[image: image2.jpg]



With support from the European Union

Tackling Early School Leaving in Europe

Report from a Peer Review Workshop 

held in Amsterdam, Netherlands, 2-5 April, 2006
Professor Dan Finn

Introduction

This paper reports on the findings of the Restart peer review workshop on tackling early school leaving in Europe. It first discusses the way in which school to work transitions have changed. It then outlines the background to the education and training targets of the European Union that include a commitment to reduce early school leaving rates to 10% by 2010. It briefly introduces the role of the Restart project and more fully describes the proceedings of the workshop, summarising both the main presentations and the key points of the subsequent discussions that followed. The section on ‘lessons from the workshop’ derives from the workshop debates and from an evidence review of relevant literature. The report’s aim is to capitalise on the combination of practical experience and evidence findings. It does not seek, however, to reproduce fully the key exchanges at the workshop nor to attribute particular conclusions to individual participants. 

A separate paper complements this report with some case studies of ‘best practice’ in tackling early school leaving that have been implemented in European countries and also in other Member States of the OECD.

Transitions between school and work

Over the past twenty-five years young people have been at the sharp end of global economic change and their transitions from education to employment have undergone fundamental change. In contrast with the 1960s, when transitions between school and work were relatively straightforward, youth transitions throughout Europe have become much more complex and they last longer. Two of the key factors have been youth unemployment, linked with major changes in youth labour markets, and increased participation rates of young people in full time education for longer periods. 

These changes have had an effect on all young people but for many the transitions to adult life remain relatively unproblematic. It is clear, however, that there are significant groups and minorities for whom such transitions have become more difficult and fragmented and who are more vulnerable to social exclusion in the form of early school leaving, unemployment and precarious employment. Youth unemployment rates may have declined from their 1990s peaks but they still reach double digit rates in over half of EU countries and are typically twice that of adult rates. In many countries most of these young people leave school with few qualifications.
Comparative international evidence, compiled by the European Commission and the OECD, indicates consistently that one of the key factors associated with successful youth transitions in most countries is completion of the equivalent of an upper secondary education (EC, 2006; OECD, 2000).  
The increase in the non-employment rates of young people (in Table 1) reflect in large part a significant increase in the average length of education but they include also another significant group of young people who are neither at school nor in the labour market (see Table 1, column 3). Evidence suggests that this ‘NEET’ or ‘Status 0’ group face considerable difficulties in making transitions to and integrating both within the labour market and in adult life more generally. 
 
Table 1:  Youth non-employment rate in 1993 and 2003 and incidence of youths neither in employment and nor in education in 2002 (Percentage)

	
	Youth (15-24) non-employment rate

	Incidence of youths neither in employment and nor in education’

	
	1993 (a)
	2003 (b)
	

	Austria

	41.9

	49.3

	9.0


	Belgium

	71.9

	72.9

	12.3


	Czech Republic

	53.1

	68.6

	12.6


	Denmark

	39.7

	40.6

	4.9


	Finland

	69.9

	61.5

	17.1


	France

	75.8

	70.2

	8.9


	Germany

	47.3

	57.6

	10.3


	Greece

	72.5

	73.7

	14.5


	Hungary

	68.5

	73.3

	14.5


	Ireland

	65.6

	54.2

	7.9


	Italy

	70.0

	74.0

	17.9


	Luxembourg *

	54.3

	67.7

	5.0


	Netherlands

	44.5

	34.6

	6.3


	Poland

	70.5

	80.4

	15.2


	Portugal

	56.9

	61.6

	9.8


	Slovak Republic

	65.6

	72.4

	25.1


	Spain

	70.5

	63.2

	11.5


	Sweden

	57.5

	55.0

	7.6


	United Kingdom

	41.1

	40.2

	11.9


	OECD average

	54.3

	57.1

	15.1



(a)    Austria: 1995 and the Slovak Republic: 1994. (b)  Luxembourg: 2002. 
Source: OECD database on Labour Force Statistics and OECD database on Labour Market Status by Educational participation.

It should be noted that some of the increase in education durations is not entirely positive. A significant group of young people opt to continue in education because of poor prospects in the labour market. This is a characteristic in most countries but is a particular problem in Southern European countries where rates of graduate unemployment are also high.

Reducing early school leaving is also important in the context of demographic pressures that reinforce the importance of ensuring that all young people are equipped to participate fully in adult economic and social life. Between 2005 and 2050 the number of young people in Europe aged 15 to 24 will fall by a quarter, from 12.6 to 9.7%, while the group aged over 65 will increase from 16.4 to 29.9% (EC, 2006, para 2.1).

The EU commitment to reducing early school leaving to an average rate of no more than 10% by 2010
The issues identified above, and other factors, were amongst the considerations that led the European Council to include education and training targets within the ‘Lisbon Objectives’ when they proposed that by 2010 “Europe should be the world leader in terms of the quality of its education and training systems” (see http://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/2010/et_2010_en.html). Alongside other objectives the European Council agreed, as part of its social inclusion agenda, to focus on reducing the percentage of young people leaving school prematurely from the then average rate of 19.3 % in the 15 EU countries. To this end the Council established a benchmark which required that “By 2010, all Member States should have at least halved the rate of early school leaving, in reference to the rate recorded in the year 2000, in order to achieve an EU average rate of 10 % or less” (cited in ECA, 1996, p.4).

Ministers of Education agreed other directly related education targets aimed at increasing completion rates of upper secondary education, increasing participation in vocational education and reducing the number of young people who have serious difficulty with reading literacy. More broadly the European Employment Strategy also commits Member States to prioritise a reduction in youth unemployment and the Social Inclusion Strategy prioritises policies to assist the most disadvantaged young people.

The European Commission has since undertaken much research into ‘early leaving’ and the policies of individual Member States (see, for example, IRIS, 2005).  These studies report that Member States have introduced diverse measures aimed at improving the school retention and achievement rates of young people, especially those from working class or minority ethnic families who otherwise would continue to leave full time education at the earliest opportunity. The studies also report on more targeted policies aimed at young people ‘at risk’, such as those:

· Who have dropped out of formal education and training or attend irregularly;

· Who have left care institutions;

· Who have few or no qualifications; and

· Who are drifting in and out of school and subsequently in and out of unemployment, labour market inactivity and marginal unskilled work.

While such studies have found a wealth of information about early school leaving in Member States the Commission concluded that the quality of this information was variable. The European Court of Auditors subsequently reported that individual countries used different definitions and indicators of early school leaving, and measured progress by drawing on data from different information systems.  The Commission itself now identifies one comparative indicator, drawn from the Labour Force Survey, for measuring progress in the area of early school leavers.
 This defines early school leavers as (ECA, 1996, p. 7):

Young people who have completed education at level 2 (lower secondary education), one year before the LFS survey, and who are no longer in education or training.

The ‘early leaving’ target is now measured against a revised 2000 starting point because of the inclusion of the 10 new Member States. This revision means that the overall EU population with only lower-secondary education who were not in education and training totalled 17.7%. This proportion fell to 15.6% in 2004 and 14.9% in 2005, when one in six young people were ‘early school leavers’ and “about 6 million young people” left education prematurely (EC, 2006, p.5). The Commission concluded that despite some improvement “progress needs to be much faster to reach the EU benchmark of 10% by 2010” (EC, 2006). 
At the same time the Commission reported even slower progress in improving upper secondary completion rates  (up from 76.3% to 77.3% between 2000 and 2005, against a benchmark of 85% by 2010), and almost no progress in reducing the number of young people who have serious difficulty with reading literacy.

Eurostat data reveals that early leaving rates vary across the EU and that the Nordic countries and the new Member States have leaving rates below 10%, albeit they are still committed to securing reductions that will contribute to the overall EU target (see Table 3). The trend data also reveals variations with improvements being found in countries such as Poland, Italy, Ireland, and Belgium, whereas there has been deterioration in the Czech Republic, Romania, Cyprus and Spain (GHK, 2005, p. 7).

Table 2: Early School Leaving Rates against the European Benchmark

	Countries already achieving the EU Benchmark 2010 with an early school leaving rate of less than 10%.
	Norway, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Denmark, Croatia, Sweden, Finland, Austria, Lithuania

	Countries having an early school leaving rate which is higher than the EU Benchmark 2010 but less than the current EU25 average of 15.9%
	Belgium, Hungary, Germany, Ireland, Estonia, France, Netherlands, Greece, Latvia

	Countries having an early school leaving rate which is higher than the EU25 average but less than the current EU15 average of 18%.
	United Kingdom, Luxembourg 

	Countries having an early school leaving rate which is higher than the EU15 average but less than 25%
	Bulgaria; Romania; Italy; Cyprus



	Countries having rates of early school leaving greater than 25%
	Malta; Portugal; Spain; Iceland




European Transition Regimes

It is important to stress that early school leaving rates should not be compared in isolation and should be analysed in the context of the significant policy and institutional variations between European countries in:

· The organisation of schools, colleges and apprenticeship systems.
· Financial supports for young people and their families.
· The formal school leaving age.
· Employment regulations governing the recruitment, training and working conditions of young people.
· Active Labour Market Programmes for the young unemployed.
· ‘Transition Support’ services and programmes for ‘at risk’ young people.
Comparative analysts of education and youth policies find that there are relationships between the above factors which enable them to discern what are often characterised as distinctive ‘transition regimes’ where particular combinations of institutions, policies and socio-economic characteristics help shape trajectories from school to work. Comparative studies have identified five distinctive regimes that may be used to classify school to work transitions in European countries:
1. The universalistic transition regime. Typical of Scandinavian countries where universal welfare rights are tied to young people’s citizenship status. They have comprehensive schooling, flexible training systems, and provide extensive offers of counselling to facilitate young people’s personal development.

2. The liberal transition regime. Typical of Anglo-Saxon countries such as the UK and Ireland and characterised by flexible education, training and labour markets. Vocational education in schools tends to be weak, as are apprenticeship systems.

3. The employment-centred transition regimes in continental countries. There are two distinctive patterns. Countries such as Austria, Germany and Denmark have selective ‘dual’ education and training systems with strong apprenticeship systems. Other countries, such as the Netherlands and France, give more emphasis to the provision of vocational education within schools.

4. The Mediterranean transition regime. Characterised by comprehensive schools, but they lack training routes. There are few benefits for the young unemployed and they typically have fragmented active labour market policies. Young people experience lengthy periods of dependency on their families of origin; and informal work and precarious jobs play a significant role in youth labour markets. 

5. The transition regime(s) of post-socialist countries in Central and Eastern Europe. These have undergone major transformations as a consequence of moving from planned to market economies and have experienced major increases in participation rates in secondary and tertiary education. Many have school systems that appear similar to the ‘employment-centred’ model.

The Open Method of Coordination and European Social Fund
The Commission’s capacity to ‘steer’ and improve the performance of Member States in education and training is exercised largely through the ‘Open Method of Coordination’ and to some degree through co-financing projects via the European Social Fund. The OMC establishes processes of international ‘peer review’ and, within the context of national competences and traditions, seeks to identify and encourage the spread of best practice across Member States.  Various Commission programmes seek to devolve elements of the OMC process to lower more local levels within Member States and it is in this context that the Restart programme has been funded to promote another level of peer review and best practice exchange.

Most participants at the Workshop had been involved also in the delivery of projects funded by the ESF aimed at preventing early leaving or reintroducing young people into the education or training system. 

The Restart Programme and Amsterdam Workshop
The European Commission funds Restart through its Community Action Programme. Restart is establishing an action learning, trans-national peer review exchange project between partners concerned with reducing early school leaving and improving the prospects of disadvantaged young people. Local partners commit to creating Local Action Groups to map and improve local provision and this activity is supported through the creation of an online Good Practice Exchange and four trans-national ‘Peer Review Exchange Workshops’. 

The Amsterdam event was the first Peer Review workshop and focused on tackling early school leaving in Europe. The two-day event was held in South East Amsterdam and involved over 50 participants from a wide variety of statutory and voluntary agencies working with young people from throughout the European Union. There were two types of formal presentations. One type consisted of overviews of either ‘national perspectives’ on early school leaving (in the Netherlands and France) or of ‘best practice’ in tackling early school leaving. The other presentations consisted of local case studies in Holland and the UK or of a new approach to providing counselling services in Slovenia. The Dutch case studies were concerned directly with the situation in South East Amsterdam and these local projects were the subject of site visits by participants during the course of the workshop. These visits were organised to further facilitate the mutual learning and exchange of experience and views that took place throughout the workshop.  

More detailed information on Restart and the individual workshop presentations given at the conference can be found at the Restart website:  http://www.qec-eran.org/projects/Restart/Restart_prew.htm). 

National Perspectives: Early School Leavers - the Dutch Perspective
The Netherlands has introduced many changes to both reduce early school leaving and youth unemployment. Dutch policy is firmly based on a belief that a minimum level of vocational education is the best guarantee of a successful start on the labour market and an important tool for reducing social exclusion and youth unemployment. The Netherlands Government has set clear targets within the framework of the overall EU target. The aim has been to realise a 30% reduction by 2006 compared to 1999 and a 50% reduction by 2010 as compared to 2000. 

The definition of early leavers in the Netherlands is that of young people registered with the Regional Reporting and Coordination Centres under the ‘learning-work duty’ “who have not followed an educational programme for a period in excess of one month and were not in possession of a basic qualification”. In Holland young people up until the age of 23 are expected to register if they are not involved in education or a job. One significant problem is that not all such young people are registered.
In educational policy the emphasis of the early school leaving policy is on preventing drop out (preventative) and in guiding drop outs back in the direction of formal learning or job related training that give priority to securing a basic qualification (curative).
The presentation described the various learning routes in the Dutch education system (see Table 3). The latest data indicate that there are some 346,000 students enrolled in ‘higher vocational education’ (hbo); 475,000 in secondary vocational education (mbo); and 795,000 students in pre-vocational education (vmbo).  
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There are four ‘learning directions’ within pre-vocational education (technical; retail and trade; care and well-being; and agricultural) and four levels of study differentiated according to levels of theory and practice.  At secondary vocational level there are four levels of training within particular occupational areas (level 1, junior assistant; level 2, assistant; level 3, specialist; level 4, manager). There are two learning routes. The work based route involves 80% practical and 20% theory. It normally involves a labour contract and has about 143,000 participants. The more academic route has 20% practical training and 80% theory. This school based provision had some 320,000 participants.

In the Dutch policy context there are two definitions of early leaving. The ‘social’ definition refers to those young people who start secondary education but leave early without a diploma. The ‘technical’ definition, which is the most important one in policy terms, refers to young people aged under 23 who leave the education system without a starting qualification (level 2, or above).  In 2005 there were 70,000 early leavers in relation to this second definition. Other data given indicated that:

· 12% of young people leave pre-vocational education without a diploma;

· 25% of students leave learning after pre-vocational education;

· 47% of students do not finish level 1 (junior assistant);

· 40% of students do not finish level 2 (assistant); and

· 37% do not finish levels 3-4 (specialist, manager).

Research in the Netherlands identifies many causes for such early leaving but the presentation drew particular attention to the number of young people who lack the motivation to finish school; to the groups of young people who are asked to leave school because of behaviour problems or poor results; and to those young people who leave for ‘positive’ reasons because, for example, they have already obtained a job. 

It was stressed that it was important to understand the different motivations as they represented different challenges for public policy and for those working with young people. Some young people, for example, would leave for personal reasons as varied as teenage pregnancy through to a desire to want to work and earn money. Other young people may lack motivation either because they have learning difficulties, they have chosen the wrong school, or there is not enough practical training as part of their school course. Still others may have other barriers such as language skills, a lack of ability, or behavioural problems.

The presentation then described a number of interventions that had been undertaken by the Dutch Government. Some were aimed at young people who had left school; others were aimed at reducing early leaving within schools. Various strategies were being implemented including:

· More practice during education.
· More guidance and counselling during education.
· Better guidance in choosing education.
· Locating more of the learning process within employer environments.
· Investing in improvements in the connection between pre-vocational and secondary vocational education.

This latter development was endorsed in the experience of many of the workshop participants. It was reported that in many systems ‘drop out’ rates increased at key transition points, especially if they involved moving to different physical environments.  It was felt that it was important to invest in improved information systems to track young people more effectively and to improve ‘handover’ procedures, for example, by encouraging young people to visit their new locations prior to the point of transition.

The presentation then reported on several projects that had implemented some of the strategies suggested. ‘Project Zuidplein’ involved some 60 students who were placed in a working environment, given additional support, including that from a tutor from their school. ‘Project Samen doen’ involved 15 students who had intensive contact with a coach who acted as the link between school, student and employer. Up to three days a week was spent with the employer and the school component was based directly on this work experience. 

Finally, for the young unemployed the presentation described the introduction of ‘Jongerenloket’ at the Centres for Work and Income. These services were targeted at unemployed early school leavers and involved specialist advisors, better assessment programmes, and an emphasis on combining work and education. Alongside school based reforms the Dutch Government has also established a Youth Unemployment Taskforce that targets financial subsidies at employers to encourage them to take on trainees and/or unemployed young people.
This presentation was important in setting the context for the local case studies from South East Amsterdam that were visited subsequently by the participants.

National Perspectives: Working towards the successful work placement and social integration of all the pupils: the French Perspective

This presentation gave a detailed overview of the French education system and of the evolution of French policies aimed at reducing early school leaving, especially amongst the most disadvantaged young people. It identified the following key objectives of the French Ministry of Education:

· To educate and prepare all school pupils for their future professional and social integration; 

· To prevent young people leaving school without any qualifications by identifying pupils about to drop out or at risk of dropping out of school; and

· To identify and monitor those who do leave without any qualifications and offer appropriate support during the year after they leave school.

Policies aimed at tackling early school leaving have been developing since the early 1980s and have involved curricula reforms and the introduction of new methods that assist teachers adapt their training, to work in teams within school projects and to individualise learning delivery to pupils. In 1989 the Education Reform Act also introduced a specific duty on schools to follow up their pupils for up to a year after they had left to assist them with their social and employment integration.  

As a result of the mobilisation of school efforts the number of young people leaving school without any qualifications fell from 280,000 in the early 1980s to 150,000 in 2003. About 740,000 students completed their education that year, indicating the continuing scale of the problem. In the meantime youth unemployment has also escalated and over the same period the unemployment rates of people aged between 16 and 25 has increased from between 12% and 14% to between 23% and 25%.  In this different context it appears that the acquisition of qualifications has become even more important, as indicated by the unemployment rates amongst the following groups of pupils five years after they leave school:

· 45% of unqualified pupils were still unemployed;

· 23% of those who passed the first training level (CEP/BAP);

· 18% for those who passed the baccalauréat level. 

The French Government has given some priority to tackling early leaving through the emphasis given to improving the career integration of all young people, with a particular emphasis on “the pupils with greatest difficulty”.  The school is given the central role for the identification and prevention of ‘dropping out of school’ and for providing ‘social and career integration preparation’. It is also expected to monitor and assist school leavers with finding a job or training place and to identify and assess leavers without a job or training place. 

Each school is expected to establish an ‘Assistance with Integration Group” (GAIN) which brings together class tutors, guidance counsellors, psychologists, social and health workers, external partners and parents. This group is expected to help establish mechanisms for identifying and monitoring pupils and through its members draw up individual educational and career plans with each pupil. It must also ensure that ‘situation interviews’ are carried out during or at the end of the school year with all those young people who do not have a job or training place. The aim of the interview is to enable the pupil to review their position and to find the most appropriate routes to enable the young person to either continue in education or to obtain training leading to a qualification.

At District or employment area level, schools, information and guidance centres (CIOs) and the local Public Youth Integration Network (RPIJ) should analyse local trends and through pooling resources establish a series of support measures for those pupils at risk of unemployment. In addition to specific types of employment contracts and other employment measures for young people the presentation identified three types of educationally based integration support measures provided by the Ministry of Education for schools and local partnerships. These programmes covered about 50,000 young people who had left school at 16 and included:

· ‘Remobilisation’: information and guidance, personalised plans and ‘high school induction modules’ that are targeted at young people disillusioned with and about to drop out of school in order to assist them to achieve a first qualification.
· ‘Actions leading to qualifications and/or diplomas’: includes remedial education and preparation for vocational diplomas.
· ‘Adaptation to Employment’:  this is training targeted at pupils with a first level diploma who cannot get a job. It is organised by schools with employers to give relevant work experience that can last for up to a year.

The overall strategy for reducing early leaving is led by the Mission Générale d’Insertion of the Ministry of Education. There is a small national unit supported by a total of 44 local MGI coordinators in each of the school districts within each Département. The local coordinators provide advice and support to individual schools in relation to preventing early school leaving, organising programmes for those aged over 16 who have just left school without a qualification, and in developing local partnerships.

It was reported that the French Government had published a national report in June 2005 analysing trends in school drop out rates and identifying solutions. It had made proposals that would strengthen the existing strategy for tackling early school leaving including extending the GAIN approach to following up school leavers for up to four years after they leave. Further French-language information can be found at http://www.ac-creteil.fr/mgien/ or http://eduscol.education.fr/D0105/accueil.htm. 

Case Study 1: South East Amsterdam 

This section describes in more detail the case studies from South East Amsterdam, the city hosting the workshop. Representatives from the municipality gave an oversight into the challenging problems this diverse multi-cultural community faced and into the progress of various policies that were regenerating the area and building on the strengths of its many local minority ethnic communities. Education and employment were central to the strategy and tackling the high level of local early school leaving and youth unemployment had been given priority. 

The case studies were ‘The Way Up’, a community enterprise working with young mothers and fathers from minority ethnic communities, and ‘Onz-Moet’, an educational service for young people who had ‘dropped out’. Representatives from both projects gave formal presentations on the final day but prior to that, on the afternoon of the first day, workshop participants were divided into two groups who visited one of the projects each. This enabled participants to gain a more detailed insight into each project and the participants who visited each site could reflect together on the strengths and weaknesses of the approach and report their views as part of a general discussion on the second day. This methodology facilitated a more effective transfer of experience with constant emphasis on identifying what best practice was, why it worked in particular circumstances, and what elements might prove transferable.

‘Way Up’

The ‘Way Up’ project was being established to offer young mothers and fathers aged between 17 and 27 years the possibility of gaining work experience in a community business that aimed also to support some young people start their own enterprises. The project had just started and had secured funding until December 2007. It had developed out of earlier ‘Women@Work’ activity, a project that worked with some of the significant local population of lone parent mothers, many of whom were teenagers. In 2005 Woman@Work had found that many of the young women had not completed their education, lacked work experience, had debt related issues, poor or no relationships with partners, and generally suffered from poor ‘self esteem’. During this phase, however, it was also established that many of the young women were interested in starting their own business and had, in informal ways, already developed some relevant skills and experience. There was particular interest in personal beauty services where the young mothers were being paid to assist relatives and friends with braiding, massage, and skin care, and these services were not available on the regular market. 

‘Way Up’ had acquired general premises, close to the centre of the municipality, which was to become known as the ‘Beauty Parlour’. ‘Way Up’ aimed to create 50 work experience/vocational training places and assist 10 young parents to establish their own companies. The selected group of more ambitious young mothers and fathers were to be offered an intensive structured empowerment programme, mentoring and other support during the start up phase, with the objective of being self sufficient within a year. The vocational training programmes would offer placements that were not available on the market and the project already had agreement with three companies who would offer jobs to graduates. The project organisers were at an early and intense phase of building support for the project and creating relationships with a wide range of local businesses.

‘Onz-Moet’

 ‘Onz-Moet’ operates from two locations in South East Amsterdam and employs 10 teachers and assistants. It provides remedial one year education programmes for some 80 young people aged 16 to 20 years who have dropped out of regular school. Most of the students are from ‘non-native’ Dutch backgrounds. Young people cannot self-refer and the project will only accept young people after a referring school has done all that it can to maintain the young person within the school. 

The objective of Onz-Moet is to help participants ‘reconnect socially’ and to build their motivation and capacities to at least attain a level 1 qualification. If possible they aim to get the young person back into full time education with a capacity to learn and make progress. Alternatively they will try to get the participant into a job, preferably one that offers structured training.

The approach of the project is ‘customer focussed’. There is an initial two week assessment phase, involving 14 different assignments in the four occupational areas they provide training in. A teacher observes and guides the student, assessing their accuracy, planning capacity, initiative and neatness. The stress is on honest supportive feedback about what it is the young person can do, not what they cannot do. The aim is to help the young person arrive at a clear idea of the job they want to do, why they want to do it, and what they have to do to realise that ambition. 

Subsequently the students work three days on site and two days with employers in the occupational field they have chosen. Given the client group formal classroom teaching is restricted to one hour at the start of each day. Activities consist mainly of project based work assignments with an emphasis on building social skills through group working.

Participants have diverse personal, social and attitudinal barriers but Onz-Moet makes it clear that their objective is educational: they do not see themselves as social workers.  The project does, however, work in partnership with a wide range of other local agencies including linkages with schools, with social workers, with the police and with employers. Parents are invited to the project every three months and up to 90% attend.

There is some dropping out in the assessment phase but overall about 70% of participants complete the year. Many make return visits to the project after completion but because of restricted resources there is no systematic follow up of ex-participants after leaving.

The most significant problems that the project faced was the uncertainty generated by short term funding and the difficulty of persuading employers to take on participants as trainees.

Case Study 2: ‘Total Counselling’, Centre for Vocational Education and Training, Slovenia

This presentation first gave an overview of the governance and structure of the Slovenian education and training system. There had been considerable expansion of secondary and tertiary education during the 1990s and the Government was in the process of raising the school leaving age from 14 to 16 years of age.  Primary education continues until the age of 14 when young people make the transition to either vocational secondary education (56% of pupils) or to general secondary (gimnazija) education (44% of pupils). The problem of early school leaving is apparent at the transition point from primary to secondary education and is thereafter more acute in secondary vocational schools that lose up to 14% of pupils per year. There are no state benefits for young people aged under 18 and fewer than 5% register with the public employment service.

There are a wide range of ‘prevention’ measures designed to reduce early leaving within the school system. This includes advice and guidance for young people on both making the transition from primary education and on their arrival in secondary education. Until recently school heads had been able to expel young people, for example, for non-attendance, but funding mechanisms had been changed so that schools were being paid on the basis of pupil numbers. This had incentivised far greater interest in reducing early leaving.

The presentation then described a variety of active measures aimed at young unemployed people. These included traditional counselling, guidance and job search support, and specific education and employment programmes aimed at unqualified young people (‘Programme 10,000’) or those with qualifications who were unemployed (‘Wages Refund for First Time Jobseekers’).  

The primary focus of the presentation was, however, on the ‘Total Counselling Network’ which aimed to create a safety net of integrated advice and guidance for young people “outside the system”. The main target group were unemployed ‘NEET’ young people aged between 15 and 25 years who had left school and not registered with the Employment Service. 

The ‘Total Counselling’ programme is an inter-ministerial cooperation with the Employment Service, coordinated by the Centre for Vocational Education and Training and set into practice at the regional level by Resource Centres for Vocational Guidance. 

The Total Counselling approach arose out of an EU funded Leonardo da Vinci programme which operated in four countries, including Slovenia, between 2002 and 2004 (see www.totalcounselling.org). The project had arisen out of a recognition that in many countries careers and vocational guidance approaches needed to be modernised to take into account social and economic changes. The aim of the project was to develop methodologies and tools so that existing information and counselling practices could be developed into more holistic services, taking into account the individuals whole life situation. The idea was that through cross-referral and networking with other professional services advice and counselling workers would be able to react immediately and deal with a much wider range of issues, such as drugs, housing, criminality, thereby addressing the barriers which could prevent young people accessing available opportunities in education, training or employment. 

The Total Counselling approach was developed alongside systematic research undertaken by the project organisers into what services the young people in the target groups wanted and the professional services and support that counsellors and others working with such young people thought was needed. 

The young people contacted gave a variety of reasons for dropping out of the school system. These ranged from personal and family problems through to problems with the school, such as the curriculum being too demanding. The young people indicated that the type of centre that would encourage them to engage with education and other services would ideally be located in non-bureaucratic premises close to their city centres. The counsellors should be tolerant, non-judgemental, able to understand the problems of young people, knowledgeable about local services and opportunities, and willing to act as their advocate.

The counsellors consulted identified problems with the fragmentation of services and the lack of cooperation between government agencies and other bodies and suggested that local teams should be developed to ensure a more effective flow of information between organisations.  The counsellors thought that the ‘NEET’ group of young people needed a specific institution to which they could turn, where they would get the information, guidance and access to services they needed. They also proposed the development of motivational and preventative programmes targeted at the young people in question.  

The ‘Total Counselling’ project is organised through local networks that aim to provide both individual professional and educational counselling and to establish databases on early school leavers. The networks also organise training for counsellors and other experts involved in the network, undertake evaluation and monitoring, and work with school counsellors, social workers, sports clubs, health services, youth organisations and other NGOs. The networks provide information on early school leavers and function as access points for the young people. 
Individual counselling is designed to improve self-image, self confidence and motivation, and consists of the following elements (IRIS Annex, 2005, p. 351): 
· establishing an appropriate counselling relationship and agreeing on basic rules; 

· identifying obstacles in the educational career of the young person and strengths that can be mobilised in areas like sports, arts or other forms of socialisation;

· defining a goal and shaping steps in this direction that can be monitored;. and 
· a verbal or written agreement on rights and duties.
The relationship between the counsellor and the client should “be symmetric and confidential” as the young person will have “experienced failure after failure and developed strong defence mechanisms against the feeling of failure (e.g. passivity or aggressiveness)”. The role of the counsellor is to create a space and an atmosphere to empower the client to consider all options and thus take the best decision possible in the circumstances. Other people of influence may play a significant role in the process, for example, parents, relatives, partners, peers, etc. They may actually initiate the contact and provide additional support so long as client is informed about and consents to their involvement. Evaluation includes the opinions of young people who report on how their needs were met during the counselling process.

 ‘Total Counselling’ is operating in six regions in Slovenia where individual counsellors are developing networks and services.  Direct contact with clients commenced in April 2005 and in the first six months 143 organisations were linked with the network. 850 information-oriented interviews and 372 counselling sessions were conducted for some 920 young people. More up to date operating statistics were given in an overhead in the presentation to the workshop and can be downloaded from http://www.qec-eran.org/projects/Restart/prew1_cs_slov.ppt. There are plans to expand the approach to another six regions between 2007 and 2113 (IRIS Annex, 2005, p. 351).
The Total Counselling project is aimed at a difficult to reach client group and in workshop discussions it became clear that the project organisers had experienced a sharp ‘learning curve’. They were struggling to get coordination between the appropriate agencies and there was little consistent information or data on the potential clients group. In terms of lessons learned the project organisers stressed the importance of getting engagement from young people and the need for adapting to local circumstances. It had become clear that an approach which works in one area will not necessarily be applicable in another. A final observation was to “try to look at difficulties as means for improving and innovating the services”.

Case Study 3: Olmec, UK Housing Association

This presentation was given by ‘Olmec’, the charitable arm of a group of related ‘not for profit’ Housing Associations in London. Although the primary purpose of the organisation is to provide rented accommodation for poor and disadvantaged groups the Association also has a more holistic commitment to providing other services to reduce the social exclusion of its residents. This includes using its substantial purchasing power to ensure that the employers it engages with commit themselves also to wider social objectives
.

The presentation was concerned with what is called the ‘Nexus Commitment’ whereby the Housing Associations require companies who wish to tender for business with them to ‘sign up’ to a number of social objectives including support for apprenticeship and work experience programmes that Olmec organises.  All the companies are expected to contribute to providing work experience for disadvantaged individuals and, more specifically, for every £2 million in business to create at least one apprenticeship.

Olmec organises the apprenticeships and work experience placements through its ‘Solid Foundations’ model, and reported that they had so far recruited three intakes of 12 trainees who were placed with their sub contractors. The programme was originally aimed at young refugees but had since been extended to other young people living in Housing Association accommodation. Under this model Olmec undertakes initial assessment and development. They draw up a Learning and Development Plan and the young person has to sign a personal agreement. After placement with the employer the young person is continuously assessed and the Learning Plan revised as necessary.

Retention within the apprenticeship programme has been high and the response of employers to the Nexus commitment has been positive. One significant by-product had been the enhanced job satisfaction reported by the employees of the sub contractors who were involved in assisting the young trainees and organising the work placements.

Are early school leavers the same?

One of the recurrent issues that emerged from the workshop deliberations was a concern with understanding the very different reasons why certain groups of young people chose to leave school early. Not all of these young people would be ‘at risk’ and some were making informed choices. It was important to have a clear analysis of the circumstances of such young people to inform the type and timing of interventions and policies that would have maximum impact in reducing early leaving or in encouraging young people to return to learning at a subsequent point. The discussions reflected the conclusions of much of the research evidence where various typologies have been utilised. One Australian study suggested there were in fact at least six types of early school leavers and each group had different motivations and needs (Dwyer, 1996). The groups and some related interventions could be characterised as:

· Positive leavers, who choose to take up employment with training, such as apprenticeships, or who may be pursuing alternative career paths, for example, in sports. 

· Opportunistic leavers, who have not decided on a career path, but leave to take up a job or perhaps a relationship in preference to school. The problematic cohorts in this group are those who, in British policy terms, enter ‘Jobs Without Training’. They may subsequently be helped by advice and ‘second chance’ opportunities once their initial enthusiasm for unskilled paid employment wanes.

· Would-be leavers, or ‘reluctant stayers’, who would prefer to leave but cannot because they have no opportunities beyond school. Although this group stay within the educational setting they may be hard to engage.

· Circumstantial leavers, who leave school for non-educational reasons, for example, pregnancy, caring responsibilities or other family needs. Innovative approaches, with flexible attendance and part time work, could improve their retention.

· Discouraged leavers, who have not had success in their schooling, and who have low levels of performance and interest. It was considered that more flexible school policies and curricula could help these students by more effectively catering for their diverse learning and pastoral needs.

· Alienated leavers, whose needs may be similar to discouraged leavers, but they are more difficult to meet. Such young people may exhibit challenging behaviours within school, such as violence to staff or other students, and it might be that alternative local and community programmes outside the school might best re-engage these students

Tackling Early School Leaving: Lessons from the Amsterdam Workshop

All the workshop participants were involved in national or local strategies designed to tackle early school leaving and in particular to support the social integration of very disadvantaged young people. What became clear during the workshop discussions was that there was no single strategy or policy that could be used in isolation and that achieving the EU targets for reducing early leaving would depend on policy priorities and structural reforms at national and local levels and the implementation of best practices at the level of the school.

The following sections are based on the views and conclusions expressed by the participants supplemented by findings from the evidence review of ‘what works’ undertaken prior to the workshop. The focus is on three particular dimensions:

1. Which education policies seem to improve retention rates?

2. What best practice lessons can guide the work of schools? 
3. What best practices are emerging from the work of specialist ‘transition’ services that aim to ensure that young people at risk of early leaving make more stable transitions into employment and/or further learning.

Structural and Contextual Factors

The workshop discussions highlighted important structural and contextual factors that are important in understanding levels of early leaving and disengagement from education and which will influence the types of school based strategies that might work best in particular localities. Some of these factors have been changed in positive ways as Government’s introduce structural changes to increase retention rates. Such key factors include: 

· Variations in the length of compulsory education. There is evidence that retention rates have been improved when the school leaving age is increased, most recently in Italy and Poland. Such changes, however, pose major resources and curricula challenges for schools and teachers.

· Variations in levels of regional and school autonomy. There are particular problems in ensuring that autonomous school authorities tackle early leaving, especially if it might mean diverting resources to those who are less likely to be academically successful.

· Variations in general and vocational education. Many systems are making their general and vocational curricula more relevant to employers needs and there is evidence that the continental systems with strong vocational tracks produce a smoother transition to the labour market, especially for those taking apprenticeships. The consequence is, however, that many who take these tracks tend to be excluded from entering higher education and early selection into vocational and academic routes tends to lead for more unequal outcomes for working class and minority ethnic young people.
· The existence of varied transition points. Participants in the workshop stressed that it was at these points that early leaving was more likely and several emphasised the importance of having good ‘handover’ arrangements and monitoring systems. Some workshop participants indicated that there may be legal restrictions on sharing data between different levels in the system, for example, between primary and secondary schools.
· Variations in financial supports and incentives. Educational allowances are paid to young people in countries like Denmark and Finland, and an allowance paid directly to low income students in the UK has been associated with an increase in retention rates. Most welfare systems provide some support to families on social assistance whose children stay in education and some, as in Portugal or Germany, will reduce payments if the young person does not participate. Other systems, such as in Slovenia or Greece, provide free school meals and books to poor families.
· Levels of non-attendance and the use of school exclusions. Truancy, or non-authorised attendance, can be found in all systems, and needs to be monitored and managed by schools and education authorities. School exclusions, however, are not allowed in some countries, such as, Hungary and Austria, but in other countries, such as the UK and Ireland, significant numbers of young people can be either temporarily or permanently excluded. Managing this group and ensuring their engagement with learning poses particular challenges for education authorities and for schools whether they are mainstream or provide an ‘alternative education’ (see below).
Best Practice for Schools Tackling Early School Leaving

Many of the features of best practice identified are in fact those that characterise successful schools more generally. These schools tend to have a focus on learning, carefully monitor students’ progress, actively involve them in instruction and learning and provide a variety of teaching methods that cater for diverse learning styles. Successful schools also tend to promote positive student-teacher relationships and are flexible to accommodate the increasing diversity of students and their specific needs. Schools that successfully keep students engaged at school tend to have staff that are well trained in early identification and have the capability to act quickly in response to an identified need.

There was also discussion of the characteristics of successful school to work programmes. These programmes usually have an efficient and dedicated coordinator who initiates and maintains effective school-employer links. Schools can better prepare students by extending vocational and career education to the early and middle years of high school. This is particularly important for students who leave early who would not gain such knowledge otherwise. Successful vocational education programmes need to be implemented by teachers who are effectively trained and who are able to identify vocational pathways for at risk students and provide them with high quality information on post-school services and resources. Successful school to work programmes also have open and effective two-way relationships between the school and the employer. This means that employers need to be encouraged to see young people’s transitions into employment as part of their responsibility and ultimately in their interests.

When considering the more difficult issues of non-attendance and school exclusion the factors that were identified for successful strategies included:

· The provision of a caring and supportive school environment.
· Forming behaviour limits where the students’ rights and responsibilities are clear.
· Fair and consistent sanctions when rules are broken.
· Close monitoring of behaviour in the classroom and on the playground.
· Mediation of poor student behaviour and training of staff in mediation.

In circumstances where schools might find it necessary to resort to suspension or exclusion it is important that the process is managed and that the young people involved are not simply cut adrift with no support or guidance for subsequent transitions. The British Social Exclusion Unit (1998) identified some best practice strategies for managing exclusion. These involve:

· A clear learning plan with objectives and targets.

· A clear plan for reintegration of the suspended student. It has been found that a staff member taking an interest works well.

· For older students there needs to be more vocational education and work experience than academic education.

· A mentor to the student with a view to leading the students away from antisocial behaviour and re-motivating them. This may involve someone in the local community who has also had difficulty with school and overcome these difficulties.

· Where re-integration is not possible, a permanent solution should be immediately in place and responsibility for the student’s further education clearly allocated.

‘Transition’ Services

In some countries services designed to reduce early school leaving and quickly reintegrate such young people into learning and jobs are only poorly developed. In other countries traditional careers, guidance and social work services have not yet adapted to the needs and challenges of working with such young people, especially if they are in the ‘NEET’ group and not in formal contact with agencies. The need to modernise in response to the increasing complexity of the transition process for ‘at risk’ young people has led to the exploration of new models of assistance. The ‘Total Counselling’ approach in Slovenia sits alongside experience from a number of other countries that have made use of combinations of individualised mentoring and support, often community-based,  to assist young people remain at or return to school which appear to be producing promising results.

Scandinavian countries in particular have demonstrated the value of individualised follow-up measures for those who have left school or are at risk of doing so. Although this can be resource intensive, these approaches have demonstrated that systems developed to intervene with early school leavers can have a significant impact. 

In Denmark, for example, there is a strong focus on keeping young people in education until they have achieved a qualification. The 15% of students who have left school before completing a qualification are actively encouraged to return to education through a combination of rewards and penalties. Each local municipality is legally required to follow up all young people under the age of 20 who drop out without receiving a qualification. The municipal office or youth guidance service contacts the young person and works with them to develop an action plan that involves work, education, and training with the primary goal of getting them back into mainstream education to get a qualification.

 Common elements of successful transition services include establishing community-based services to support young people to remain at school or move into employment and training, providing systematic follow-up and support, developing personally tailored action plans, and operating within a system of incentives to encourage return to school or transition to employment (some more concrete examples are described in the case studies that accompany this report).
Conclusion

During the workshop there was frequent reference to the various ways in which national governments had responded to early school leaving and to the problems associated with these issues. The participants reported much fragmentation with education, social welfare and employment institutions delivering different programmes focused on different groups of young people, often delivered by different agencies. In each country it appeared that national and sometimes regional authorities operated with different definitions of the problem of early school leaving and it was not clear that the EU target was being used to drive change. It seems unlikely that the European institutions will see the accelerated progress needed to reach the 10% target by 2010 unless national objectives reflect the same priority and urgency.
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Table 3: The Netherlands educational system








� Sole responsibility lies with the author. The European Commission is not responsible for any use that may be made of the information contained therein





� In the UK the ‘Status O’ group were first identified in the 1980s.  The ‘O’ category was originally applied by Careers Officers to those young people who were registered with them but with whom they had lost touch and who were not recorded as being in employment or training. Subsequently British policy has been much concerned with what is now called the ‘NEET’ (Not in Education Employment or Training) Group. In autumn 2004, there were around 750,000 16 to 24 year old young people in the NEET group in England, out of a population of young people of around 5.5 million.  


� This indicator is very broad and the definition of ‘participation’ relates to taking part in the reference period in all forms of education or training. It includes initial education, further education, continuing or further training, training within the company, apprenticeship, on-the-job training, seminars, distance learning, evening classes, etc. It includes also courses followed for general interest and may cover all forms of education and training such as course in languages, data processing, management, art/culture, and health/medicine. There are also methodological problems that impact on the quality and comparability of the data collected for this indicator through the Labour Force Survey and its national equivalents.  In many countries there are breaks in the time series, small sample sizes or changes in other survey characteristics. Significantly the small sample size for early school leavers within LFS means that the data fluctuates especially in those countries which appear to have the best performance. It is reported that Eurostat is aiming at tackling the problem by using annual data for calculating ratios (EC, 2006, Annex, p. 153).


� The organisation has an asset base worth £700 million and an annual turnover of £17 million that is projected to increase to £22 million in 2007.
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