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Early School Leaving

Broader Approaches to Learning
Introduction

The following literature review aims to explore the issues surrounding early school leaving, including problems with definitions, the extent and the impact of early school leaving and identifies those perceived to be at greater risk of leaving school early. In addition to exploring the issue of early school leaving it also presents a number of projects that have aimed to overcome the problem of school leaving and discusses them in the light of the research. Although the literature review was prepared specifically for a European project it has drawn on research and project reports from a wider international perspective. It is important to qualify here however that as the report was prepared by an English speaking organisation it is possible that research presented in languages other than English may have been overlooked, or misunderstood due to translation limitations. 

Definitions

The terms early school leavers (ESL), and ‘school dropouts’ are difficult to define because of the problematic nature of the concept, which involves several, merged constituent issues (Teese 2000). The terms can mean different things in different social and legislative contexts. In Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands the school leaving age is 18, higher than in other European countries. In Ireland it is officially 15, although those leaving before 16 are regarded as early school leavers. In the UK the term ‘not in education, employment or training’ or NEET is regarded as comparative to early school leaving. This is also identified as a major issue in Canada and Australia where the basic minimum qualifications may not be enough to obtain permanent employment (Leigh 2005). It is not just those with no qualifications who experience high rates of unemployment but also those that fail to obtain a certain level of achievement in school leaving exams, such as five passes in the Junior certificate in Ireland (NESF 2002) or the school leaving certificate in Australia (Leigh 2005). In addition the term ‘drop out’ is a pejorative term, linked to concepts of failure, lack of intelligence and poor behaviour in school (James 2005). The term does not reflect that there are both positive and negative reasons for leaving school early and that that the factors involved are multiple, interrelated and often outside the individuals control (NCVER 1999).

European Definitions

Whilst a European definition and benchmark exists for ESL, the use of varying definitions within the European Member States has resulted in a lack of information on the areas of Europe most in need of assistance, as well as limited measurement of the impact of initiatives (ECA 2006). The European Court of Auditors has recommended adopting the Eurostat definition in order to collect comparative data (ECA 2006). The Eurostat definition of early school leavers is the percentage of the population aged 18-24 who have at most, completed lower secondary education and are not in further education or training. Youth education attainment level is defined as the percentage of young people aged 20-24 years having attained at least upper secondary education attainment level such as school leaving certificates (Eurostat 2005). These definitions provide statistical parameters but do not necessarily describe the issues. For many young people, these years can be very traumatic and the ‘lived reality of student disengagement’ (OMETSED 2005) has to be explored from an emotional rather than statistical perspective. An early school leaver may still face poor employment opportunities if they leave formal education after the completing the school-leaving certificate, if performance was poor or they were reluctant to stay (NYCI 2001). A lifelong dislike of learning, leading to reluctance to retrain, will make it difficult for the individual to adapt to the constantly changing requirement of the 21st century work force and the knowledge economy (CEC 2005). Not all young people who leave school at the minimum age have an impoverished career, the main factor is rather how well qualified they are when they leave and if they continue to develop and train whilst in employment (ESRC 2004). 

Lisbon Strategy

In March 2000 the European Council agreed on a new objective for the European Union: to transform Europe into a competitive, dynamic and knowledge-based economy characterised by a greater degree of social inclusion (CEC 2005). An important aspect of the social inclusion agenda was the recognition of the need to reduce the percentage of young people leaving school prematurely from the average rate of 19.3 % to 10 % by 2010. However the lack of a Europe wide definition of early school leaving means that statistics may not be comparable from one country to another. While noting positive trends in certain areas, the 2006 edition of the European Commission’s annual report on progress towards the Lisbon objectives noted that progress towards the goals set in the Lisbon strategy is insufficient (CEC 2006). In the EU, about 6 million, or 16%, of 18 – 24 year old have left school early. This failure to educate a large percentage of the population has impacts on both the individual and on society  (INNOschool 2006). To reach the European benchmark of no more than 10% early school leavers by 2010, then 2 million of these young people would need to continue in education. Currently the best performing EU countries are: Poland (5.5%), Slovakia (5.8%) and the Czech Republic (6.4%) (CEC 2006) but at present the causes of this success are unidentified. 

European Social Fund

The European Court of Auditors examined the nature of actions co-financed by the European Social Fund (ESF), aimed at combating early school leaving (ESL), in six Member States (Spain, France, Ireland, Netherlands, Portugal and the United Kingdom) and concluded that there was not always an adequate analysis of the problem in Member States and regions or the definition of intended results. Some Member State authorities could not sufficiently justify the overall level of funding allocated to ESL actions, or the basis on which the ESL funding was allocated to different regions. Finally, apart from annual statistics on the level of ESL, little quantitative evaluation information was generally available on the impact of such activities (ECA 2006). The audit did identify some good management practices as in the development of national databases to monitor the incidence of ESL; the formation of consortia of schools to develop projects; innovative actions, and self-appraisals by projects. The European Court of Auditors identified the need for proper definitions of early school leaving and more coherent and comparative approach to data collection to identify the incidence of ESL.  The need for more effective targeting, strategies and information exchanges, and more effective use of funding was also identified (ECA 2006).

The Social and Economic Consequences of Early School Leaving

The social and economic consequences of early school leaving are mentioned in a broader European context above however the social and economic cost to the individual should also be considered. Research by Philip Oreopoulus at the University of Toronto indicates that in Britain, Canada and the United States, those compelled by minimum school leaving age laws to complete an additional year of school earn 10-14 per cent more over the remainder of their lifetime (Oreopoulos 2003). Young people who leave school early are over represented in statistics for drug misuse and offending behaviour. The Irish Youthreach ‘Copping On’ programme believes that there is a demonstrable correlation between early school leaving and offending behaviour, the programme noted the high levels of anti-social behaviour and substance misuse among early school leavers participating in that programme (Quinn 2000). Early school leavers often lack the basic literacy and numeracy skills needed to equip them for the ‘real world’ and a high number of young offenders have limited educational achievement (McLaughlin 2005). Defining the cause and effect relationship of offending behaviour and leaving school earlier is also complicated and links back to the issue of the complexity of causes and risk factors (Clifford 2002). A similar issue is that of the connection between early school leaving and homelessness (Johnston 2002). Becoming homeless can be a contributing factor to having to leave school early but also those who leave school with few qualifications are more likely to become homeless (Maxted 1999). It is important also to reinforce the distinction between leaving the school environment early and opting out of education and learning. Einstein left school without qualifications at the age of 15 yet continued to learn throughout his life (Einstein Year 2005). Leaving school early is a social problem if education or training cease and are unlikely to be resumed, but leaving school early is not necessarily a social problem if education or training of a recognized form continue; however, if a young person’s learning and experience at school has been poor, this may weaken the extent and value of post-school education or training and work against lifelong learning (Teese 2000). If roughly 25% of students in OECD countries are unhappy with their school experience (Wilms, 2003) then there is significant potential for opting out of lifelong learning.

Reasons For Disengagement – School Factors

A recent report from Canada concluded that the most common reasons for disengagement from school are related to school issues and factors rather than individual issues, or outside influences (OMETSED: 2005). These identified ‘risk factors’ included

· Ineffective discipline systems leading to bullying and unchecked behavioural issues 

· Lack of adequate counselling and referral

· Negative school climate

· Passive instructional strategies

· Disregard for student learning styles

· Lack of assessment and support for students with disabilities

Reasons For Disengagement – Parental and Community Influences

This same report also recognised the importance of a high level of school engagement, parental support and low levels of employment during the schooling years (OMETSED 2005). Parental influence is a key factor in a child’s success in life and the interest of parents makes a huge difference, regardless of class or income (Feinstein and Symons 1999). This influence is supported by research that indicates that ‘at home’ support is one of the most significant factors in a child’s educational success (Desforges 2003). It may also be that the aspirations and role of the parent can influence those of the child. In Ireland, half of the children who leave school with no qualifications come from households where the father is unemployed (NYCI 2001).  Several studies have also suggested that communities, neighbourhoods and peer groups may also have an impact on decisions to stay at or leave school (Brooks-Gunn et al 1987, Ensminger et al 1996). Some communities may have a higher number of the different risk groups and influencing factors than others (Johnston 2002). 

Reasons For Disengagement – Social and Economic Factors

Teese suggests three distinct social and economic factors that contribute to early school leaving; structural inequality in education, regional economic breakdown and cultural discrimination in education (Teese 2000).  Structural inequalities relate to the way in which the standards of education can vary between regions and countries in Europe and some pupils are not able to access the same quality of education as others.  The OECD report “Knowledge and Skills for Life” indicates marked differences in excellence and equity across Europe (OECD 2001). Whilst across Europe some of these structural inequalities are being addressed, systems of selective schooling (DGCE 2006) and patterns of residential segregation still exist.  One example of structural inequalities can be seen in some parts of the French education system, which long boasted that every child received an equal education. In the UK, Portugal and France, schools in many poor neighbourhoods are dangerous and run-down (Visionary Website). In France 36% of high school dropouts are children of immigrants, and those who graduate often lack the skills to find good jobs or enter higher education. "It is becoming more and more evident that there is inequality between the schools in suburbs and those in the more affluent city centres" (Matlack 2005:15). Wealthier French communities get a disproportionate share of education support with expenditures per pupil in poor neighbourhoods 30% below the national average (ibid). Regional economic breakdown refers to the loss of jobs; investment and infrastructure in regional communities, for example in Spain the more rural and the poorer a region, the greater the danger that a student living there will leave school early (INNOschool 2006). Across Europe regional economic issues may also be linked to changes in the political landscape and economic migration from one European country to another (Eurochambres 2005). Cultural discrimination in education refers to the practices and values that alienate minority populations and can be seen in the higher than average number of traveller, black and ethnic minority pupils affected by early school leaving (FMI Website 2006). Research in the USA has even suggested that some individuals from minority groups may even be ‘push outs’ rather than ‘drop outs’ from education, that is they are deliberately discouraged, or pushed out of, education due to racist or other discriminatory practice from educational institutions (CRGE 2004).
Positive and Negative Reasons for Early School Leaving

Many reports conclude that Early School Leaving is a complex issue and the ‘typical’ early school leaver does not exist (NCVER 1999, OMETSED 2005, Teese 2000). The NCVER study emphasised that not all reasons for early school leaving are negative and suggests six ‘types’ of early school leaver, each with different needs. They use the definition ‘Positive leavers’ to describe those who are able to take up immediate employment or apprenticeships and ‘opportune leavers’ for those who leave because of a particular opportunity. Those who leave school early for these reasons may continue to access training and development in order to succeed and are less at risk from the social and economic issues described above. Those more likely to ‘drop out’ of any ongoing education are;  ‘would be leavers’, or ‘reluctant stayers’’, who remain in the school system but do not necessarily succeed, ‘circumstantial leavers’ who are effected by individual, family, or community circumstances, ‘discouraged leavers’ who have little success in their schooling and ‘alienated leavers’ who have a deep dislike of school and education (NCVER 1999).  Effective programmes need to consider the different requirements of each of these groups, linked with the social, economical and individual factors above, and take a broader approach to the ‘learning needs’ of early school leavers.

At Risk Groups

The above school, community, social and economic factors create a complex environment for young people that can lead to some groups being more at risk of leaving school without qualifications (SESR 2005). Those identified by the Scottish NEET group (Not in Education, Employment or Training) include:

· Persistent truants from school

· Young care leavers (looked after children)

· Children with additional support needs or limiting long term illness

· Young offenders

· Substance misusers

· Teenage parents

· Asylum seekers

· Black and Ethnic Minorities

Reports form Ireland (NYCI 2001) and Eastern Europe (ETF 2002) would also suggest the addition of traveller communities to this list.  It is also suggested that the risk involved can be placed on a continuum (McWhirter in DETYA 2001), which represents the interplay of all of the above factors and their likely impact on a particular individual.  “Those at the more extreme points on the continuum are more likely to experience ‘negative future events’ which decrease their chances of developing and sustaining satisfying, fulfilling and responsible lives.” (Withers and Russell in DETYA 2001:13).

Examples of ‘At Risk’ Groups in the UK

Three communities that appear to be disproportionately affected by early school leaving are teenage parents, traveller children and children that are looked after by local authorities.  Examples of the extent of the issue are drawn from England and Ireland but are by no means exhaustive and are presented here, as an exploration of the broader learning needs of each group in addition to the school curriculum. This may include confidence building, raising aspiration, valuing ones own culture and heritage, parenting skills, behavioural management and communication skills. 

Looked after Children in England

In the UK the term ‘looked after children’ is used to describe those children who are no longer in the care of a natural parent and are being cared for by the state or local authority. This includes children in foster care and children’s homes. There have been small improvements in the number of looked after children leaving school early, or without qualifications, but this still stands at 40% which is far higher than the national average of around 5 – 15 % (depending on definitions as discussed earlier). In school year 11, 60% of looked after children obtained at least one GCSE or GNVQ, compared with 96% of all school children. These figures are an improvement on 2004 and 2003 when the corresponding figures for looked after children were 56% and 53% respectively. 36% did not sit an examination of this type in 2005, compared with 41% in 2004 and 43% in 2003. 11% obtained at least 5 GCSEs (or equivalent) at grades A*- C compared with 56% of all children. These figures are slightly higher than last year when 9% obtained at least 5 GCSEs (or equivalent) at grades A*-C compared with 54% of all children. 25% of councils had at least 15% of their children achieving this level. This compares with 19% achieving this level in 2004. Looked after children are also more likely to become unemployed, perhaps due to the higher number without qualifications. At the end of school year 11 at the age of 16, 61% remained in full-time education compared to 75% of all school leavers. 20% were unemployed the September after leaving school compared to 6% of all school leavers. In 2004, 59% remained in full-time education compared to 73% for all school leavers and 22% of looked after children were unemployed compared to 6% of all school leavers  (DFES April 2006).  Looked after children are also ten times more likely to be excluded from school due to behavioural problems. In 2005 1% of looked after children were permanently excluded compared to 0.1 % of the total school population (DFES Feb 2006).  The report ‘supporting looked after learners’ highlights the importance of working with the child and their careers to identify reasons for behavioural problems and work towards resolving them rather then turning to exclusion (ibid).

Raising Aspirations
Raising aspiration of looked after children is one feature of the work of the Who Cares Trust who have produced a guide to encourage looked after children to consider university education (Who cares? 2006). The guide for young people provides a useful stimulus to enable them to consider going into higher education, prepare and plan for going to university and realise their potential. The publication includes information about university life, the application process, qualifications required and the financial and other support they can access whilst at university. London University's Institute of Education recently undertook a research project following a group of students through the university process. The findings show a clear relationship between the level of support provided and successful completion of the course. Most students who dropped out were from the first cohort, before implementation of the Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000, which legally obliges local authorities to provide financial and personal support for care leavers up to age 24 in full-time education. The research showed huge variations in the level of financial support offered by different local authorities. Some students could only cover their living costs by taking two or three part-time jobs. Others had to go without food to pay their rent and travel costs. The students who did best were the ones whose authorities provided the most generous support (Jackson et al 2005).

Traveller Communities in Ireland

ESL is acute in the Traveller community. In Ireland it is estimated that as many as 75% of traveller children leave school with no qualifications. Overall only 44% of Traveller children aged 12 to 15 participate in any education and in Ireland represent 1 in 6 of all unqualified school leavers (NYCI). Across Europe it is recognised that the Roma population and other marginalized and transient groups are not taken into account in the statistics of Early School Leaving although it is recognised that they are a significant group in terms of ‘disadvantaged youth’ and that the statistics under represent the true nature of the issue (Marcovici in Walther and Pohl 2005).  The Pavee Point Traveller education project aims to work with parents to value their experience and culture and encourage communities to work together. This active citizenship approach to addressing the deficit of information and understanding amongst Travellers of the education system aims to encourage Travellers to see education as something they are entitled to, and encourage Traveller parental involvement in the process of their children's education (Pavee Point 2006).

Teenage Parents

There are specific issues affecting young parents, in particular young women, who find it difficult to continue their school education due to pregnancy and teenage parenthood. Schools are not always able to support pregnant pupils. Pregnant teenagers may find themselves stigmatised by other pupils and due to tiredness or complications unable to cope with a school day. In addition, the demands of a new baby, combined with the financial difficulties often faced by young parents, make it more difficult to complete school studies and obtain school leaving qualifications once the baby is born (Social Inclusion Unit UK 1999). Issues around teenage parenting differ across the European countries as some countries, such as Greece and Poland, still retain the tradtition of marriage and parenthood in the late teenage years, parhaps having completed basic shool education. Teenage birth is associated with disadvantages in later life. Across 13 nations in the European Union, women who gave birth as teenagers are twice as likely to be living in poverty, in comparison to those who wait until they are over 20 (UNICEF 2001). Moves to increase the participation of teenage mothers in education, training or work have also met with mixed success often because they do not consider the needs and interests of the learner. Schemes such as Care to Learn, which pays for childcare for teenage mothers in education, and Sure Start Plus, which provides every teenage mother in the pilot areas with a dedicated personal advisor, have been popular and have been successfully evaluated. The key to success appears to be in offering learning that fulfills their needs , such as parenting classes and childcare courses (Wiggins et al 2005).

European Teenage Pregnancy Rates

The rates of teenage pregnancy may vary widely within a country. For instance, in the United Kingdom, the rate of adolescent pregnancy in 2002 was as high as 100.4 per 1000 among young women living in the London Borough of Lambeth, and as low as 20.2 per 1000 among residents in Rutland. In Italy, the teenage birth rate in central regions is only 3.3 per 1,000, but, in the Mezzogiorno it is 10.0 per 1000. The U.K, which has the highest teenage birth rate in Europe, also has a higher rate of abortion than most European countries. 80% of young Britons reported engaging in sexual intercourse while still in their teens, although a half of those under 16, and one-third of those between 16 to 19, said they did not use a form of contraception during their first encounter. Less than 10% of British teen mothers are married and a relatively high proportion of them are under the age of 16. In contrast, the Netherlands has a low rate of births and abortions among teenagers.Compared to countries with higher teenage birth rates, the Dutch have a higher average age at first intercourse and increased levels of contraceptive use. Nordic countries, such as Denmark and Sweden, also have low rates of teenage birth, but their abortion rates are higher than those of the Netherlands. In some countries, such as Italy and Spain, the low rate of adolescent pregnancy may be attributed to traditional values and social stigmatization. These countries also have low overall fertility rates. 

Early School Leavers and Suicide

Research in this particular area of early school leaving is difficult to locate, but this may be due to the complex nature of the issues and that identifying single contributing factors is difficult. As mentioned earlier early school leaving has multiple causes and multiple effects. There is recognition that those who drop out of school early are proportionately more at risk from suicide than those that stay on to gain qualifications (Thompson et al 2001). This is compounded by co occurring risk factors such as drug involvement (ibid). A study of 174 (148 males, 26 females) suicide cases revealed that more individuals were of lower social class and unemployed than in the general population (Hawton et al 1999).  It is the link between early school leaving and unemployment that indicates the area for concern due to the higher number of suicides amongst the unemployed. Figures from the Office of National Statistics in the UK, and research from New Zealand, indicates that unemployment increases a person's risk of suicide by up the three times (Blakely 2002). As those that leave school early are more likely to be unemployed they may face a higher risk of suicide than others. Suicide is now the main cause of death for 18-24-year-old males in the UK (Marr & Field 2000).

Bullying

Another area of concern is the potential link between bullying and suicide rates. Bullying in schools has become an international focus for concern. It can adversely affect pupils and in extreme cases lead to suicide. It is suggested that each year around 16 children in the UK commit suicide as a result of bullying in school (Marr & Field 2000) but with 19,000 children attempting suicide annually (ibid) the scale of the problem could be much higher. Some schools have taken action to reduce bullying but success rates have been very varied (Smith 2004). ‘Visionary’, a pan European project, aims to collate information on successful anti bullying initiatives in order to develop more coherent strategies in the future (Visionary Website, 2005) 

Effective programmes 

Programmes that have been found to be effective address the needs of students as whole people and are flexible and customised to take account of different needs. They are successful if they take account of academic, social and support needs (Rumberger 2001). The multiple roots of early leaving imply the need for differentiated policy responses. Dropping out of school in economically depressed suburbs of large cities is not the same phenomenon as early leaving in country areas and has different implications (Teese 2000). Early school leaving programmes are divided into programmes that try to work on the school and the individual to keep them in school, (Innoschool 2006) and projects that aim to get young people to return to education after they have left early, the second is particularly true of initiatives with teenage parents such as ‘Care to Learn’ (DFES 2006) or work with Young Offenders such as ‘Copping On’ (Quinn 2000).  This project believes that the level of risk for early school-leavers developing offending behaviour can be reduced by enabling the young people to reflect upon their experiences, develop the cognitive skills required to identify those areas in which they can make change and support them in doing so (ibid).  There is a third approach that can be seen in the work of Pavee Point which is to follow the young people to their own environment and help them to learn where they are. Effective strategies to reduce early school leaving also include early prevention programmes focusing on parenting training and family programmes such as family learning. Schools have had some success with mentoring and enhancement programmes, professional development for teachers including understanding learning styles and wider community involvement to tackle the peer and community pressures involved in early school leaving (OMETSED 2005). Impact

Evidence of the impact of early school leaver programs seems scarce. This is a problem highlighted in a number of other reports “there is very little evidence to show that early school leaving intervention and prevention programs are actually effective” (OMETSED 2005:15). It is also possible that the continuing changes in education reform contribute to the fact that many ESL interventions do not succeed. They are often short term and episodic addressing symptoms rather than causes and do not take a systemic approach to the variety of factors involved (Schargel & Smink 2001).  The ‘open school’ project in Naples recognised the importance of addressing multiple factors if a project is to be successful, and to be clear about realistic targets, “Even if the project has not automatically resulted in the successful passing of a grade, it has nonetheless created a basic environment in which each of the teenagers has again become eager to attend school,” (Bruzzaniti, INNOschool, 2006). The project also recognised the importance of improving the dialogue between parents and teachers and offered courses to the parents of at-risk-students including, ‘Parent-Children Relations’, ‘Stability at Home’ and ‘Basic Computer Science’. “We are very satisfied with the results. School, family and psychologists working together in synergy have definitely led to an improved dialogue between all participants – a dialogue that aims at furthering student development,” (ibid).

Second Chance Projects

Programmes that work with those that have already left education need to take account of prior experiences with schooling and attitudes to learning. Focus groups with young people aged 16-24 who had left school with few qualifications and initially showed no interest in learning revealed that for young people ‘learning’ is inextricably and powerfully associated with ‘school’ and ‘education’. Individual memories of the relatively recent experience of school and education ranged from the ambivalent to the highly negative but general themes included the belief that learning at school was imposed and not undertaken by personal choice, focussed only on gaining qualifications, boring and irrelevant  (Maxted: 1999).  Not all early school leavers have a negative attitude to school. Adolescents who leave school early for “home reasons” may have enjoyed their school experience, but that family problems or dysfunction resulted in them having to leave (Barrowman et al 2001). Projects that offer such early school leavers a second chance by addressing their social and economic needs will enable them to return to education. Since 2002, the Foyer Federation have supported 500 homeless young people with financial and personal support enabling them to move into higher education (Foyer Federation 2006).

Barriers to Learning

An understanding of the barriers to learning and motivation to learn is a key success factor in encouraging young people to return to learning (Maxted 1999), as is an understanding of their own individual approach to learning. Learning to Learn approaches put the learner in charge of their own learning experience (Greany and Rodd 2003) and help students identify their own preferred ways of learning. Teachers’ openness to diverse identities, learning styles and multiple intelligences has been identified as a key element in successful interventions (OMETSED 2005). Programmes that have an element of ‘active learning’ and non formal learning appear to have greater effect than those that follow the traditional school model as do those that emphasise the importance of different types of intelligence (NESF 2002).

Summary and Discussion Topics

There is a need for a Europe wide definition of the terms involved in early school leaving and a more coherent approach to data collection on the extent of the issue and potential mechanisms for decreasing the numbers of early school leavers. Although the Lisbon strategy targets are an important element of meeting the needs of a knowledge economy the issues are not just about meeting targets but understanding the emotional contexts and risks to the individual young person. Aside form the economic consequences of early school leaving; the social and emotional costs can be high. The links between offending, drug use, bullying and suicide highlight the serious consequences of early school leaving. It is important to consider the long-term impact of a young person’s rejection of school and whether or not this leads to a long-term rejection of learning. Whilst there is a great deal of work to do in improving school provision by developing inclusive and flexible curricula that includes soft skills, building confidence and is more related to individual needs, schools alone cannot deal with the community, family and individual influences on early school leaving. The literature suggests there needs to be a focus on work with families and communities to raise aspirations and encourage young people to stay longer at school. Work with ‘at risk’ groups has gone some way to raise aspirations, and good practice may be able to be applied more generally but because of the complex and interrelating factors there will always be challenges in identifying who is ‘at risk’. Provision aimed at bringing young people back into learning needs also to take account of the negative experiences they may have had and provide alternative ways of delivering learning. Patterns of early leaving across Europe need to be mapped and strategies investigated and disseminated that ‘tackle the problem at its roots whether structural, economic or cultural (Teese 2000). This would offer a framework of evaluation and create a coherent picture of effective practice. Programmes also need to build on, rather than opposing early leaving which is not necessarily negative if young people retain links with education or training. The issue of interrelatedness means that single action initiatives are less likely to reduce the risk of early leaving. The key to achieving positive changes relies on organisations working together to assist young people to prepare for and make the transition to the ‘world of work and adulthood’ (NCVER 1999). 
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