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Introduction

This paper reports on the third peer review workshop of RESTART, a project investigating ways of tackling early school leaving in Europe. The first workshop examined ways of bridging the gap between education, training and employment whilst the second explored broader approaches to learning. Both these themes continued at the third workshop in Ljubljana but here the particular focus was on the impact that former early school leavers can have on young people who are currently at risk of early school leaving or who are currently not in education, training or employment. 

The workshop commenced with an overview of the problem of early school leaving in Slovenia and the government’s strategy for dealing with the issue together with a summary of the focus and content of the Restart project. Thereafter the presentations and visits looked at a range of projects designed to tackle early school leaving and considered the ways in which those with experience of ‘dropping out’ can and do contribute to such initiatives. The workshop was punctuated by a series of personal accounts from people with experience both of problems at school and of effective ways of preventing early school leaving and/or supporting individuals back into education, training or employment.  
In order to convey the way in which issues, themes and lessons emerged over the course of the two days, this paper is organised according to the chronology of the workshop and includes, in their own words, the personal stories told by some of the delegates. Whilst a written report of this nature may not do justice to the ‘vibrations’ felt at the event, it is hoped that the paper represents accurately the many significant insights the workshop provided. The report concludes with a summary of key points and of elements of good practice that are further exemplified in the accompanying case studies report.
Welcome and Opening Remarks
Presenters: Giorgio Zoia, Project Coordinator for RESTART (Chair of the Workshop)

    Haroon Saad, Director of Quartiers en Crise – European Regeneration Areas Network

    Magda Zupančič, Under-Secretary at the Slovenian Ministry of  Labour, Family and Social Affairs

The workshop was officially opened by Haroon Saad who welcomed delegates to Ljubljana and introduced Magda Zupančič from the Slovenian Ministry of  Labour, Family and Social Affairs. Ms Zupančič began with a short introduction to Slovenia, noting its location at the heart of Europe but also its relative youth, having obtained independence from the former Yugoslavia on 25th June 1991 and become a member of the European Union on April 1st 2004. Ms Zupančič noted that a significant date in the future for Slovenia is 2008 when the country will take on the presidency of the European Union.
Ms Zupančič next outlined the wider context of the workshop by reference to the Lisbon goals. In particular she identified the overarching aim for Europe as being to become the largest competitive, knowledge based economy in the world and a number of sub-objectives:

· The integration of young people into work and the need for them to obtain a decent education

· The need to be aware of the impact of globalisation and the concomitant need for new skills, new (flexible) forms of working and for lifelong learning

· The need to include young people with poor educational experiences

· The emphasis on social inclusion

· The need to reduce disparities in terms of employment etc.

· The need to promote the importance of education over the lifespan – lifelong learning

Ms Zupančič also identified the key benchmarks agreed to by member states at Lisbon and in particular the target of reducing the number of early school leavers across Europe to an average of 10% (of all school leavers) by 2010. Young people in general are a key target group and there is a need for all young people to achieve certain basic competencies. A reduction in the number of early school leavers should in turn serve to expand and improve the total stock of human capital in Europe. Within Slovenia, as in the EU more generally, there is a need to create opportunities for all young people to develop their knowledge and skills such that they are able to achieve stability in their lives. 

Ms Zupančič concluded by noting how the workshop would contribute to the aims and objectives she had outlined by identifying and discussing ways of improving opportunities for those young people currently at risk of leaving school early.
Haroon Saad picked up on some of the themes and began by emphasising the wide differences between countries in terms of the number of young people who leave school early. There are some countries who currently have fewer young people leaving school early than 10% (the EU aggregate target) but overall reaching this target looks like a difficult mountain to climb with half of member states having more than 16 % of young people leaving school early and some with over 25% of young people in this situation – Portugal, for example, currently has a ‘drop-out’ rate of 37%.

There is no common definition of early school leaving with the inevitable consequence that collecting like-by-like data on this issue is fraught with difficulty. However, a consensus of some sort is emerging so those who ‘leave school early’ will include those formally excluded from the educational system as well as those who leave school at the first possible opportunity. In this regard, it was noted that there is no correlation between the age at which compulsory education ends within a country and the number of young people who leave school early. In other words, those countries with a higher school leaving age do not necessarily have a higher number of young people leaving school by this age. 

A related issue is truancy because although young people may be officially in full-time education, if they are regularly absent from school, they have effectively dropped out. There is, however, no reliable EU-wide data on truancy at this point in time. Moreover, improving data collection methods across member states brings further problems as it can serve to highlight a hitherto invisible problem.
It is precisely to address these complex issues that the RESTART project came about with the focus being on examining ways of reducing the number of young people who leave school early. There is plenty of evidence to show that leaving school early sets in train further problems that will frequently be with people for the rest of their lives. They will have more difficulty obtaining paid work, achieving a stable family life, engaging in other forms of civic and social life and so on. This in turn can create a vicious circle whereby the problems of an older generation are passed down to their children.
It would be wrong however to suggest that these problems can only be explained and understood at the level of the individual and their family. Early school leaving is also a product of institutional problems and the workshop would focus on policy and practice at this institutional level. Key issues to be considered were the need for cross sectoral (multi and inter agency) working, the relevance of the curriculum on offer (evidence suggests that where paid work is available to young people, they will choose this rather than stay on in education/training even it means accepting a low wage –so there is a need to rethink approaches to learning to try and encourage young people to choose that option) and finally issues in service delivery. There is a realisation emerging from evaluations of current practice that maybe the best people to reconfigure and refocus the ways in which educational and training services are currently delivered are those who have had poor experiences of education themselves as they are sensitive to the problems with existing services.
The last point takes us to the core aim of the workshop, to explore the actual and potential impact of former early school leavers on youngsters at risk of early school leaving. The workshop should serve as a forum for exchanging experiences of good practice in this area and assembling a range of resources – for participants and for the wider community.

Giorgio Zoia next provided an overview of the development of the RESTART project via the project website. It was emphasised that whilst the project formally ends in October, the intention would be for the website to remain live and for the network of individuals and organisations involved to stay in tact and expand such that the lessons learnt be carried forward into the future. The EU framework is changing and a new phase being entered and it is to be hoped that the project contribute to these new developments both directly (through new initiatives involving participants for example) and indirectly at national and cross-national levels. 

A tour of the website (http://www.qec-eran.org/projects/Restart/Restart_index.htm) was then embarked upon. The website is organised in such a way as to mirror the structure, aims and activities of the project. The project is managed by a steering group involving representatives from nine partner organisations including the coordinating body – Quartiers en Crise – European Regeneration Areas network – which is based in Belgium and governmental and non-governmental organisations from six other countries – Germany, Spain, The Netherlands(x2), The UK (x2), Slovenia and Greece. Each of the eight partners (i.e. not including Quartiers En Crise) coordinates what is known as a Local Action Group involving further individuals and organisations from government, voluntary and private sectors in the country concerned. One key aspect of the website is that it includes the names, profiles and contact details of all involved in the project. In this way, there is the possibility for participants to continue networking outside of the peer review workshops and beyond the formal lifespan of the project.
The current workshop is the third in a series of four peer review workshops intended to bring together and share good practice in work with early school leavers. Contributors to the workshop have been identified by the nine key partners and the Local Action Groups they have created over the duration of the project. There is a two way flow of information such that good practice is identified by Local Action Groups and presented at the workshops and then the proceedings of the workshops cascaded back to the Local Action Groups through meetings at that level convened after the workshops. Dissemination also occurs via the website on which are published an overall report of the workshop (this document is the third of such reports), presentations delivered at the workshops (plus supplementary information such as videos) and a case study report drawing on further examples of relevant good practice initiatives from around Europe and worldwide. Both the peer review workshop and the case study reports are written by ‘resident experts’ – individuals with knowledge and expertise relating to the themes discussed in the workshops.
Dealing With Early School Leavers in Slovenia
Presenter:  Metka Zevnik, National Institute for Vocational and Educational Training (CPI)

The National Institute for Vocational Education and Training in Slovenia works under the Ministry for Education and Sport, the Ministry for Labour Affairs, the Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the Chamber of Craft. In opening her presentation on the work of the Institute, Metja Zevnik emphasised the importance of treating all young people as human beings, with their own needs and aspirations. Recognising the potential of all young people to achieve their goals and working with them in a holistic manner is therefore a core principle underpinning the Institute’s activities. Ms Zevnik also emphasised the significance of a country’s culture and historical development in determining the shape of educational and training systems. In Slovenia’s case, she explained, the traditional educational system mirrored that of the Austro-Hungarian empire of which it had been a part until the end of the first World War and more recently of Yugoslavia until the break-up of that country in the early 1990s. Following its accession to the European Union in 2004, the country has instituted wide-ranging reforms designed to break down the traditional division between academic and vocational education and to introduce new concepts such as experiential and lifelong learning. Whilst the Institute and its social partners are fully committed to the reforms, it needs to be recognised that the traditional educational and training culture has deep roots and that it will take time for new ideas and methods to become embedded.
Ms Zevnik now went on to explain that analysis of the outcomes for children and young people leaving education and training between 1993 and 1998 in Slovenia has shown that whilst on average 13% of students had not completed any level of secondary education, the drop-out rate varied significantly according to which form of secondary education young people were engaged in. The biggest drop-out rate (31.9%) was amongst those enrolled on short term vocational education, followed by those enrolled in long term vocational secondary education, those enrolled in technical secondary programmes and those enrolled in general secondary education (6.5%). There has therefore been a strong correlation between the length and form (vocational, technical, academic) of education and the drop-out rate with those enrolled on short-term vocational programmes most likely to leave early and those on long term academic programmes most likely to complete their studies. 
In order to tackle the drop-out rate in the educational system as a whole, five interconnected strategies have been instituted in recent years:
1. Heterogeneity of levels of secondary education 
This refers to the various forms of secondary education available to young people as described above. It was noted that short term vocational programmes which last between 1.5 and 2.5 years are targeted at students who have not completed their primary school education, may have learning disabilities and have frequently experienced difficult family and social backgrounds. These programmes have a very practical focus and are designed to lead people into jobs as quickly as possible. 
2. Vertical and horizontal transition in the entire educational system
The aim here is to maximise the opportunities for students to move between different forms of and different levels of education. This is in recognition of the fact that young people may change their minds about which kind of education they need and want over time and that it should be possible for them to do so.

3. Realising the principle of lifelong and life-wide learning.

In recent years Slovenia has developed a system of national vocational qualifications (NVQs) through which knowledge gained outside of the formal education system can be recognised and accredited. This offers those people who have dropped out of school early an opportunity to obtain a formal educational qualification – between 2001 and 2006 over 15,000 certificates have been issued to people via this route.
4. Conceptual and contextual renovation of secondary education programmes
As Ms Zevnik had explained in her introduction, the Slovenian system was traditionally very academically oriented with an emphasis on subject based knowledge delivered via ‘expert’ teachers imparting the ‘facts’ to ‘novice’ students in didactic fashion. Renovation of this framework involves giving greater importance to practical and vocational (as opposed to academic) competences and skills; giving greater autonomy to schools to deliver education and training appropriate to their localities and populations; increasing links between schools, colleges and employers through work-based learning and internships; opening up the curriculum to new teaching methods such as problem-focused learning and introducing a modular system which allows students to obtain credits for units of learning they have obtained within or outside of formal education.
5. Other actions to prevent dropping out from school and/or to support students at risk

In addition to these overarching changes to the structure and content of education and training there exist other initiatives designed to prevent early school leaving. Four particular (groups of) projects were mentioned. The first, Project PUPO, has the overarching objective of ensuring that as many young people as possible complete their education. It was visited as part of the workshop and a longer description of the project is therefore provided later in this report. The second, Project ISM (‘Total Counselling’ for Young People) offers information and guidance to young people currently not in any form of work, education or training, a very high risk group in terms of social exclusion. This project is financed by the Ministry of Education and Sport, coordinated by the National Institute for Vocational Education and Training (CPI) and delivered by six organisations around the country. Just under one thousand individuals have received counselling via this project to date. (For more details of the Total Counselling project, see Dan Finn’s report on the first peer review workshop, pp14-16). The third project is ‘Hidden Treasure’ which is also financed by the Ministry of Education and Sport and supports innovative projects across all schools, colleges and universities. The focus is not exclusively on young people at risk of dropping out but includes many initiatives designed to do this. Projects must address themes identified by a national programme board and must involve outside experts and parents. The final group of projects are those supported by the European Union in respect of education and training via, for example, the Comenius and Leonardo da Vinci Programmes.  
Finally, Ms Zevnik spoke about initiatives outside of the education and training system. The government has an ‘Active Employment Policy’ which supports a variety of employment and training schemes (including ones for adults but young people are a key priority group). These schemes share some of the principles outlined above in respect of changes in the education and training system. Thus they are designed to encourage young people who have not completed their education to do so and they promote experiential learning (NVQs). The policy also involves creating new jobs within the non-profit ‘services’ sector. The European Social Fund (ESF) is an increasingly important source of funding for schemes coming under this umbrella. One example of such a project is PLYA (Project Learning for Young Adults). This was the subject for both a presentation and a visit later in the workshop and so is described in more detail below.
Discussion 

One participant observed that as in Slovenia, the drop-out rate across Europe is always highest amongst those involved in short term vocational education programmes. For example, Sweden, which has a low drop-out rate amongst young people generally has the third highest rate in the E.U. in respect of short term vocational programmes. A second point from the presentation which has E.U. wide significance concerned the development of national vocational qualifications and lifelong learning. A European Qualifications framework is being developed across all educational and training sectors but this is proving especially difficult in respect of vocational qualifications because of (social and economic) barriers to mobility amongst workers in vocational occupations relative to those in better paid jobs.

Another participant, commenting on the significance of national culture in framing education and training policy, asked how multi-cultural societies are to deal with this issue, there being a danger that minority group cultures might be overlooked. In response Ms Zevnik said that what she had intended to emphasise was the historic commitment to didactic pedagogic methods in Slovenia and the fact that this contrasts with the holistic and skills-focused approach that the National Institute for Vocational Education and Training was trying to develop in which students take a more active role in the learning process. In multi-cultural societies, this approach is important because it fosters an inclusive environment in which students can actively draw on their own cultural heritage as part of their learning, although managing this process might be difficult for teachers where many cultures are represented in a single classroom. In fact, Ms Zevnik explained, Slovenia has not experienced much inward migration from other member states to date although this is likely to change. As a rule, she said, migrants have not faced barriers to education specific to their culture. Slovenia has two large minority populations – Hungarian and Italian – and they have a right to access education and training in their own mother tongue as well as bi-lingual programmes. There are some problems with Roma children whose parents may not send them to school, not seeing the traditional state education system as appropriate to their culture. The Government is trying to devise more inclusive systems in order to address this issue.

The next questioner noted that the problem of early school leaving was complex with many contributory factors and therefore required a holistic response. Poverty and inequality are amongst these factors, as it is from disadvantaged neighbourhoods and groups that the highest number of early school leavers come. What seems to be missing from many solutions offered, the participant commented, were policies designed to tackle poverty. In response, Ms Zevnik said that Slovenia has a low rate of poverty owing to a generous benefits system, a legacy of the former Communist regime. The Government is committed to making the benefits system more transparent and to tackling the problem of dependency upon benefits becoming a barrier to work. Young people are increasingly being obliged to accept offers of work or training or risk losing their benefits.  

Learning From Experience
Presenter: David Porteous, Senior Lecturer in Criminology, Middlesex University

The presentation began by highlighting that the workshop focused on the third sub-theme of the Restart project, namely the development of “innovatory approaches which incorporate the active involvement of young people who have had direct experience of the reality that ‘early school leavers’ face” (http://www.qec-eran.org/projects/Restart/Restart_index.htm). The presenter observed that people who have themselves had negative experiences of education but then overcome these can identify with and relate to young people currently experiencing difficulties in a very personal way. Moreover, the fact that such people have gone on to achieve success, academically or otherwise, means they are powerful role models. These qualities are well illustrated in a prison memoir by lifer Erwin James who describes in his book a younger inmate’s involvement in youth justice work: 

“The Kid’s voluntary work involves working with disaffected young people in danger of being drawn into an ‘offending lifestyle’. It is a cause to which he is deeply committed, which is why the young people with whom he works respect and listen to him. They know that he knows where they are coming from because once upon a time he was there too.” (James, 2003, p148)

In due course, we are told later in the book, the Kid received parole and obtained paid work within a Youth Offending Team. This story illustrates the two way benefits of former school leavers working with current school leavers – it can be a win- win situation. Whilst such approaches can take a number of forms, one of the most common methods for involving former early school leavers in work with young people currently at risk is mentoring. The aims of the presentation were to consider the key features of mentoring projects and to reflect on some of the lessons that have been learnt from evaluations of different schemes. 

The core idea behind mentoring is very simple, to pair an older role model with a young person so that the former can be friend, advise and support the latter towards an agreed set of objectives. In practice mentoring has been delivered in a variety of ways and the presentation went on to describe four types of scheme that had been tried and tested in the UK.
Mentoring Plus

In this type of scheme mentoring is one component of a wider programme which also includes residential courses and support with education and careers. Matching of mentors and mentees takes place following residential weekends which include outward bound activities, action planning, games, videos etc. Support with education, training and employment is provided through existing college courses and careers advice services. Mentors and mentees are encouraged to meet on a weekly basis for approximately two hours. Meetings may involve trips out or simply chatting in a café; essentially the role of the mentor is to encourage and support the young person to realise the goals they have set themselves within the context of the broader programme. 

Open Ended Volunteer Mentoring

Such schemes involve the development of mentoring relationships between part and full time volunteers (including overseas volunteers) and young people who identified as at risk. The length of a mentoring relationship may vary widely according to the young person’s needs both in terms of weekly contact time and the number of weeks over time. The mentors work with the young people on a one to one basis in a variety of ways which could include accompanying them to appointments,  taking them ice-skating and helping them with school work. 

Positive Action Mentoring

Positive Action Mentoring centres on the potential of mentors as role models. Targeted at young people from ethnic minorities and in some cases young women, the focus is on helping them to achieve their potential in education and careers by matching them with mentors with the same ethnic identity or gender who have ‘succeeded’ in their chosen field. There is no set model for this kind of scheme, for example mentors may work on a one to one basis or with groups, although they are usually based in schools and organised by local community groups. Whilst many other mentoring projects adopt a positive action framework in matching young people with mentors, these schemes have an explicit anti-racist and anti-sexist rationale.

Peer Mentoring

This model of mentoring most closely accords with the notion of matching former early school leavers to children in school but at risk of leaving early and of other forms of social exclusion. At the New Horizon Youth Centre in central London which works with homeless young people, for example, individuals who have engaged with the project over some time as a result of their own circumstances are encouraged to mentor younger people identified as at risk. However, peer mentoring can also involve matching high achieving students with less successful younger peers.

Evaluations of mentoring show, unsurprisingly, that the key to success, almost regardless it seems of the precise structure of schemes is the development of a warm and trusting relationship between mentor and mentee. Young people who see themselves as benefiting from having had a mentor refer to the special quality of the relationship, differentiating it from those they have with both their own families and with professionals such as teachers and social workers: 

“I can talk to her, with other adults I can’t talk about some things but I can with her.”

“I know she won’t judge me and that’s important, other adults do.”

“Someone who will actually listen to what you have to say, someone in the job you’d like to go for cause they can give you a lot of advice and that. Me mum and dad felt it was really good, it got me motivated in a way that they couldn’t.”

“We can phone him at any time - he is very accessible. If we have a problem we can phone him late at night or early in the morning, he is there for us.”

(taken from Porteous 1998, Skinner & Fleming 1999)

The neutrality of mentors, the fact that they are volunteers giving up their own time, are independent from state agencies and present themselves first and foremost as a friend to the young person all seem integral to success in this form of practice. In addition, the following factors have been found from evaluation studies to be significant:
· Mentoring is more likely to be effective when it forms part of a more holistic plan for addressing a young person’s needs. Schemes which link mentoring to other services and activities (as in ‘Mentoring Plus’) tend to be more successful than ‘stand-alone’ projects

· Successful mentoring relationships are those which involve regular meetings over a period of at least six months or more. This may sound tautological but it is crucial for the efficient management of projects because relationships that don’t ‘work out’ tend not to get from first base.

· Linked to this, young people’s participation in mentoring projects needs to be voluntary and they need to be committed. A recent evaluation of mentoring schemes targeting young offenders in England and Wales reported that “the single most important barrier to programme delivery is the unwillingness of young people to participate” (St James-Roberts, 2005, p113). Mentors find it very difficult to engage young people without this, just as professionals working with young people do. Also, although it is by no means an immutable law, the more problematic the young person’s circumstances, the less likely the mentoring relationship is to work. The implication is that this form of practice is best used as an early form of intervention, when young people are less entrenched in or committed to a ‘deviant’ lifestyle.

· Mentoring is not a ‘cheap’ option. The role of project coordinators in recruiting mentors and mentees, delivering training, facilitating matches and providing ongoing support to both parties is critical and resource intensive. 

· It is important to enlist the support of significant others (parents, friends, family members) for the mentoring relationship.
· Mentors need to have the time, energy and commitment to fulfil their role. 

· Projects which place young people’s views and goals at the centre of their practice are likely to improve the rate of take-up and commitment to mentoring relationships.

Tackling Early School Leaving in Den Helder
Presenters: Francet Broertjes & Jolanda van den Berg, ROC Project Centre

    Bas Ouwens, Social Cultural Youth Worker, Youth Care Bureau

    Danielle Jansen, Trainee, Department for Education and Sports, Den Helder
Francet Broertjes introduced this presentation by explaining that she had worked with young people who had dropped out of education over many years and at many youth centres and that she was now a supervisor in the Graphics department at ROC Project Centre, being a Graphic Designer by trade. She then passed the floor to Jolanda, Bas and Danielle. Jolanda and Bas had themselves experienced problems in relation to their education, as described below and now work in education and training with young people. Danielle is a trainee at the Department for Education and Sports in the municipality of Den Helder and was presenting the findings from some research she had conducted with young people out of education, training or employment.

Jolanda began her presentation by explaining the complicated route by which she had come to work at the centre. Her personal story, as told in her own words, is reproduced below:

“I grew up with 4 brothers and a sister. My father was a cook and worked for the Royal Navy while my mother ran the household. A normal family you would say.

However, there were lots of problems in our family, which grew worse when one of my brothers got health problems. There were also financial problems. My mother had difficulty in coping and lacked support from my father. I experienced my youth as distressing and stressful.

After primary school I moved on to secondary education, but I was expected to help my mother run the household. That is why I had to take a step down and switch from junior secondary education to domestic science school. I loved sports, but I had to pay for it myself, so I had to work during the holidays. The consequence was I could hardly ever join my friends.

I moved on to vocational education in Alkmaar. I had to travel for about an hour and combined with the situation at home it proved too much for me. I was 17 and had to quit school, but I was still of compulsory school age. My parents blamed me for it, as usual, and I could not talk about it with them. As I had a boyfriend in those days, my parents also blamed him.

I was advised to go to the Education Centre, which was more or less the place for dropouts. At first I was angry because I didn't think I was a dropout or a difficult child. However, I didn't have much choice and I soon discovered that there were many youngsters at the Centre, all with problems of their own and with their own backgrounds. At first I opposed everything, but a few weeks later I changed my mind. I was asked what I wanted – no one had ever asked me that!- and I started to think about what I really wanted to do.

I decided I wanted to work as a child carer and I discovered that I liked it and that I actually was somebody. But it was not yet what I really wanted and, having learned to express myself,  I asked for career guidance. A year later I took a course in computer science and ended up in a work experience project. I worked as a school assistant in 2 schools and was offered a work experience place in the Project Centre.

I had some doubts to go there, because I was married by then and didn't have a job yet, although I had applied for jobs many times over. I decided to go and again I discovered that people were not interested in my past, but in who I was then. Here, too, I was advised to move on to further education which I did. I had to stop after a year as the route only lasted a year and because I was pregnant. In that year, however, I had shown who I was and what I was capable of.

One year on I got a telephone call from the Project Centre and I was asked to become an assistant. With the help of my husband and his parents I was able to give it a try.

Now, I have worked there for 8 years. I am no longer an assistant, but supervisor in the Office Experience Department. I had to go to school again, but I didn't mind and I am proud or what I have achieved.

I have learned to judge people only after getting to know them and their stories.”
Jolanda emphasised that people at the centre had not focused on her past but on her potential. It was this support that led to her becoming in time a supervisor at the project. Jolanda next described the work of the ROC Project Centre in more detail.
The centre works with young people, aged 16 or over, identified as requiring additional support in order to find work or re-enter education/training and/or to the long-term unemployed. Most are steered towards the centre by the Department for Work, Income and Care in the municipality of Den Helder (which is responsible for people on social security) but referrals also come from School Attendance Officers (department for Education, Welfare and Sports), Youth Workers, Youth Rehabilitation Workers and Social Workers. Annually, the centre offers 52 places to participants, 80% of whom move on to jobs, education or proper assistance. 

The centre seeks to provide what it describes as “made-to-measure working and learning routes” and a guiding objective is that each young person’s needs and wishes be the basis for the programme they undertake. Typically, a young person will spend up to one year at the project during which time they will go through four phases:

Phase 1 is known as the ‘orientation phase’ during which time participants explore and reflect upon the professional direction they would like to take and what this entails in terms of the skills – educational, technical and social - they need to develop. On the basis of this evaluation the goals for the rest of the route are determined.

Phase 2 focuses on learning. The content of each individual’s learning plan will be largely determined by individual needs and wishes as agreed in the orientation phase but will usually combine some general education with more specific technical training delivered via workshops – see below. 
Phase 3 focuses on working. Attention is given to pressure of work, work speed, working independently, dealing with criticism, etc.

Phase 4 When phase 3 goes well it is decided, together with the participant, how and to where they are going to move on from the centre, whether this means going back to school, or into training, or into a paid job. There is an assessment of the assistance participants’ needs at this stage and which skills should be worked on to secure their successful transition.

During each phase, the centre aims to encourage and enable students to develop a range of social, professional, technical and educational skills. General education (AVO) is offered to all participants according to individual needs. Subjects include social skills, language skills, numerical skills, study skills and vocational guidance. The level of Dutch and numerical skills can be tested officially and this can be critical in equipping students to move on to further education. The centre also runs six workshops through which participants learn professional skills and gain work experience. There are workshops in 

· Wood work

· Metal work

· Painting

· Office work

· General services (e.g. catering, sales, operating a till)
· Graphic Design techniques

The ongoing monitoring and evaluation of students’ progress is a key feature of the project. A learning route always starts with one or more interviews with a member of staff known as a ‘guide’. The student’s goals are recorded in an individual guidance plan. Throughout the route there is contact with the guide, the (workshop) supervisor and the General Education teacher so that progress across the board can be assessed. 

In addition to this, the following have been identified as success factors:
Made-to-measure routes: The route is tailored to the needs of participants and is designed to address a range of skill needs. To exemplify this point it was observed that bosses do not want to employ people who may well be excellent welders but who are often late for work or whose attitude to work is bad. Thus, if needed, attention can be given to issues around attendance and punctuality during the course.

Diversity of the Client Group: Students vary by age, ethnicity and gender and the diversity of the group contributes to the learning experience. It was suggested that “When you let older participants collaborate with younger ones, they learn from and accept each other.”
A pleasant and accessible atmosphere: Though hard to measure, the relaxed atmosphere at the centre means that people feel comfortable with each other. Workers and participants have their breaks together in the same room, there is mutual respect and a sense of solidarity with everyone prepared to help each other out.
Integrated working: There is regular consultation with the shop floor supervisor, the AVO teacher and the guide. Thus, the participant can be offered the help he needs at all times.   

Focus on competences
The centre aims to show participants what they are capable of and can achieve. In part this involves helping them to deal with criticism and setbacks and it also means supporting people to improve aspects of their personal lives such as managing debt, arranging child care, etc. Always the emphasis is on moving forwards rather than looking backwards on past problems and failings.
Small groups

There are approximately 8 – 10 participants per workshop meaning that individual help can be given to participants quickly. The small size of groups also contributes to the collegiate atmosphere.
Like Jolanda, Bas Ouwens introduced his work by first explaining that his own route into youth work had taken a number of turns. His personal account is reproduced below:
“I was born in 1978 as Sebastiaan Ricardo van der Wal, son of a teenage mother, and was raised by my grandparents.

My mother had several relations, but finally she got a good husband who accepted me as his own son on my seventh birthday. From that time on I was called Bas Ouwens and my life was fairly stable.

This changed when I was in secondary school. I rebelled against school and other authorities to please my peers. So I had trouble once with the police for shoplifting.  They were very strict with me and as a result I never had trouble with the law again.

I had my first long-term relationship when I was fourteen and I dropped out of regular education. For a year I attended a school drop-out project providing personal guidance, social support and they gave me personal attention.

At the age of 15 I traced my natural father and when I found him I went to live with him in Amsterdam. Initially, school results were good, but at home the situation went from bad to worse and so did my school performance. When the situation became unbearable I went to live with a friend and his mother, who became my guardian until I was 17.

Together with the Youth Care Office I was placed in an independent training project for young people where I got the personal support I needed.

After finishing the training I returned to Den Helder when I was 18 years old. My relationship had come to an end and I went to live with my grandparents again. During this period the ties between me and my parents became stronger. I completed senior secondary vocational education (social care work), was a scoutmaster and had another long-term relationship. Two years later we decided to live together. My life struck out on a new course.

I got a job at the Triton Foundation where I worked for 1.5 years. I left because they could not offer me enough working hours and subsequently I worked at a large holiday centre where I was in charge of the Sports, Recreation and Entertainment department. Due to the long working hours my relationship came to an end.  When Triton could offer me more hours in my previous job, Youth work called! 

After the Triton Foundation went bankrupt I got a job as an educational officer at the Youth Care Office who took over Triton's youth centres. In September I will go to higher professional education (Social and cultural education).
My life influences my work. As a 'hands-on' expert it is easier for me to point out problems with youngsters and how to deal with them effectively. I give them information about sex and alcohol and drug abuse. I keep in touch with the police and judicial authorities and school attendance officers.”
Bas explained that in his work he uses music as an educational tool. He runs after school music workshops in which young people learn how to produce and perform their own music. This provides them with technical knowledge concerning music production and associated computer skills but at the same time allows young people to express themselves and develop greater confidence in their abilities. Bas showed a DVD of a music festival organised as part of the project in which young people selected from the project and provided with three weeks training with professional artists in a music studio, perform their own music in front of large crowds. The project also enables young people to create a CD of their own work.

Daniëlle explained that she is participating in a project entitled ‘Child Friendly Julianadorp’. Julianadorp is a relatively new part of Den Helder with 15.000 inhabitants and a relatively youthful population. The project relates to a nationwide initiative in Holland which seeks to identify ‘child friendly towns’ across the country using criteria established by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. To find out whether Julianadorp can be called child friendly six aspects of children’s services are being assessed: 

1. Whether children reach the area, are allowed to be there and understand their civic duties. This relates to the organisation of public space and security and to how children are treated in respect of the law.

2. Whether children can maximise their talents and have opportunities for play and learning after school hours. The focus here is on the range of sport, recreational and educational activities available.

3. Whether the provisions for children’s protection, care and safety are adequate. 

4. Whether children can develop their full potential and services geared towards this including preventative guidance, extra support at school and health care.

5. Whether children are welcome, can participate in public affairs and know their rights. Participation projects, integration activities and information for children and young people are all significant in this regard.
6. Whether children have good opportunities to fulfil their hopes in relation to work. The focus is on the availability of work experience, training programmes, voluntary work, holiday jobs and permanent employment. 

The project to date has included a conference bringing together relevant agency staff to discuss areas of weakness and strength in relation to these six areas and a survey amongst primary school children asking them about how they spend their leisure time, how they value services for young people and what improvements they think are needed. A further survey is underway with young people aged 13 – 23. 

As part of this information gathering and consultative initiative, Danielle had been conducting some research with young people ‘hanging out on the street’. She noted that these groups of young people are frequently viewed by older residents with fear and as troublesome and that the research intended to find out from the young people’s perspective why they were there. She had adopted an informal methodology whereby she simply approached young people and starting talking to the young people about their lives. The questions looked at what they were doing now and hoped to do in the future, the kind of education they think they need, whether they have diplomas and/or are (still) attending school, what things are important to them, whether they have any problems how they deal with them and whether and what they would like to see changed in Julianadorp. 

The groups she had spoken to included young people aged between 15 and 22 years and ranged between four and 20 in number. She said that she had been surprised to find that only three of the young people she had spoken to were not in any form of education, training or work as there was an assumption. She had asked young people about the benefits of leaving school early and these were that they had greater freedom to do what they wanted than in school, they could earn money and they learnt about practical things. The research also showed the important function of peer groups as a source of information and support. Few of the young people Jolanda spoke to had contact with official agencies and they said that the support network provided by friends was more helpful to them than by statutory and other bodies.

Discussion

Bas Ouwens was asked how the ‘fun activities’ involved in his work were enabling young people to gain the basic skills they needed to enter the labour market. He explained that participants are in school when they do the project so his work is additional to their formal education. Nevertheless, he emphasised that the project tries to support the young people holistically, addressing a range of personal, social and technical skill-needs, but using music as a vehicle to achieve these things. 

Another question concerned whether or not trainees at the ROC Project Centre obtain qualifications and whether there are the same obligations upon them as they would find in the labour market. The presenters explained that the project is intended to be a route whereby after six months young people go directly into either employment or an internship with an employer. Young people are encouraged to attend further education in the future and the project seeks to equip them with relevant skills and competences for the workplace – one commented that “it is no good if someone is a brilliant carpenter but never gets into work on time”, another that the wood and metal-workshops are important as “a tool for developing social competence” as well as technical skills. When they move on from the project, young people obtain certificates of achievement summarising what they have done and they are also encouraged to create portfolios of their work. There is a stick element to young people’s engagement on the project as if they quit this can have negative consequences in terms of their eligibility for benefits.

Finally, one participant observed that from her conversations with young people who had dropped out of school, it was striking that they did not know what they wanted, that they had lost a ‘sense of life’ and that one important role for mentors of such young people was helping them to recover a sense of purpose and direction. 

Early School Leaving Prevention Programmes
Presenters:  Metjay Medvesek (Youth Worker) 

      Petra Pešič, Dolores Kavčič, Matic Lenarčič (Volunteers)

      MISSS – Youth Information and Counselling Centre of Slovenia
MISSS is the Youth Information and Counselling Centre of Slovenia, established in 1995 as a non-governmental not-for-profit organisation which delivers a range of prevention programmes for young people in and out of school. There are two core elements to the organisation’s work: (1) collecting, editing and disseminating information for young people, parents and professionals and (2) providing advice and  guidance directly to young people and their parents, referring to them to other services and maintaining and developing contacts with a network of supporting institutions offering such services. MISSS employs five full-time staff and also recruits volunteers of whom there are around 60 at present. 

MISSS has its own local information centre for young people but also coordinates the work of 32 regional and local youth information and counselling services across Slovenia. The local centre offers generic information for young people, counsels individuals to help them with decision making and planning, runs community prevention programmes, and provides professional therapeutic counselling to young people, their families and professionals in cases where this kind of support is needed. The coordinating role involves providing for the exchange of information between centres, the development of youth information programmes (subject to more standardised forms of quality control and assessment), providing training for staff from youth information centres and also disseminating information obtained via ERYICA, the European Youth Information and Counselling agency which links around 8000 centres across Europe. 

The Community Prevention Programmes delivered by MISSS include general programmes aimed at all young people in school and specific programmes targeting young people identified as at risk in some way. Under the general heading are ‘Growing Up With Us’ workshops which are offered to all 8th and 9th grade students (13-15 years-old) in 12 primary schools. The workshops focus on issues such as drugs, sex and relationships. They are facilitated by specialists but the intention is to give young people up to date, relevant information but let them use this to discuss issues in their own terms. A second generic programme is ‘Youth to Youth Phone’ which is described further below.

Specific programmes are designed for young people who are in some way ‘exposed’. The young people may have dropped out of school early but will frequently have other problems relating to drugs, relationships with family and peers, interpersonal behaviour etc. One programme involves the pairing of an adult volunteer with children in primary schools who may have social, psychological or educational problems. The volunteer supports the child over a period of a year.  Where appropriate, MISSS staff will also work with parents, teachers and other professionals working with young people who may need counselling/support/information in respect of individual children. 
A second initiative, the ALPIN Project, works with young people on the street. It started in 1994 and targets otherwise hard-to-reach groups who may not be known to or in touch with educational, training, health and social services. The work takes place with the users where they hang out: on the street, in playgrounds, parks and other gathering places although in winter the young people are invited to indoor activities. There is an emphasis on building up trust with the young people so that if there are problems then these can be identified and worked on over time. Leisure activities such as street basketball matches are organised as a vehicle through which young people can develop certain social skills – getting on with others, accepting diversity, agreeing and sticking to rules and so on.
Underpinning the work of MISSS is the notion of a continuum in preventative work with young people. Primary prevention services are general services for all children and young people who may be generally in control of their lives but at the same time experience and exhibit occasional problems. Secondary prevention are more specific needs-led services for young people who may not feel in control due to emotional, social or other problems but who remain within education or training and require information and guidance so as to prevent further problems from developing. Tertiary prevention is targeted at those young people at serious risk of longer term social exclusion and with problems such as drug dependency, homelessness, offending etc.. The notion of a continuum emphasises that young people may need these different forms of support at different points in their lives and that small steps towards progress can be significant in denoting a change of direction.

In the second part of the presentation, three young people from the Youth to Youth Phone project explained how it was organised and their role within it. The project was established in 1993 at the behest of young people themselves who wanted to run their own help-phone line. The project’s intention was to facilitate communication between young people and to inspire greater trust between counsellors and phone-line help-seekers. Callers to the phone line may have specific problems that they need a solution to or they may simply want to talk to someone their own age; they also include parents and friends of young people seeking information, advice, help and support. The programme trains young people aged 14-18 to work as counsellors but it was noted that young people are directly involved in managing and planning the service as well delivering it.

It was emphasised that young people working on the phone line gain valuable social and communication skills and that being involved influences their own personal development, helping them to handle their own problems and socialisation, while at the same time being able to help their peers calling on the phone. Through the project, moreover, young people are also able to help their own peers (friends) outside the course of the programme better, drawing on the skills and information they have acquired. Hence, the project is useful on at least three levels: it is a form of self-help amongst those working on the phones, it provides a help-line service to young people calling in and, indirectly, it facilitates peer group help given to friends outside of the project.
Volunteers work as youth phone-advisers in pairs, normally one male and one female and one older (and more experienced) than the other. In dealing with callers, they are trained to first try and establish some kind of trust, so that the caller feels comfortable and can say things openly. They are also taught to listen actively, to refer callers to appropriate agencies and/or professional services. Once a week there are meetings where volunteers discuss problems encountered while counselling with their mentors – MISSS staff members. The project is designed to enable young people to support each other. When new advisors join the group, they are guided by the older volunteers and when the younger ones are on duty the older ones help them and guide them through the process of answering the phone and dealing with issues that arise. Formal evaluation takes place in training weekends organised towards the end of the school year. 
A recent development, again inspired by young people themselves, has been the establishment of an on-line forum through which young people can ask for and exchange information on matters of interest to them. Sexuality, love and drugs were mentioned as amongst the topics most frequently discussed through this medium but it was emphasised that it was a space open to anyone to discuss any issue or viewpoint.
Discussion

The first question asked whether the project conducted formal psychological assessments in order to assess young people’s level of need and determine the level of prevention appropriate. Mr Medvesek explained that individual assessments were not appropriate in a group-work setting (as with the ‘Growing Up With Us’ workshops )  and that the aim was to talk about problems facing young people in general. In respect of individual work, William Glasser’s (1998) theory of choice was invoked as a means of assessing a young person’s state of mind. Young people presenting problematic behaviours are in a sense choosing to do so because they feel out of control. For example, a bully who hits someone is trying to exert control because they feel out of control.

A second question concerned the information provided by the Internet Forum – was there any control over the quality of information offered. The response was that the Forum is intended as an anonymous space where anybody can address any topic. Someone may begin with an opinion on something and then others would give their own opinions. In this way, a wide range of responses and views on any topic tends to be generated.

A participant observed that MISSS seemed to do an awful lot given that it employs just five full-time youth workers and asked how the centre coped with the workload as well as how it was financed. It was explained that the centre has to apply for funding each year and that it receives financial support from different sources including the Ministry of Social Welfare, The Ljubljana Youth Work department, the European Union and the Microsoft Corporation. The work is made possible by the recruitment of volunteers who are trained in individual and group-work as part of their involvement and also by that of 15 ‘collaborators’ – professionals who are paid on a part-time basis to do specific forms of work. 

Finally, one participant asked the young people who worked on the help-phone line what they had learnt about themselves through the project. It had provided them with self confidence, they said, and made them realise that in helping others, one could help oneself. It was also noted that the peer to peer mentors were supported by professionals who they could ask for advice, support and information as and when needed.

Peer Education and Mentoring: Assisting and Supporting Young People to Construct a Positive Tomorrow
Presenter: Anne-Marie McClure, Chief Executive, Opportunity Youth, Northern Ireland, UK
Opportunity Youth is based in Belfast in Northern Ireland which has a population of 1.8 million, half of whom are under the age of 30. Although Northern Ireland has a generally low rate of early school leaving (for example, 71% of secondary school students go on to attend a university) the project arose out of concern for this group of young people and over the . the barriers to progression they faced including drug/alcohol abuse, teenage pregnancy, anti social behaviour and a myriad of risk taking and offending behaviour. However, whilst social exclusion was a common theme amongst the young people involved in the project, Ms McClure argued that most were not unhappy, as an earlier participant had suggested.

Opportunity Youth is itself a teenager, having been established 13 years ago. The project began with 8 staff but currently employs 70 with an additional 45 young people acting as volunteers. It is based on a partnership between various bodies – schools and colleges, police, youth justice and social services. The design of the project followed a two year needs assessment which included a survey of 400 young people asking what they felt would help tackle the problems identified. Their answer - peer education and mentoring – are the primary methods employed in the project and so it is fair to say that young people themselves, rather than adult policy makers, decided the form the initiative would take. 
At present Opportunity Youth is working with over 3000 young people each year in 66 Training Organisations, 24 schools and 34 community groups, as well as working within Hydebank wood Young Offenders Centre. A range of programmes are offered including:

Jobskills Access and Pre-Vocational support

This programme is targeted at participants on the Department for Employment and Learning’s (DEL) Jobskills Access or Pre-vocational training programmes. The aims are to: 

· increase their ability to complete vocational training 

· support them to sustain work placements 

· encourage them to self advocate

· increase the choices and opportunities available to them

· develop, improve and apply their interpersonal and social skills

· develop, improve and apply proactive job search techniques

· become goal-oriented

· enhance their awareness of employment and employment opportunities

· challenge negative attitudes and risk behaviours which impact on them and their peers

4 Schools Project (Switch on to Employment)

This project targets young people in school within South and East Belfast who are identified as having a particular set of problems which places them at risk of exclusion from the labour market. The young people are selected based on a needs assessment and a personal action plan identified to provide the appropriate level of support.  The typical profile of the young person targeted for support by the project is identified as having four main sets of problems, i.e. Academic, Interpersonal, Home life / Family Background and Risk Taking / Health Issues.

Positive Steps 

This is delivered in partnership with the Hydebank Wood Young Offenders’ Centre and seeks to address substance misuse within the prison.  The programme is open to any inmate who has a recognised drug and/or alcohol problem and participates in voluntary drug testing.  It has a number of elements. The ‘Through-care programme’ involves individual sessions with a key worker from when the young person enters the institution and up to a maximum six months after release. The ‘Cognitive Behaviour programme’ involves group work sessions that give young people the opportunity to positively review their behaviour and relate this to their offending and the potential to change. Thirdly, the ‘Drug and Alcohol programme’ explores the effects of drug culture on young people through discussion of the legal, physical and psychological implications of individual drugs.  A professional counselling service is available and designed to complement the work of key workers.

Peer Mentoring and 24 hour Crisis Intervention service

The primary focus of this service is to complement the support offered by the Northern Ireland Probation Board to young people currently completing Community Probation Orders by preventing the likelihood of re–offending.  The scheme seeks to assist young people to identify and address their emotional needs in an attempt to change their offending behaviours. 

Youth Conference Service 

Youth Conferences are a form of restorative justice through which offenders and victims come together in a safe and neutral environment to discuss an offence and how reparation between the two parties can be achieved. Opportunity Youth’s role has been to deliver peer mentoring support for young people before and during conferences such that they are better able to cope with and get the most from the process.
In addition to these programmes, Opportunity Youth is currently piloting a 24/7 Suicide Prevention help-line in partnership with Contact Youth (a Youth Counselling organization), runs an early intervention group programme for 8-17 year olds who are misusing or at risk of misusing substances and provides a Peer Advocacy service for young people in secure accommodation, children’s homes and custody. Finally, the organisation has been commissioned to organise and facilitate peer led youth conferences on a number of topics including suicide and self harm; children and young peoples services; community relations; sexual and mental health.

In outlining the values of the project, it was emphasised that Opportunity Youth does not see young people as offenders, or drop outs, or drug-users but rather as “people with infinite potential, just like everyone else”. The philosophy adopted is that “if you want to achieve something enough then you can do so”. Its services and programmes are geared towards the development of life and social skills which will enable children and young people to make better and more informed choices about their current lifestyle, including employability. The project believes that by encouraging the active participation of children and young people, it empowers them to make these informed choices. This holistic view allows children and young people the opportunity to secure healthier and more satisfying futures by taking control and ownership of obstacles placed in their way. The project is committed to delivering its services in accordance with UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

The key methods used are peer education and mentoring. The former is delivered by young people for young people. There is an emphasis on fun and enjoyment and whilst courses can be accredited if young people want this, it is up to them. The form of mentoring used in this project, it was emphasised, was quite distinct from befriending, being based on a formal contract between the two parties and an action plan that the young person devises, thus ensuring that they sign up to the process. If they ‘fall off the rails’, new terms of engagement can be drawn up but it is essential that the young person commits themselves to whatever is agreed and if this commitment is not forthcoming then, regrettably, the project will cease to work with them. In addition, through the contract, young people are asked to give their permission for the project to work with them. This is seen as key because it empowers but also places responsibility on young people. Because the onus is on them to make choices about their future, not wanting to succeed can be seen as a matter of choice as well. 

Opportunity Youth has been evaluated 13 times by academic and governmental researchers. These have evidenced positive outcomes in relation to the number of young people gaining qualifications and moving into training and employment but also in terms of reduced offending, reduced drug-use, improved self esteem and confidence and more positive family relationships. The project’s success, it was argued, is the product of various factors: the commitment and professionalism of staff, the positive influence that peers have upon each other and the fact that young people have a sense of ownership of what they are doing and that activities are a shared experience to which all contribute and from which all can benefit. To involve young people in work with other young people is to harness, as it were, a natural resource, not least because young people know better than anyone else the challenges and problems that they face at their age. A further success factor was ongoing monitoring and evaluation so that the project can learn from when things can go wrong and build on things that are working well. Linked to this was the ongoing assessment of individual young people’s progress so that there is a measure of the distance that they have travelled over time. Small steps are recognised as important – in relation to drug use, for example, a harm minimisation approach is taken such that a drop in the use of drugs or alcohol and better management of them is viewed as significant even if abstinence is not achieved.

Personal Experiences with Early School Leaving and Professional Experiences with Youngsters in Difficulty

Presenter: Dejan Grosar, Slovenia
Dejan’s presentation described his personal experience of leaving school early and how, through the intervention of the PLYA project, he had turned his life around such that he is now a restaurant chef preparing meals for 300 people a day. The following account is in his own words:
I was born 24 years ago near the Slovenian coast or to be exact, in Nova Gorica. Now I live on the North of Slovenia, in Bohinj, where I work, create, have fun and where I share some of my knowledge and experiences with young people with different troubles. Nevertheless, I am interested in various things, especially art, music…

….but it wasn¨t always like this…..

After finishing primary school I was enrolled in a program that educates for certain profession: to become a cook. I left school beforehand because of personal (family) problems. Afterwards I stayed at home and I really wasn’t doing anything special.

One day my friend acquainted me with the PLYA programme, in which I enrolled. I have to admit that mentors there helped me a lot. I found out that I am actually interested in a lot of things as I really enjoyed in participating in various workshops and thus I was getting to know myself. They had helped me finish my education, to become a cook.

Now I see life in a totally different way, in a very positive way and I have lots of ideas, how many things I can actually do and how I can help youngsters leaving in neighbourhood, who are facing similar problems or have found themselves on similar paths of life.

I am preparing different creative workshops with great joyfulness (it is voluntary work). We are creating various products with young participants, where, for example, skills for handwork are needed etc. These workshops mean a lot to me, because it is a way, at least that is what I think, for dissuading young people from doing other things, like sitting in bars for example etc.

Discussion and Reflections on Day One
Dejan was asked whether he felt there was anything that could have been done before he dropped out of education to prevent this from happening.  He explained that what was missing at his school was anyone to take an interest in him – he was merely seen and treated as a problem. What was different with the PLYA was that his mentor showed this interest and focused on his needs and desires. Asked whether it had taken long for him to trust his mentor, he said no, that they had got on well from the beginning. Accordingly, he argued that what schools should do to engage with students like him was to adopt to the approach taken by PLYA which seeks to actively involve young people in learning through their participation in projects that they themselves devise as well as to personally mentor individuals so as to enable them to make positive choices about what they wish to do with their lives. At the same time, asked whether he would himself like to work in a school, Dejan responded with an emphatic No!

One participant observed that whilst it is important to try and prevent people from dropping out of school, in his role as a Head-Teacher he sometimes had little option but to exclude a pupil for repeated bad behaviour. It is therefore important to provide alternatives to mainstream schooling and in his case the school frequently refers young people to training projects which offer a more vocational and practical form of learning. Commenting on this, another participant observed that there needs to be a healthy gap between mainstream schools and such projects in terms of style and content so as young people can in some sense feel that they are in a very different environment. This discussion brought into focus the question as to what extent the methods employed by projects such as PLYA can and should be imported into mainstream education and training or rather, kept as a distinct and separate from of provision. It was pointed out that PLYA aims to reintegrate young people back into education and training and in this sense provides a structured space outside of the mainstream where young people can reflect on and revise their goals before rejoining the system. However, another participant observed that whereas projects such as PLYA seemed able to harness young people’s creativity, mainstream education and training seems to frustrate and hold back these their potential in this respect.

Dejan was asked about his approach to young people, how he managed to gain their trust. He emphasised the importance of not judging people for things they have done, of being positive and of treating people as equals. Expressing how he felt the project had transformed his own life, he said that they had somehow “changed my vibration”. Picking up on this notion, a participant noted that one challenge for practitioners and others is in measuring somewhat intangible changes in individuals such as a change in vibration or frequency, given that governments and other funding bodies often focus on the quantifiable outputs and outcomes. What the PLYA seemed to provide, was a different kind of experience and a different kind of knowledge to that offered in mainstream school and a flexible environment in which young people feel they have some control over what they do and how they learn. 

It was observed that whilst through the day a number of different kinds of interventions had been presented, they had highlighted some common themes. One was the importance of neutrality in work with young people, meaning that individuals and organisations working with early school leavers need to act like an ombudsman and to be seen and experienced not as an adjunct of the mainstream but as an arbiter or mediator between the system and the young person. A second theme was that of young people being a tremendous resource that can be drawn upon in work with other young people. A third issue concerned the reasons why young people drop out of school. These included psychological and social problems common to many if not all adolescents and not peculiar to a small group of pathological individuals and also a failure on the part of schools and colleges to respond to young people’s needs. Linked to this, a further theme had been the importance of qualities such as trust and respect in effective youth work and the fact that schools seem to somehow weaken rather than strengthen such feelings amongst some pupils and therefore contribute to rather than minimise the likelihood of young people dropping out. Finally, another overarching theme concerned the links between academic/vocational and personal/social skills and of the need for holistic approaches which facilitate their simultaneous development.

Project Learning for Young Adults

Presenters: Mojca Fajdiga and Metka Bahlen
PLYA (Project Learning for Young Adults) works with young people who have dropped out of education or training at various points and for various reasons. It was established in the early 1990s at a time of growing youth unemployment in Slovenia and growing recognition of the problems associated with early school leaving. Some of the project’s clients may have quite serious problems relating to offending, drug-use, homelessness but others may have simply decided to change the focus of their studies and need to wait until the beginning of a new academic year to start a different course. Young people attending the project range from 15-25 years of age and come for a period of up to one year after which it is intended that they return to full time education or training.
The project identifies its objectives as being to:

· prevent the harmful consequences of social isolation of young people;

· reintegrate them into the cultural environment of peer groups;

· reduce social problems in the environment;

· change the environment’s negative response to them;

· facilitate mutual links and self-help among young people;

· develop motivational mechanisms for returning to school;

· help them to improve some of their everyday habits,

· learn about learning;

It also separates educational goals as follows:

1. The goal of general education. This refers to basic skills learning and the various techniques, strategies and skills required for independent learning. This encompasses numeracy and literacy skills,  communication skills, computing skills, the basics of natural sciences, basic rights of students, citizens and workers (civic learning), ecology and the basics about body and health. Every student has to do individual leraning plan for the period he or she intends to stay at PLYA. 

2. The goal of forming a professional identity. This includes gathering professional information, designing a career plan, the functional use of individual professional languages, recognising new or flexible career opportunities, establishing links with potential employers within the local environment, understanding basic components of labour legislation and training for job-seekers. 

3. The goal of socio-cultural activeness. This relates to the shaping of personal identity and includes accepting responsibility for one’s actions, learning to overcome barriers in the immediate social environment, learning to be in institutionalised life situations (e.g. living in care), making effective and constructive use of leisure time, acquiring the habits needed to achieve one’s learning plan and certain life goals, increased self-confidence, participating in group-work,  knowledge of the basic possibilities offered by modern media and the creative use of media culture in developing one’s own own activities and in commuinicating with the wider world.

At the beginning of the visit to this project, after a short introduction by a member of staff, two young people (Katja Jamšek and Sebastjan Klobučarič) explained how they had come to be there and what they were doing. Katya explained that she had decided to part way through her second year at college, that she wanted to attend a medical school and that in order to do this she needed to obtain some further first year level qualifications before (re)commencing her second year studies. She had been told about PLYA by her school and it provided her with a space away from home to study as well as an opportunity to participate in some of the group activities. The day lasts between 9am and 2pm. Everyone meets together at the beginning and the end of the day to plan and then evaluate things they are/have been doing and they also eat lunch together. At other times, individuals work on whatever it is that they are doing, in her case studying for the qualifications she needs to resume her full time studies. 

The second young person to talk, Sebastjan, explained that he had been introduced to PLYA by the residential home he was living in. He had dropped out of his previous school where he had been training to be a welder and for a while had been living on the streets and involved in offending. He explained that his problems were in part the result of difficulties at home.  His mother was a drug addict and he had been boarding at his previous school because she was unable to care for him. One of the conditions of his attendance at PLYA was that he stayed at the residential home and stayed out of trouble so there was an element of carrot and stick about being there. He spent his time studying subjects such as Maths but also doing things he liked, especially drawing. He said he was aiming to join a catering course when he returned to full time education.

The project staff then went on to explain the methods deployed at the project which combines work with individuals to identify and develop personal action plans with group-work projects in which young people and staff work together. The content of projects is discussed and agreed collectively and according to young people’s interests. Previous projects have included:

· The publication of a newsletter for and about young people. This is ongoing. The newsletter will include interviews with young people on the project, articles on sport and music, comic strips focused on issues such as drugs. A visit to a professional publisher who will produce and print the newsletter has been organised and the aim is for the newsletter to be distributed to young people on the streets.

· The production of a musical. This project involved young people in writing the words and music, designing the set and costumes, devising flyers, posters and a programme and then actually performing the musical.

· The renovation of a car. Through this project the inside and outside of an old Renault 4 van had been completely refurbished and the car then sold. In addition, a short documentary charting the car’s transformation had been made.

· A 120 km walk from Ljubljana to the coast. This was part of a project entitled ‘Finding Yourself’ through which young people had also been encouraged to use poetry and art to try and express how they felt about their own lives. The walk was described as the “best project ever” by one staff member because participants had learnt so much about each other and about themselves in the course of the walk through overcoming the challenges, physical and emotional, that it presented.

· The production of a short (9 minute) documentary about domestic violence. This was inspired by a young person who had herself experienced domestic violence and wanted to produce a documentary examining the issue. The documentary had been shown to a group of professionals and politicians with responsibility for dealing with these issues in a round-table event organised by the young people.

Projects have lasted between one and ten months. Frequently they involve the input of skills and resources of individuals and organisations outside of the project which might include friends, former PLYA attendees and businesses who are contacted and simply asked if they can and will help. The fact that the project staff may not have the relevant expertise required for a project is not a problem in the sense that ‘getting on the phone’ to ring round businesses asking for help can itself be a useful learning experience and also because it adds to the interactive, sharing ethos that the project tries to cultivate amongst staff and young people.

Young people’s achievements and progress are measured and recorded through the ongoing development of personal portfolios and the success of the project overall is assessed according to the number of young people who are successfully reintegrated into mainstream provision. Other outcomes are less tangible, particularly the development of self confidence that emerges from both meeting personal goals and through helping one’s peers to achieve theirs. 

The programme attributes a lot of its success to the staff, known as mentors, who work with the young people. They can come from a variety of professional backgrounds and those working at the Ljubjlana project include a textile engineer, a food engineer, a teacher, a social worker and a theologian. On joining the project, the mentors undertake a 2 month training programme through which they require a license to work with young people and are familiarised with the social and psychosocial causes and characteristics of early school leavers, modern curricular principles and systems. On the basis of their training they do not acquire permanent right to work in the programme, they have to prove their competences in a special procedure every three years; this stimulates them for constant further training. Each year they participate in an evaluation workshop in which they thoroughly discuss their achievements and the problems they encounter during the implementation. The mentors we spoke with emphasised that they probably learnt much from their involvement in the project as the young people themselves and said that whilst the financial rewards from their work were not huge, the satisfaction and enjoyment they derived from it more than compensated for this.

In the six years that the project has been running (in its current form), only two people have had to be asked to leave and in these cases efforts have been made to find them some form of alternative support. At the same time, it was emphasised that there are some young people, those with a serious drug problem for example, with whom the project is unable to work and for whom it is not intended. It was also explained that many young people return to the project once they have formally left, in some cases as volunteers to work with current attendees on projects, but also because they see it as an ongoing source of support and friendship.

When discussing the project back at the workshop (with participants who had attended the second visit- see below) it was explained that PLYA has ten bases around Slovenia, six of which are funded by the Slovenian government and four through the European Social Fund. It was acknowledged that the project needed to develop better links with employers (so as to provide opportunities for young people to move directly into the labour market if they wished) and that there was often too long a gap between a young person dropping out and finding out about the possibility of attending the PLYA owing to insufficient communication between professionals in different organisations. In general, one participant observed, Slovenia needed to improve its structures and systems for multi-agency working such that young people with diverse needs different fall through the net. 

One participant observed that in order to comply with ESF funding requirements, the project might need to adapt such that it could meet specific targets relating to the number of young people achieving qualifications and/or obtaining jobs. The example was given of the ROC Project Centre (the Dutch project described above) which, in order to secure funding, had been required to formalise and quantify its methods and outcomes for this very reason and had, it was felt, lost some of the flexibility and open-endedness that seemed to characterise the PLYA project.  

Project staff countered that the project was perhaps more structured than it appeared, that, for example, the great majority of young people were aged 17-20, had dropped out of education and were reintegrated back into the mainstream. The project’s target was for 70% of attendees to return to school or college and ESF funding had been secured in part because this target had been shown to have been met by independent evaluators. Moreover, in economic terms, the project represents excellent value for money because, by supporting a young person to resume their educational or training career, it helps ensure that the 12 years or so state funding that is invested in a child’s education from primary school upwards is not wasted. In terms of qualifications, the development of portfolios by students at PLYA has general value in summarising what they have learnt and some students have had their portfolios accepted as entry certificates when returning to school/college. The projects uses teaching methods that appear to emphasise creativity and enjoyment but these are a motivational tool – students who succeed in these activities have greater confidence in their abilities to study and achieve and can see the value of learning, can see what it can do for them. Finally, the project has rules about attendance and behaviour which are enforced but this is made easier by the fact that students themselves sign up to these rules because they realise and feel that they have something to lose by not following them. Nevertheless, if students leave, there can be consequences in terms of benefits entitlements so there is a ‘stick’ element to ensuring student’s attendance as well.

This last point was taken up by a participant who raised concern about young people losing their rights – for e.g. to benefits, to places on other courses – if they did drop out of places like PLYA. There may be reasons for a young person dropping out of a programme that are less about their individual motivation and commitment and more about other problems over which they have little control. Related to this, the participant observed that laws and policies established for differing purposes can serve to undermine each other. The example was given of personal debt which it was explained was a big problem for the young people they were working with in Amsterdam (as elsewhere in Europe). Thus one has a situation where education and training policy is for young people to stay on in education and training for longer (potentially incurring debt when they little opportunity to pay it back) but a finance driven law which states that young people are not entitled to debt relief. There was a need therefore for a more inclusive and holistic approach to youth policy.

The Secondary School of Nursing, Ljubljana
Presenter: Maja Klančič
The secondary School of Nursing in Ljubljana is the biggest of nine secondary schools of nursing across Slovenia. It has 1150 students, three quarters female, and 100 teachers. Most students enter aged 15-years old having finished their primary education although there are 300 adult students as well.  Two programmes are offered, a 4-year programme leading to a 'practical nurse' qualification and a 3-year programme enabling people to work as a nursing assistant (the former is taken by the vast majority). In both cases the curriculum combines general with professional and theoretical subjects, practice in specialized classrooms, hospitals or nursing homes, and additional activities. When they finish their programme, students can seek employment or enrol at university colleges, mostly at the University College of Health Care. 

The school joined the national PUPO project in 2005. The three-fold model of prevention it employs is the same as for other schools signed up the project but customised so as to fit the particular needs of the student group and the school. The aim is to work with the whole population of students in order to prevent school failure and all staff are seen as having a role in achieving this goal.  Most important is to provide a healthy school climate, this being the best form of prevention.

The measures to tackle early school leaving operate at three levels. The first set of interventions occur before students come to the school and are intended to ensure that those who do come have made the right choice. Information days are held to which children and parents can come for more information about the school, its programmes and career opportunities; applications are carefully vetted so as to assess childen's aptitude for the programmes; within the first month of the school year, there is a great deal of information provided on what students can expect over the next three or four years.

The second level of prevention is targeted at students who may be struggling with particular subjects. This involves successful pupils helping pupils needing some additional support in special classes held before the official school-day begins. 

The third form of intervention is for students at serious risk of dropping out and involves counselling and if necessary, referrals to other agencies. A specialist counsellor is responsible for this form of one to one support but it was recognised that it is difficult for one person alone to meet the needs of students, especially given that they they also have  responsibility for coordinating the other preventative activites described above. 

The school has a low drop-out rate, around four percent. Those who do leave tend to do so for personal reasons such as family problems and in these case the school will try to advise them about their options in terms of further education and/or training as well as refer to them to other agencies as appropriate.

Discussion

In discussion it was asked if there was competition for places at the school and also how many students went into employment at the end of their studies. In response it was confirmed that there are fewer places available at the school than demand for them and that part of the reason for the programmes' popularity was the very high success rate of students finding work. Commenting on this, a participant observed that dropping out of secondary schools such as this one was unusual precisely because they could select students and that those who dropped out often tended to do so because they felt 'trapped' in some from of education or training that they had not really chosen, perhaps because they had not been 'selected' by their first choice school. 

A participant asked what the drop-out rate for the PUPO project was nationally. It was explained that this information is not available owing to restrictions on the sharing of personal data about students. There was evidence of positive changes across schools since the introduction of the project but no formal evaluation of the national initiative has been conducted to date.

A Working Class Ex-Offender's Experience of Working with Youths: A Different Perspective

Presenter:  Anthony Hall, Open Book, UK
Unfortunately, Anthony had been unable to make the journey to Slovenia and so his presentation was delivered via telephone. The presentation combined an introduction to the work of Open Book, which seeks to provide former offenders with opportunities to enter higher education, with Anthony's own experience of the organisation, first as a client and then as a mentor to others. What follows is a partially edited transcript of Anthony's presentation. Where appropriate, reference is made to powerpoint slides that were shown to the workshop during the talk and are available via the Restart website.
“Hello everyone, I am really glad to be here and feel very privileged and proud that a fella from Newcastle can make it all the way here to come to talk to you. Imagine how many more people there are that could come from my working class/offending background to talk to you about how best to engage with individuals like me.

I would like to thank the organisers and you all for coming here to hear my views. I would also like to give thanks to you all on behalf of all the youths that you have helped and will help in the future. I feel somewhat humbled that so many people want to make people’s lives more productive or at least give them a chance to achieve more. It’s no joke to say the work you do can help save the lives of not only the individuals you work with, but also those in their immediate family and indeed future generations and I would like again to say thank you. 

Well I suppose I better get on with the job they have paid me to do. I would like to get across what I mean when I wrote about making education as real as the life circumstances of some of the youths you might come across.  In some sense trying to get working class kids into working class jobs such as bricklaying etc is easier, then getting them to think about higher education. I don’t mean any disrespect to anyone here who works in that field and I also recognise that some individuals will want to work and not study. That is not a problem or in some respect beside the point. The point is if you like that we seek to give the young people a different perspective.

These are some of the students of Open Book all ex-offenders. (Slide 5) And these are some of the subjects studied at BA, MA and PhD level. (Slide 6) This is Joe Baden the Project coordinator. Without him there would be no Open Book.  

We do not try and force education onto people but to try and get them to see education, to see it at work can be beneficial to them, more to let them see that education has worked for people of their own identity.

I am not about to make myself look special or somehow better than those of my background. But just as flawed as they can be and if I can make use of education then they can as well. I think the main thing when I work with youths is I don’t forgive or feel sorry for them. That’s not the same as feeling bad for the things that have happened in their lives, but I mean it’s about seeing these kids as our equals and letting them have the kinds of opportunities that other people have. But I guess the question is how to engage, how to reach into a world where violence may be the norm, where you have to dehumanise those people around you, as you may well have to do harm to them or stop them doing harm to you. As I have said in my background document there are no easy answers and I really hope you are not too disappointed when I say I don’t know what the answers are to these massive problems facing the youths in this society. 

I would like to say that for me and for those at Open Book there is love and honesty when we work with these kids, we like to get across that we have to take responsibility for our own actions and to forgive ourselves, we have to respect ourselves before we can begin to respect others. But again I know I am here to try and give you some insight in working with youths and to engage them with education and I am afraid that requires some of us to ask ourselves why we do this work and what is it we expect from these youths. In other words can you really get anyone to believe in something if you yourselves don’t believe in the people you are working with? I don’t mean to be rude but I have to be honest with people I talk to and the truth is that sometimes its those individuals that work in the field of education that are part of the problem and not of the solution. In order for me to give you some insight on how to connect young people with education and I will go onto talk about some of the actives that we do. I feel that I have a responsibility to talk to you from a perspective that for some of you or your colleagues may find alien. 

To talk about social exclusion and to live it is very different. When I look around the student bars in the universities I see happy kids working towards their futures and having conversations about the merits of Marx. I wonder why my people have such problems with education, why it is that so many of my people end up as drunks, imprisoned, trapped in unhappy lives or dead. I remember a young girl who after overdosing was pushed down a rubbish tip, like dirt. I don’t begrudge those happy students. I just feel such anger that it happens and I will work to get youths to see education as a real alternative than crime or manual labour. Again I don’t mean to belittle any efforts of individuals. But I will stop campaigning for higher education when places like Oxford University and Cambridge start offering out brick laying courses to their students. What I don’t do is to help these kids into jobs that have been socially manufactured. By that I mean I don’t see my role as somehow getting these kids in to the right holes. It’s about raising aspirations. I see my role as to break them out of their current paradigm and to see education as a whole new entity, to see that intelligent is not genetic or somehow a gift from god, like a singing voice. I know some people are naturally gifted in this way, but the main difference between people of my backgrounds and yours is that mine feels that they are incompatible with education. I know this is a generalisation and there are working class kids who do very well, but we are here today talking about specific students who drop out of school early. For some of them they may be running from the typical jobs on offer and in need of something more, I have found in my experience ambition can be the hardest feeling to deal with when you are trapped in poverty or lack the education you need to progress. Then it may seem that crime is your only real alternative to the manual market. 

There is a big drive in the UK to encourage working class kids into universities; this has coincided with a raise in vocational courses being delivered in higher education and specific courses being sponsored by industries. 

One of the things we won’t allow ourselves to become is the 21st century’s equivalent of the preparing peasants to work in cotton mills. 

For you to engage with people from my background you must first question your motivations and perceptions and be honest about who you are at all times; any traces of insincerity will be recognised straight away. To engage with youths in education you must first engage with yourselves critically. There are too many people in this arena that carry their liberal newspapers in the same way that young people wear their Nike trainers. It’s not an intellectual game or an academic exercise; we are dealing with people’s lives and should become emotionally involved in the debate. 

I have had the pleasure of working with some inspirational people on both sides of the fence and seen dedication that made me think about my own values and for those of you who fit this description I have a healthy amount of respect and admiration. But there are others I have seen in offices when people have got used to me being their space. Mimic the way some working class people talk or make fun of the way in which they dress and then have the nerve to ask why it is so hard to get these kids to relate to them. I know I am among friends here and I don’t want to alienate people or make people worried about what they can say. It’s more about a more rounded approach, a new perspective. It’s about blurring the lines between recipient and provider. In this way there can be partnership of all individuals who work in this field no matter what their background is. Ex-offenders alongside middle class people as equals, helping to break the barriers that prohibited those that sought education, or in the very least a more productive lifestyle.  It’s about creating honest, direct discourse with all parties involved.

It seems my time is running out so I will talk about some activities and ways in which we at Open Book work with young people. Before I do that I just wanted to present some slides. They show some comments from students from a recent talk and a range of feedback forms that were filled in by students.  

These activities include talks to allow students to see that we share the same backgrounds. The talk can be a good way of communicating who we are and is a useful way to show that education became a reality and that it was positive and that we were able to engage in education. The main points I would like to get across are: that the life I was leading including my personal experiences to let any students who may be going through abuse to see there can be a future; to convey what is expected in a degree and the work involved say in exams; and the responses they may get from family or friends. This, I think, sets the framework for the youth to be able to start to see the usefulness of education. It has to be said though that some behaviours or body language would suggest that these sessions are the least liked and the feedback forms can be very mixed from group to group. I believe this is a result of someone, maybe the first person, to talk in a direct and honest way with the kids without  lies. Some of the young people may feel embarrassed in front of their peers with some of the issues we address, or the length of the talk can have an effect. I would say with doubt that the initial talking session is a useful tool to start the engagement process. 

Other activities such as discussions on crime and criminality, race and drama workshops have had a very positive feedback and is a good way in which to get the youths to start to really work with the issues and materials in a way that degree students. For example in the discussions I set them up along the same way you would expect a seminar in a university. There are some very sensitive issues debated, such as race. These students at time can be difficult to manage, but with each session the young people or most of them do seem to engage much more, leading to a more productive group. 

Visits to the local universities are an excellent way to really capture the imagination of the young people, to set the reality of education a solid stone. The youths are able to soak up the atmosphere of universities as well as look into the lecture rooms, to sit in the chairs as students. I find that this is a very powerful tool that really enables the young people to imagine that link form crime to higher education. The use of reformed offenders in this way helps also to create that link in reality, to build the bridge from one reality to another.

I am painting a picture of success. The truth is that at Open Book we are constantly looking at ways to push the boundaries back further, to engage new so-called “hard to reach”- groups and to find better ways to package education as a viable option. I believe that we have success but not all the kids will go onto education, and it’s hard to measure success, as some of the youths are so young it is hard to measure what they do once they leave school. Perhaps this could be a future research area. Some young people might not get involved in education for some years after they have left school. How much we impact them is debatable. But then we are, I feel, at the forefront of raising these kids aspirations and even if they do not go down the route of education, then at the very least we may have helped them to consider their options. I have no problem with these youths working as mechanics. Sure I would rather see them considering engineering, but at the end of the day, its about letting them know there are other choices than crime. If they choose to be a mechanic then that’s ok, the point is they were given a choice. A choice to turn down education is better than no choice at all. 

There is an additional benefit from using and having ex-offenders/drug users and those that can relate to the young people is that it creates a space that, because of friends/family may not be involved academically and gives the students freedom to talk over issues of academia or personal problems knowing that they are not going to be judged or mocked.  

As I have stated there is no 100% success rate, we can only do our best. 

The future can be a scary place but we need to do more and not sit on out past success. I talked before about saving lives. I have lost friends to suicide, violence and drug abuse. South East London’s graves are full of those that did not get as lucky as me. Coming from the background that I do, I know how important these types of initiatives can be. How vital it is that we work as a group, share ideas, build new links and forge new ways to engage with young people from quite often difficult backgrounds. I once said something in a previous speech that I would like to say again. People from my background might fail at university, we might succeed, but without Open Book we would never have gotten the chance. I started this speech by saying thank you for your efforts and so I would like to end it by saying thank you again!”  

Discussion

Anthony was asked whether he felt changes were needed in the way higher education was delivered so as to better support students from non-traditional backgrounds. He responded that what was important was for there to be a bridge between the world of higher education and that which people like him might be more used to. Anthony recalled that when he first attended university he felt ‘outside of his comfort zone’, that he would have been comfortable in a court-room than he felt the first time he went into a lecture theatre. Some students and lecturers did not help and behaved in a patronising manner, expressing pity for students from non-traditional backgrounds. It was important, therefore, for Open Book to provide a network of role models – people who through personal experience understood the problems non-traditional students faced and who they could relate to. He observed that such problems were generally of a different order to those of other students, giving the example of an Open Book student whose house had been ‘shot down’. On the other hand, it was important as well to recognise that students from non-traditional backgrounds tended to enrich the experience of others on a course precisely because they came with and were able to share different life experiences. 

Anthony was asked why he thought some young people did not appear to value education and whether, when he was still at school, there was something different that could have been done to keep him in school. He answered that children with his kind of (working class) background were somehow taught that education was not for them and hence of no value to them. In his case, his dyslexia had not been identified at school and he was viewed as too much trouble by teachers who were under pressure to teach and not able or willing to deal with students presenting problems. Since being at university, he had come to realise that one doesn’t need to be ‘massively intelligent’ to study at higher education level. What had made the difference was that someone had taken the time to look at and after his individual needs as a learner.

Finally, Anthony was asked in what ways he felt he had changed since being at university, aside from having accrued knowledge. He said that previously he had felt excluded from and unwanted by society and that he had a hatred of authority figures such as teachers and police officers. Education had allowed him to see himself as good and in turn he found that he saw others more holistically and recognised that there are people (including teachers and police officers) who do care, something he had denied previously. He said that he now felt he had a choice about how to lead his life whereas before he felt that he had none. It was this sense of higher education offering the foundation for a more stable and orderly life that Open Book tries to promote amongst its client group. Doing a degree cannot be viewed as a panacea for all problems but it can give people a sense that they have more choices than they had previously felt to be the case.

EIBE: Integration into the world of work

Presenter: Thomas Woerner
EIBE is a programme of the Hessian Ministry of Education in Germany promoted by the European Social Fund and is intended to help young people to find their way into the job market. The programme does not replace existing provision but is additional to it. It is delivered via a partnership of schools and youth work organisations. Its clients are young people, typically aged 16 to 19 years, who have not found a training place or a place at any other school and so are referred to the project. Referrals may come from secondary schools or from job centres. 

The project has a clear focus on vocational training and seeks to introduce the students to the world of work, both literally, by finding people placements that can over time become full time jobs, but also through preparing people, socially and educationally, for employment, and ensuring that they obtain the school leaving certificate they need to enter employment. It combines socio-educational support designed to address both private and school problems. It provides language support for people for whom German is not a first language and also seeks to equip students with the skills they need to submit job applications, attend interviews etc. The project has a much higher staff-student ratio than traditional schools, there being three teachers and one social worker for a group of 15 students.

Students attending the project do a 36 hour week, divided into two blocks with 18 hours of subject based teaching in a classroom and 18 hours of workshop based training. There are workshops covering woodwork, metalwork, retail, catering, social care and health and body-care. Each of the ‘workshops’ produce things for use in the school in which the project is based. For example the woodwork and metalwork workshops have made furniture and the project runs a stationery shop for students. Students also do a six-week work placement with an employer. Overall students are usually with the project for one year but they can stay on up to a maximum of two years.

Data on the destinations of young people who have left the project since its inception in 2000 show that five percent have obtained a place in a vocational college, 15% have begun an apprenticeship, 35% have joined a work-training programme and 30% remain unemployed. In 15% of cases the destination of students is unknown.

The presentation included a video focused on a former student who explained how the project had helped her into work. Natasha had left EIBE four years previously and is currently working towards the final exams of her three year apprenticeship in catering. She said the project had helped her improve her marks in terms of her school work but had done much more in terms of her overall character development. She had received personalised support with subjects she found difficult and said the smaller classes and closer contact with staff and peers had made a real difference, not least of which was that she actually enjoyed being at school. The other aspect of the project which she said she had liked was the mixture of academic and vocational learning because this broke up the day. Her six-week placement had led directly to an apprenticeship with the same restaurant. 

Discussion

There was some discussion of the destination data provided by the project. It was asked how many of the 35% of students who move onto a work-training programme will in turn begin an apprenticeship, the latter being key in Germany to securing a stable occupation. The response was that around 50 percent will do so. Picking up on this, another participant observed that in areas of high unemployment as with this region of Germany, there is a danger of a revolving door syndrome emerging, whereby people move from one from of training to the next but ultimately remain long term unemployed. Such a situation, it was suggested requires a broader labour market strategy that addresses the lack of jobs available as well as the skills needs of those without a job.

Different kinds of apprenticeships were discussed. In the UK, schemes exist whereby students attend two days a week at school, two days in training and one day with an employer. In Holland, apprenticeships are staged so that students can qualify at different points without necessarily needing to complete a full three years. Something similar to this exists in Germany as well, it was explained, but the fundamental problem remains that prospective employers will recruit someone with the full three year qualification where possible.

Final Reflections

The workshop concluded with some general discussion about the key themes to have emerged from the two days. The first contributor to this debate identified six overlapping issues as follows:

1, The need to create a structured space for young people who had dropped out of education or training in which they could take stock, re-evaluate their goals and make decisions about their futures. The workshop had provided examples of projects that did this (Opportunity Youth, PLYA) and it seemed that the criteria for their success included having a clear contract with the young people that was developed on the basis of and clearly focused on their own goals.

2. The need for a different learning paradigm to that found in traditional education which placed greater emphasis on methods such as group learning, peer-led education, learning by doing, creativity and enterprise, empowerment, mentoring, counselling and coaching,

3. The need to develop new ways of measuring change that could capture long term qualitative changes including an increase in social and cultural capital. Too narrow a focus on more easily quantifiable outputs such as the number of qualifications obtained risks overlooking significant changes amongst clients such as increased self confidence, improved social skills etc.
4. The marginality of many of the projects working with young people who had dropped out of education and training. Whilst they seemed to be promoting innovative way of working (as summarised in point 2) they also seemed reliant on short term funding and to lack structural links with mainstream providers. In this way the projects seemed to share the experience of young people who had also been marginalised from mainstream society.

5. The need to improve the quality of mainstream provision. It was important to see dropping out not as individual failure but as a failure of institutions and one with negative implications for society and individuals because it amplify certain dangers – of criminalisation for example.

6. The need to recognise the broader socio-economic context in which early school leaving occurs such as local labour markets. Not only is long term unemployment a structural problem in many regions of Europe but there are also plenty of unskilled jobs for which people do not need qualifications. Such issues need to be factored in to policy on early school leaving.
Another participant observed that for them what the workshop had emphasised was the need to do more preventative work with young people at an earlier stage in their school careers and the positive contribution which older peer mentors can play in this process. Young people who have themselves experienced emotional, social and educational problems can be powerful role models for those currently going through difficulties.
A third participant suggested that the workshop had focused on reintegrating young people into education, training and work without asking whether young people themselves were signed up to the vision of society embodied in the Lisbon goals. There was also a question mark over the compatibility of these goals, over how, for example, community cohesion is to be increased in a context which also promotes winners and losers in education, training and job markets. Even if all Europe’s citizens obtain PhDs, there will still be a limited number of jobs available requiring this level of achievement so the question has to be asked, how will we employ all these educated young people? Moreover, if the consequences of Europe achieving the goal of being the most dynamic economy are negative for other, poorer parts of the world, is this desirable? Finally, it was important to consider the broader implications - for families, for housing policy, for the provision of benefits - of encouraging young people to stay on longer in education and training, thus delaying the transition from youth to adulthood.  
Other participants said that the workshop had been useful in identifying tools and measures to be used in work with early school leavers. It had produced good ideas about how to identify and reach out to young people at risk and clear evidence of successful strategies and methods. What was difficult to understand was why the kinds of initiatives introduced over the two days struggled to obtain resources when the costs of not supporting young people effectively are so much greater as is the case, for example, if they end up in prison. One reason for this apparent paradox, it was suggested, was that most civil servants and politicians have benefited from traditional education and training systems and need to be persuaded of the rationale for promoting and supporting other models. It is to be hoped that the workshop will contribute to this process.
Summary and Discussion of Key Issues raised by the Workshop

A number of the main themes, lessons and questions to emerge from the workshop are summarised in the previous section and the intention here is to add some flesh to the bones of that discussion, albeit organised from the perspective of the report writer. The key points are discussed under four separate headings but there is a great deal of overlap between them.
1. There is a need for a holistic approach to tackling early school leaving

This was a recurring issue throughout the workshop and one which is multi-faceted. In part it is about recognising that problems affecting young people’s performance and behaviour at school or college may have their roots elsewhere, in difficult family relationships, in cultures antagonistic to or at odds with traditional schooling, or in health, housing or financial matters. A joined up response is therefore required to tackle what is a joined up problem. However, responding to the problem means identifying institutional barriers to learning – inflexible curricula, the overuse of didactic teaching methods, a bias towards academic qualifications and undervaluing of practical skills and competences etc. Moreover, early school leaving is not evenly spread across but concentrated within particular areas, communities and groups and there is a strong correlation between relative deprivation and early school leaving such that the latter is frequently used as an indicator in deprivation indices. The problem of early school leaving has its roots in a complex of structural socio-economic problems, individual and familial crises and institutional failings. A holistic response needs to operate on all these levels.

The workshop, like the two earlier events, also highlighted the need for different kinds of intervention to address different problems at different points in the education and training system. A holistic strategy will be one which includes preventative measures targeting all young people at an early stage in their education but which, at the other end of the spectrum and in-between, has measures in place for people at serious risk of dropping out or who have left school and so are outside of the system. It will also recognise and try to respond the many different reasons young people might have for dropping out or, to put it another way, the many different forms early school leaving can take. 
A third dimension to this issue concerns the development of more holistic approaches to learning. Whereas traditional subject based education tends to split the curriculum into different specialisms, alternative approaches (such as that deployed by the PYLA initiative) emphasise the need to harness a range of skills in meeting certain goals. Closely related to this is the stress placed by a number of the projects introduced at the workshop on combining academic and technical skills training with the development of social and ‘life’ skills, not least because it is recognised that employers will assess job-seekers ‘in the round’. 

2. There is a need to place young people’s views and experiences at the centre of initiatives to tackle early school leaving

In a number of the personal accounts of troubled experiences at school given at the workshop, a point that was consistently made was that no-one seemed to care or listen, whilst in the many accounts of successful attempts to engage with early school leavers, the opposite seemed to be the case – here, there was a person who seemed genuinely interested in the individual. Closely linked to this was the question of empowerment. Early school leaving and the many problematic behaviours associated with the phenomenon (drugs misuse, involvement in offending, running away from home, violent and anti-social behaviour) seem to indicate or reflect a feeling of loss of control and, perhaps an attempt to reassert this control) whilst a critical success factor in efforts to reintegrate socially excluded young people is the extent to which clients feel that they have ownership of the process, that they have been actively involved in deciding what they need to do to get back on track. Nor is this issue just about individuals. The sense of alienation from society that finds its collective expression in events such as the riots in the banlieues of Paris in 2005 or the suicide bombings in Madrid and London shows that some communities and groups also feel that their voice is not being heard. This in turn highlights the need for services for children and young people (and in general) to be alive to the diversity of the populations they cater for and to develop inclusive curricula and methods of teaching and learning.

In practice, the use of individual learning plans devised by young people themselves according to what they feel they need and want from the process, was identified as a very important component of projects, as it had been at the second peer review workshop in London.  Whilst this strategy may not accord immediately with existing qualification frameworks, the point is for the young person to identify what they can and want to get from their education rather than the other way round. Focusing on young people’s interests and on issues of concern to them is also important. Bas Ouwens use of music as a vehicle to engage with his clients illustrated this as did, in a different way, the various projects through which the MISSS Youth Information and Counselling Centre disseminates relevant information and facilitates peer group discussions of matters such as sex, relationships and drugs.
3. There is a need to embed provision for those who have dropped out of education and training within a range of mainstream services and for effective communication and cooperation between different agencies

Unlike the schools or colleges which their clients had left or been excluded from, the projects introduced at the workshop which work with people who were at serious risk of or had already dropped out of education or training seemed, as was observed in the concluding discussion, to depend on short-term funding. A clear example of this was the organisation Opportunity Youth in Northern Ireland, which despite being the recipient of numerous awards and the subject of 13 evaluations in as many years, was not, at the time of the workshop at least, guaranteed funding beyond September 2007. This has negative implications in terms of staff recruitment and retention and strategic planning, gives out the message that such initiatives are continuously on trial and is a drain on resources and morale. 
A related problem can be that such projects are seen to exist as separate from and marginal to the mainstream with the effect that the links between them and schools, colleges, training organisations and employers are contingent and tenuous. In actual fact, Opportunity Youth provided a counter-example to this as its partnership arrangements with mainstream institutions were seen as essential and highlighted as a strength of the organisation. On the other hand, the PLYA project in Slovenia clearly exists outside of mainstream provision and its staff did feel there was a need for better coordination with and between other agencies. Whether or not inter-agency arrangements were felt to be effective at the present time, the need for them to be so was a point on which all were agreed because this is seen as key to holistic provision and also to providing a safety net for those who drop or fall out of one part of the system. 
Whilst embedding these kinds of projects within mainstream provision implies a need for core, long-term funding and close links with other agencies, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that, for at least some of the projects, their relative independence from schools and their distinctive styles were also seen as critical to their success. In this regard, it was interesting to hear at the workshop a Head-Teacher, on the one hand, commenting that some children at some times will have needs and present issues that schools find too difficult to deal with, and former early school-leavers, on the other, struggling to think of anything their schools could have done differently to keep them. This suggests a clear need for what a participant described as a ‘structured space’  alongside but separate from, schools and colleges, where young people are given time and support to ‘get back on the rails’. This is not without resource implications because a characteristic of projects like PLYA in Slovenia, the ROC Project Centre in Holland and EIBE in Germany was their relatively high staff-student ratio. But in line with the holistic principle, embedding these services would better ensure a continuum of preventative and re-integrative services, with initiatives working with all students at one end of the spectrum (as was the case the PUPO project at the School of Nursing) and those working with people who have more or less temporarily dropped out (like PLYA, ROC and EIBE) of education at the other. Organisations such as the MISSS Youth Information and Counselling Service and Opportunity Youth exemplified how single organisations can also provide this kind of spectrum of provision in conjunction with other services. 
4. There are many ways of and significant benefits from involving young people, including former early school leavers, in preventative initiatives with young people at risk of early school leaving. 
At the workshop, the former early school leavers we heard from and about were involved in initiatives to tackle early school leaving as youth workers or as volunteer peer mentors or educators. In their own testimonies, they were forthright both about how their own experiences informed their work. In most cases, it was not the school per se but rather some background factor (notably problems at home) which triggered their difficulties and what had led to things changing for the better was space, time and, for many, the individualised support of a mentor. In terms of how this influenced their current work, they emphasised the need to listen to young people, to show interest in them and to focus on future potential rather than past wrongdoing, but they also stressed the importance of setting boundaries and of young people taking ownership of and responsibility for their problems. In articulating these principles, speakers were echoing values and approaches that underpin all youth-work. What was evident however, was that for people who have seen both sides of the system and notwithstanding the need for and importance of youth-work training, these ways of working are effectively hard wired into them through personal experience.
The flexibility of peer mentoring and education and related methods was well exemplified at the workshop where they were shown working in a variety of contexts. Open Book recruits potential students from custodial into higher education institutions through peer led workshops about the opportunities opened up by as well as the challenges involved into going to university and then mentors these students if and when they begin on a course. Opportunity Youth uses peer mentoring and education with an increasingly diverse range of clients: disengaged school pupils, people in treatment for drug and alcohol related programmes, young offenders, young people in care and unemployed young people. In projects such as EIBE, ROC Project Centre and PLYA, which deliver a combination of vocational, academic and social skills training, mentoring is seen as a core part of the worker’s role but much emphasis was also placed on the way in which young people support and learn from each other. The Youth to Youth Phone and Internet Forum projects, initiatives conceived, managed and delivered by young people for young people, involve peer to peer counselling, the exchange of information amongst peers, older peers training and mentoring younger peers and mutual learning and support amongst all the volunteers. In the PUPO project at the School of Nursing, finally, high achieving pupils ‘coach’ others who are struggling with in particular subjects in group-work sessions organised outside of the formal school day.
Why are these forms of work effective? One reason is that, almost by definition, young people’s needs, concerns and desires are central to mentoring and peer group work so they meet the overarching criterion for success noted above (point 2). A second is the equality and mutuality of the relationships involved, there is give and take on both sides – the mentors seem to derive as much satisfaction and benefit from their role as their protégés. It seems to be the case as well with the projects reviewed here that the mentoring or group work was always tied to wider aims and objectives. There was little suggestion that these methods can work in isolation: “the mentoring we do is not the same as befriending”, one presenter commented, a clear sense of purpose is important. It is also in the nature of this kind of work that social skills are developed as part and parcel of imparting and receiving knowledge or information – team-working, communication, problem solving are all in evidence as are accepting and responsibility for one’s actions and behaviour, respecting diversity and difference, toleration and the satisfaction to be gained from giving to and helping others. A further set of reasons is that these methods enable young people to learn from one another. As Turnbull puts it, young people’s worlds “may only be vaguely understood by the adults from whom they are supposed to learn. Many of these adults find it difficult to communicate appropriately on issues from which, by virtue of their status as adults and not young people, they are inevitably distanced. Mutual trust, understanding and respect may be more easily established among our peers” (2001, p102)
Finally, to return to the central theme of the workshop, the involvement of former early school leavers in initiatives to tackle early school leaving appears to be extremely significant. Their unique contribution is nicely encapsulated in a metaphor suggested by the RESTART Project Coordinator and Workshop Chair, Giorgio Zoia, who describes the former early school leaver working with those currently at risk as the ‘joker in the pack’. They bring a collection of skills and attributes to their work which professionals or volunteers without the personal experience of early school leaving cannot have. They understand, having known themselves, the negativity which young people may feel about education or training but they are at the same time able to promote the value of (re)engaging with the system having done so themselves and emerged the better for it. They know that empowerment must come from within an individual and they understand, almost intuitively, how this process of self-realisation can be encouraged. They are, in short, a rare and invaluable resource.
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