower lifetime satisfaction

SOCIAL

• increased criminality 
• lower positive spill-over e�ects of co-

workers
• lower rate of economic growth
• lower intergenerational e�ects on 

children and parents
• lower public health assistance access
• higher unemployment rates
• lower social cohesion

FISCAL

• lower tax revenues
• higher unemployment and welfare 

payments
• higher public health expenditures
• higher police expenditures
• higher criminal justice expenditure

ESL 
CONSEQUENCES 
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The present article has two aims. The first is to focus on and describe 
the consequences of ESL that affect an individual on the private and social 
levels. Such ESL consequences have the biggest impact on an individual’s 
life, and his/her social functioning. At this point, we will not focus on the 
fiscal consequences of ESL and certain aspects of social consequences with 
a more widespread, societal impact (e.g. a lower rate of economic growth, 
higher unemployment rates and lower social cohesion). The consequenc-
es that will not be addressed in this article are coloured in grey in Figure 
16. Since we are examining social consequences from the individual’s per-
spective, i.e. the effects ESL has on an individual’s social life and closer sur-
roundings, some private and social consequences are linked to the same 
area of an individual’s life (e.g. less risk aversion and increased criminali-
ty). Accordingly, we combined private and social consequences with a simi-
lar content. The article’s second aim is to draw attention to the fact that ESL 
has a long-reaching effect that greatly impacts an individual’s quality of life 
in different areas and to point out it is important to raise awareness of the 
consequences it can bring in order to prevent it on time.

Methodology
When reviewing the literature in the area of the consequences ESL holds 
for an individual who has left school early, we first conducted a literature 
search of the scientific EBSCOhost online research databases (Academic 
Search Complete, ERIC, PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKS, PsycINFO, and 
SocINDEX with Full Text databases). The main key words initially used 
were: ESL and social consequences and consequences of ESL. This yield-
ed a limited set of results. By searching for related results online we no-
ticed the consequences of ESL are often described together with the ante-
cedents of ESL and the costs of ESL on the national and European levels. 
In this way, we extended our online research databases search with key 
words referring to the antecedents and consequences of ESL, the costs 
of school failure and calculating the costs of ESL. We also examined ref-
erences cited in the reviewed articles and paid special attention to the 
reports of different European Commission expert group reports, i.e. the 
European Expert Network on Economics of Education (EENEE). Texts 
taken into account had to address the private and social consequences of 
ESL along with direct and indirect interactions between different areas of 
consequences.
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Private and social far-reaching consequences of ESL
In this section, we further describe the private and social consequences of 
ESL as defined in the introduction. Thus, the private and social far-reach-
ing consequences of ESL we present in this section are: higher incidence 
and duration of unemployment, lower initial and lifetime earnings, inferi-
or health status and public health assistance access, less risk aversion and 
increased criminality, reduced lifelong-learning participation, lower quali-
ty of social capital (lower positive spill-over effects of co-workers) and low-
er lifetime satisfaction (negative intergenerational effects).

Higher incidence and duration of unemployment
Various sources (e.g. Garfinkel, Kelly, & Waldfogel, 2005; Gyönös, 2011; 
Lamb, 1994; USA Department of Labor, 2004) state that ESLers are 72% 
more likely to be unemployed than high-school graduates. ESLers are thus 
also likely to receive public assistance. Gyönös (2011) found that a low qual-
ification level and the possibility of becoming unemployed increase in di-
rect proportion. With constant changes in the skills required in the labour 
market, ESLers are also becoming a less employed population as the years 
pass (EENEE, 2013).1 As noted in the following descriptions of consequenc-
es, unemployment amongst ESLers brings an important impact to different 
areas of an individual’s well-being.

Lower initial and lifetime earnings 
An EENEE estimate (2013) puts the additional lifetime income of a stu-
dent who stays at school for one extra year at more than €70,000. Further, 
Oreopoulos (2007) states that lifetime wealth increases by about 15% for 
an extra year of schooling. Therefore, parallel to the increased risk of 
ESLers being uneducated and unemployed, both their initial and lifetime 
earnings drop. It is also important to note that ESLers tend to be myop-
ic since they do not possess the skills required for planning and manag-
ing their finances (Gyönös, 2011). This is an additional reason they usual-
ly possess low lifetime earnings in their adult life and thus a lower quality 
of life in general.
1 The prevailing understanding in modern society that ESL is a major cause of high 

unemployment is challenged by some authors (e.g. Ross & Leathwood, 2013; De 
Witte et al., 2013; Huart, 2013) who argue that keeping students in school will not re-
solve the problem of (youth) unemployment. 
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Lower health status and public health assistance accessibility
Early unemployment is also importantly connected to adult physical and 
psychological health problems. Hammarström and Janlert (2002) state 
that the most commonly stated health problems within the ESL popula-
tion are psychological health problems (e.g. depression, anxiety), somat-
ic health problems (e.g. headache, weight problems, gastric complaints, 
problems with locomotive apparatus, infections, accidental injuries, aller-
gies), alcohol consumption, and smoking. Males are especially at risk for 
somatic and psychological health problems. The European Commission 
(2010) states, for example, that in England young men who are not in edu-
cation or training are three times more likely to be depressed than those in-
volved in any kind of educational activity. ESLers are also less likely to have 
health insurance and are simultaneously at greater risk for both early death 
and a variety of poor health outcomes (Clark & Royer, 2010; Davidoff & 
Kenney, 2005; Mazumder, 2010). Lochner (2011) states there are many ways 
in which education improves health. They include stress reduction, better 
decision-making and information gathering, a higher likelihood of having 
health insurance, healthier employment, better neighbourhoods and peers, 
and low-risk health behaviours such as avoiding smoking, drinking, eating 
calorie-intensive food and refraining from exercising. Education is there-
fore closely tied to many aspects of an individual’s quality of health and as 
such also holds far-reaching effects for an individual’s health in adulthood 
(European Commission, 2010).

Less risk aversion and increased criminality
Different studies (e.g. Aloise-Young, Cruickshank, & Chavez, 2002; Crum, 
Ensminger, Ro, & McCord, 1998; Fegan & Pabon, 1999; Henry, Caspi, Moffitt, 
Harrington, & Silva, 1999; Jarjoura, 1996; Voelkl, Welte, & Wieczorek, 1999) 
confirm that ESLers are at greater risk of participating in all forms of delin-
quency (e.g. drug use and drug selling, criminal behaviour) and have more 
contacts with the juvenile justice system. Machin, Marie and Vucic (2011) 
defined three channels via which education may have an effect on crime: 
income effects, time availability, and patience or risk aversion. Time spent 
in education reduces the time available to participate in criminal activi-
ty. While at school, youngsters stay off the streets. Through education they 
also develop an awareness of the importance of risk aversion and under-
stand the long-term effects of future punishment and future income loss-
es from imprisonment (EENEE, 2013; Machin et al., 2011; Moretti, 2007; 
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Moretti, Jacob, & Lefgren, 2007). Education also increases the possibility of 
legitimate work, higher income and thereby lowers the risk of illegal behav-
iour in the future (Brunello & De Paola, 2013; Jarjoura, 1993). 

Reduced lifelong-learning participation 
As mentioned, ESLers are more likely to be unemployed, draw on welfare, 
and have even less of a chance to become employed as time passes (EENEE, 
2013). Consequently, they lose their work-related social ties and a sense 
of purpose and belonging to a certain working community. Studies (e.g. 
Brunello & De Paola, 2013; EENEE, 2013; Moretti, 2007) show that, as such, 
in later life ESLers are much less likely to be active citizens and to become 
involved in lifelong learning. If unemployed, in adult life they are already 
very distant from the education system, the skills required to be involved 
in the educational process and also the skills needed to successfully enter 
the labour market (Business Council of Australia, 2003). Lifelong-learning 
participation is therefore importantly affected by ESL (Fergusson, Swain-
Campbell, & Horwood, 2002). 

Lower quality of social capital (lower positive spill-over effects 
of co-workers)

Several authors (e.g. Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992; Jarjoura, 1993) 
confirm that educational failure leads to decreased social bonds with the 
school and communities, which in turn leads to a greater risk of crime and 
delinquent behaviours. An individual therefore finds his sense of belong-
ing and becomes socially connected to groups that do not encourage his/
her participation in education and legitimate work. ESLers’ social discon-
nectedness therefore increases. Sweeten, Bushway and Paternoster (2009) 
also found that those who drop out of school tend to be more antisocial and 
thus have even less of a chance to find and connect with positive influences 
in their social surroundings.

Lower lifetime satisfaction and negative intergenerational 
effects

Oreopoulos (2007) states that not only does education improve an individ-
ual’s occupational prospects, wages and job satisfaction, but it also leads to 
more informed decision-making regarding health, marriage, parenting and 
retirement. Schooling also importantly affects individual non-cognitive 
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skills and attitudes, such as risk aversion, patience and motivation, which 
influence economic choices. And these are all factors that shape an individ-
ual’s satisfaction with life and also form a basis for building a satisfactory 
life in the future and for future generations. With ESLers dropping out of 
school too soon, they lose this potential and a greater risk also emerges of 
their future generations adopting maladaptive behavioural patterns.

Relatedness of the private and social consequences of ESL
As seen from the study results stated above relating to the long-term con-
sequences of ESL, all of the consequences are somehow interrelated and 
together form an overall impact on ESLers’ quality of life, including in 
adulthood. However, different researchers pose a question regarding the 
causality of those effects. Some authors (e.g. Crum et al., 1998; Hawkins et 
al., 1992; Henry et al., 1999; Jarjoura, 1993; Lamb, 1994; Silbereisen, Robins, 
& Rutter, 1995) suggest there is a causal association between leaving school 
without qualifications and later outcomes, such that: a) leaving school 
without qualifications reduces opportunities for social participation and 
integration; and b) reduced opportunities for social participation are re-
flected in higher rates of crime and other maladaptive behaviours. This im-
plies that lowering the number of ESLers will have a positive effect by way 
of reducing crime, substance use and welfare dependence. Some authors 
(e.g. Bridgeland, DiIulio, and Morison, 2006; Fergusson et al., 2002) op-
pose this point of view and describe these associations as non-causal. Their 
interpretation is that a wide range of adverse social, personal, educational 
and behavioural factors were present prior to an individual’s ESL such as a 
disadvantaged family background, lower cognitive ability, behavioural and 
adjustment problems etc. Further, that those factors are the ones that are 
reflected in an individual’s poorer social functioning and maladaptive be-
haviours in later life. In this context, ESL is merely a side-effect of those ad-
verse factors and is a form of maladaptive behaviour. 

However, this does not diminish education’s role and impact in pro-
viding equal opportunities for all students, regardless of their background, 
as a tool for combatting ESL. There is also evidence from a 21-year longitu-
dinal study (Fergusson et al., 2002) which confirms that ESL is an impor-
tant point in an individual’s life that later affects his/her quality of life in 
the sense of a greater risk for adverse outcomes including crime, substance 
abuse or dependence, welfare dependence and reduced participation in any 
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form of education or training, i.e. behaviours that proved to be less present 
in a non-ESL population. 

Conclusion
This article aimed to investigate different personal and social aspects of the 
consequences of ESL for an individual’s later life. Although there is no con-
sensus regarding the causality between ESL and various private and social 
consequences, we may draw the conclusion that students at risk are individ-
uals with specific social, personal, educational and behavioural character-
istics who are more at risk of experiencing different negative consequences 
of ESL throughout their lives. As evident from the European Commission’s 
review reports on the consequences of ESL (2010 and 2013), lower education 
levels are associated with negative consequences like lower earnings and 
savings, lower labour market participation, worse health and lower health 
insurance, lower quality of encouraging social ties, higher levels of pover-
ty and higher levels of criminal behaviour throughout an individual’s life. 
ESL therefore holds important negative far-reaching effects for an individ-
ual’s overall well-being. 

Sweeten and colleagues (2009) point to an important moment when 
addressing the consequences of ESL. They state the effects of ESL depend 
on the reason for leaving school early. Students sometimes leave school be-
cause they find it boring, sometimes because they discover they are aca-
demically far behind, while others drop out for family reasons or finan-
cial demands to start work in order to survive. However, according to the 
authors the reason for ESL is an indicator of which developmental direc-
tion they are heading in and what will be their new identity. If ESLers form 
a new, stable identity attached to another conventional institution (e.g. 
work), this will mean an entirely different set of consequences than drop-
ping out with no direction, which often leads to increased crime and oth-
er maladaptive behaviours. And this is the point at which prevention and 
intervention programmes should take action so as to avoid or at least ex-
tenuate the negative personal and social consequences of ESL that affect all 
areas of an individual’s life. Potential solutions include greater collabora-
tion between governments, businesses, communities, families and educa-
tion and the implementation of a systematic approach to identifying and 
assisting young people at risk of ESL (Business Council of Australia, 2003; 
European Commission, 2013). 
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