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Position Paper on addressing early school leaving  
 

The ‘European Forum for Freedom in Education’ (effe) is an NGO in the area of 
compulsory education. We see our organisation as a forum in which current issues 
concerning education in Europe can be discussed. Our members are interested and 
active citizens from the educational sector; that includes teachers, schools, school-
organisations, administrators and those involved in university life. All members of 
effe stand for the right to education and for the promotion of diversity and freedom 
in education. 
 
This position paper highlights the enormous potential of diversity in education to 
combat the phenomenon of early schools leaving, emphasising that systemic 
alternatives and complementary competence-based approaches are needed to reach 
and reintegrate children and young adults at risk. 
 
In response to the need for sustainable and effective measures to combat the root 
causes of early school drop-outs, this position paper proposes solutions to the main 
challenges with the overall aims of improving individual conditions, addressing 
detrimental socio-economic circumstances, and determining favorable educational 
factors. It demonstrates the great potential of autonomous educational 
environments, including the value of flexible school timetables and formats for 
fostering inclusion, for enabling students and parents to have schooling choices, and 
for allowing individual-centred education with adequate, qualitative teaching 
methods and personnel. It concludes that only a pluralistic and holistic approach to 
education is capable of transforming these socio-economic or educational challenges 
into opportunities.  
 
It follows that diversity and freedom in education must be acknowledged and 
supported as key drivers of the EU2020 strategy to foster smart, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth.1  
 
 

                                         
1
 European Commission (EC) Communication (COM), Europe 2020. A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth,  Document COM(2010)2020 final, 3rd March 2010;  
Available via: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:2020:FIN:EN:PDF . 
Combating early school drop-outs addresses both the aims for 'smart growth' and 'inclusive growth'. See EC 
COM, Tackling early school leaving: a key contribution to the Europe 2020 Agenda, Document COM(2011)18final, 
31st January 2011, p.2 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:2020:FIN:EN:PDF
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1. Background 
 

In Europe in 2010, 14.1% of all 18-24 year olds left education and training having 
only completed lower secondary education;2 17.4% of them had only completed 
primary education.3 The consequences for both these six million young individuals as 
well as for society at large are enormous. For the affected individuals, dropping out 
from school often has life-long consequences for their personal and professional 
development. Leaving basic education establishments early without adequate 
education and training diminishes one’s chances of employment, earning and civic 
involvement. Secondary consequences of early school leaving such as poverty and 
social exclusion affect one’s health, well-being and participation in life-long 
learning4. Thus, the individuals who leave school early reduce their chances to take 
part in the social, cultural and economic dimensions of society.  
 
These consequences have a long-term effect on socio-economic development more 
generally. Deprivation and exclusion experienced by an individual incurs various 
economic and social costs in terms of productivity, the increased reliance on public 
services, social cohesion etc.5 High early school leaving rates have long-term effects 
with regards to societal development and economic growth.6  
 
Given the gravity and significance of early school leaving for individuals and society 
in general as outlined above, effe is pleased that the search for effective and 
sustainable solutions to the issue of early school leaving is an ET2020 headline 
target.7 Existing measures put forward by the Commission relate to the 

                                         
2
 Eurostat (2010); Available via: 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tsisc060. 
3
 European Commission (EC) Communication (COM), Tackling early school leaving: a key contribution to the 

Europe 2020 Agenda, Document COM (2011)18final, 31
st

 January 2011, p.2. 
4
 Ibid., p.3. 

5
 Network of Experts in Sociel Sciences of Education and Training (NESSE), Early School Leaving. Lessons from 

research for policy makers, Independent Expert Report to EC (2010), p.33 et seq.; Available via: 
http://www.spd.dcu.ie/main/academic/edc/documents/nesse2010early-school-leaving-report.pdf . 
6
 EC COM, Tackling early school leaving: a key contribution to the Europe 2020 Agenda (2011) p.2-3. 

7
 Relevant topics are amongst the key issues of thecurrent  agenda of the European Union (EU), e.g. the 

forthcoming EC Staff Working Document (SWD) on Equity in education and training to support inclusive growth 
(June 2012). See also EC SWD Accompanying document to EC COM Analysis of the ET2020 implementation at EU 
and national levels (2011), p.39. 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tsisc060
http://www.spd.dcu.ie/main/academic/edc/documents/nesse2010early-school-leaving-report.pdf
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improvement of key competences of pupils.8 Moreover, they imply the realisation of 
equal opportunities for all citizens to benefit from quality education and to develop 
their full potential irrespective of personal, social or economic circumstances.9 As 
ever with an issue of such urgency, it is indispensable that the solutions address the 
root causes. 
 

2. Root causes of early school leaving 
 

Early school leaving is a process rather than a one-off event.10 Its origin is often 
rooted early in the (pre)school career with the first experiences of school failure and 
growing alienation from school.11 This phenomenon is clearly linked to the fact that 
mainstream education systems often struggle to cope with, and cater for pupils’ 
emotional, social and/or educational specific needs and difficulties. Individual 
circumstances, socio-economic conditions, and educational factors thus influence 
the process.12 
 

 Individual circumstances 
Early school leaving results from the passive and/or active rejection of school 
education by children and young adults.13 Often, early school leaving is the result of 
an extended process which progresses from a passive to a more active rejection of 
schooling.14 The emotional reasons for such behavior are diverse. A common issue is 
having a fear of school which is directly or indirectly linked to the school 
environment.15 Direct factors for such a fear originate from learning difficulties in 

                                         
8
 EC COM, Tackling early school leaving: a key contribution to the Europe 2020 Agenda (2011) p.2. One major 

challenge to be addressed in 2012 is to ‘ensure that all citizens are able to acquire the key competences and skills 
necessary for the labor market and for active participation in society’, see DG EAC Management Plan 2012, p.6. 
9
 See Council Conclusions on increasing the level of basic skills in the context of the European cooperation on 

schools for the 21
st

 century, November 2010, p.4 and DG EAC Management Plan 2012, p.17.  Measures to Combat 
Educational Disadvantage, A European Consultation Symposium, 8-9 December 2011; Available via: 
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/neset/events/081211neset.htm .  
10

 EC COM, Tackling early school leaving: a key contribution to the Europe 2020 Agenda (2011), p.5. 
11

 NESSE, Early School Leaving. Lessons from research for policy makers (2010), p.21 et seq. 
12

 EC COM, Tackling early school leaving: a key contribution to the Europe 2020 Agenda (2011), p.5. 
13

 See Dr. Jana Domel, ’Schulverweigerung – wer steigt aus und warum?’, p.1, in: Zur Zurückdrängung von 
Schulpflichtverletzungen und Schulverweigerung, RSA Bautzen (2002); Available via: http://www.landeselternrat-
sachsen.de/fileadmin/ler/daten/09schwerpunkt/01alle-ausser/Schulverweigerung_DomelRSA-BZ.pdf. 
14

 This process starts generally at the age of 12-14 with increasing denial intensity over time; See Birgit Reißig, 
Schulverweigerung – ein Phänomen macht Karriere. Ergebnisse einer bundesweiten Erhebung bei 
Schulverweigerern, Deutsches Jugendinstitut (DJI), Arbeitspapier 5/2001, p.19 et seq.; Available via: 
http://www.dji.de/bibs/9_2009_Schulvw.pdf . 
15

 Dr. Jana Domel (2002), p.2. 

http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/neset/events/081211neset.htm
http://www.landeselternrat-sachsen.de/fileadmin/ler/daten/09schwerpunkt/01alle-ausser/Schulverweigerung_DomelRSA-BZ.pdf
http://www.landeselternrat-sachsen.de/fileadmin/ler/daten/09schwerpunkt/01alle-ausser/Schulverweigerung_DomelRSA-BZ.pdf
http://www.dji.de/bibs/9_2009_Schulvw.pdf
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particular subjects, panic from examinations, or a more general fear of failure. 
According to a German survey from 2000, the major motivating factors for young 
people to skip school were bad results (44% of 346 respondents) and the fear of 
other people in school environments (59% indicated troubles with teachers; 30% 
referred to conflicts with other pupils).16 Further important factors are the lack of 
practical learning opportunities or feelings of pointlessness of the school/learning 
content.17 Thus, the main focus for preventing and tackling early school drop-outs 
should be the individual learner’s motivation and social stabilisation.18 
 

 Socio-economic conditions  
Children from poorer socio-economic backgrounds or vulnerable groups are often 
socially marginalised, as they grow up in a vicious cycle of deprivation and social 
exclusion.19 Amongst many other challenges, such children often face discrimination 
both by peers and within the education system (in)directly linked to poverty, e.g. 
stigmatisations, ghettoisation, social class make-up.20 Also, they tend to suffer from 
burdensome family matters21 which extensively affect the pupil’s behavior. Examples 
of this could include problematic or complicated family situations, the absence of 
parental support or interest in the child’s schooling, or the imitation of negative 
behaviour from families and/or communities, e.g. (in)capacity to resolve conflicts, 
lacking responsibilities etc. 22 
 
Though education cannot simply cure poverty, remove social marginalisation or 
resolve familial disruptions, it can provide children and young adults with the tools 
to overcome such circumstances. Similarly, it can raise a child’s awareness about 
societal values such as inclusion, participation and respect. Thus, the ability to 
discover interests and preferences and to assume social and individual 

                                         
16

 Birgit Reißig (2011), p.20, 22. 
17

 Dr. Jana Domel (2002), p.1. 
18

 Lernangebote für schulabbrecher und Schulverweigerer, Praxismodelle Band 7, ed. Maria Schreiber-Kittl, DJI 
(2000), p.7. 
19

 The term ‘vulnerable children’ includes youth from a public care or migrant background, children with physical 
and mental disabilities or other special educational needs; See EC COM, Tackling early school leaving: a key 
contribution to the Europe 2020 Agenda (2011), p.2, 4-6. 
20

 NESSE, Early School Leaving. Lessons from research for policy makers (2010), p.18, 23 et seq. 
21

 Ibid., p.29. 
22

 Fore more information, see Dr. Jana Domel (2002), p.2. 
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responsibilities must be fostered amongst children.23 The earlier this learning 
process begins, the better.24  
 

 Educational factors 
Children facing early school leaving often have a more limited access to non-formal 
and informal learning (NFIL) opportunities.25 This is particularly problematic as 
learning is ‘predominantly determined by the complex social practices in any learning 
setting’.26 In addition, the lack of practical learning opportunities and negative school 
environments exacerbates, if not directly leads to increased school absenteeism.27 
Limited access to NFIL opportunities has a strong negative impact on social 
inclusion, motivation to learn, learning processes and equity in education.  
 
As learning and teaching are social and relational processes shaped by the social 
context in which they occur,28 the trigger-role of ‘learning through participation’ is 
clear.29 This is a key element of NFIL: ‘NFIL structures and social processes actively 
teach just as much as (or more than) the content of a curriculum‘.30 It is the 
informality and practical nature of NFIL that can reach out to individuals not 
normally catered for by mainstream education.31 Thus, NFIL offers the opportunity 
to re-engage marginalised, (potential) school-leavers and foster social inclusion.32 
 
Individualised learning approaches, targeted support as well as extra-curricular 
activities such as NFIL for pupils at risk of early school leaving have all proved to be 
successful in reducing dropout rates.33 Moreover, the intrinsic nature of NFIL 

                                         
23

 CEV Multi-Stakeholder Symposium, The Future of Volunteering: Concepts, Trends, Visions, Final Report – 
Conference Conclusions, Talinn/Estonia, 4

th
-6

th
 May 2011, p.21. 

24
 Dr. Jana Domel (2002), p.3. 

25
 EC COM, Tackling early school leaving: a key contribution to the Europe 2020 Agenda (2011), p.4. 

26
 Helen Colley, Phil Hodkinson, Janice Malcolm, Non-formal learning: mapping the conceptual terrain. A 

consultation report, University of Leeds, Lifelong Learning Institute (2002), p. 38-39; Available via: 
http://www.infed.org/archives/e-texts/colley_informal_learning.htm . 
27

 Dr. Jana Domel (2002), p.1. 
28

 Helen Colley, Phil Hodkinson, Janice Malcolm (2002), p.28. 
29

 Ibid., p.8-9, ref. Sfard (1998), Brown et al (1989), Lave and Wenger (1991), Engestrom (1999,2000). 
30

 Helen Colley, Phil Hodkinson, Janice Malcolm (2002), p.28. 
31

 Pupils who receive informal guidance from teachers are more likely to graduate; children at risk benefit most. 
See NESSE, Early School Leaving. Lessons from research for policy makers (2010), p.24. 
32

 See effe response to the EC Consultation on the promotion and validation of NFIL, February 2011; Available via: 
http://www.effe-eu.org/images/Publications/nfil_consultation.pdf . 
33

 EC SWD Accompanying document to EC COM Analysis of the ET2020 implementation at EU and national levels 
(2011), p.39. 

http://www.infed.org/archives/e-texts/colley_informal_learning.htm
http://www.effe-eu.org/images/Publications/nfil_consultation.pdf
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learning processes means that the ‘whole person’ is engaged; that is to say there is 
an intellectual, emotional, practical and values-based dimension to these activities.34 
Hence, NFIL approaches are a key framework for social participation and personal 
well-being. 
 

3. The significant potential of autonomy and diversity in schools 
 

Responding to the different learning styles of pupils and addressing the variable 
needs of pupils continues to be a challenge for many schools.35 The challenges of 
shaping schooling (including pre-schooling) so that it helps to prevent early school 
drop-out later in the school career are evident: qualitative, individualised 
approaches to education require (among other things) an emphasis on innovative 
teaching, flexible school features, and social interaction.36  
 
Concerning the reintegration of early school-leavers, research suggests that ‘second 
chance schools need to be alternative schools rather than alternatives to school’.37 It 
is therefore apparent that mainstream schools alone can struggle to offer both 
holistic individualised incentives and/or the adequate learning environments. Yet, 
those are vital to enable children to overcome the barriers of poor socio-emotional 
skills, marginalisation and absent NFIL opportunities.  
 
For many alternative educational approaches based on individual-centred 
pedagogical philosophies such as Montessori, Waldorf, Freinet among many 
others,38 this holistic approach is already a well-implemented reality. Such schools 
often have inclusive and individual-centred learning environments as well as decisive 
systemic features such as limited school and class sizes, democratic self-
management and participatory NFIL approaches, as some key characteristics.39  
 

                                         
34

 e.g. Beckett and Hager (2002), See: Helen Colley, Phil Hodkinson, Janice Malcolm (2002), p.11-12. 
35

 EC COM, Tackling early school leaving: a key contribution to the Europe 2020 Agenda (2011), p.5. 
36

 Council Conclusions on Increasing the level of basic skills in the context of the European cooperation on schools 
for the 21

st
 century, November 2010, p.7. 

37
 NESSE, Early School Leaving. Lessons from research for policy makers (2010), p.44. 

38
 For on overview of alternative education systems and facilities, consult the effe Atlas (2011) at 

http://www.effe-eu.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=79&Itemid=23&lang=en .  
39

 NESSE, Early School Leaving. Lessons from research for policy makers (2010), p.23 et seq. For a list of 
alternative schools’ common features, see Craig J. Belaney, Alternative school students' perceptions of their life 
journeys (2008), p.29-31; Available via: http://gradworks.umi.com/3291998.pdf. 

http://www.effe-eu.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=79&Itemid=23&lang=en
http://gradworks.umi.com/3291998.pdf
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Alternative educational approaches, both within state schools and complementary 
to it, offer three principle, concrete benefits: 
 

 Inclusion  
Personalised and flexible learning arrangements are particularly important for those 
who are motivated by active forms of learning, that is to say 'learning by doing'.40 
The importance of a ‘self-paced curriculum’ for meeting the needs of pupils at risk 
has proven significant.41 Indeed, the results of participation-based educational 
alternatives from an early age offered within public schools and in the form of 
additional, supportive learning frameworks are promising; broad, flexible curricula 
and targeted NFIL opportunities have been shown to be effective strategies for 
reaching children at risk.42 Moreover, the democratic engagement of each pupil to 
shape their learning and teaching environment fosters both inclusion and learning 
motivation.43 As the findings of a recently published book by Oxford University Press 
confirm, alternative school formats have been cited as ‘one of the most effective 
ways to graduate students who are prone to drop-out’.44 
 

 Holistic education  
Emotional and social capacities are decisive for the personal and intellectual 
development of a child.45 As early school leaving is often a symptom of emotional, 
social and/or cognitive difficulties, learning environments should focus on 
encouraging a child to develop the specific skills to counter that – through 
interaction, participation as well as autonomous and creative learning which 
incorporates NFIL.46 As the socio-emotional difficulties of (potential) early school-
leavers are often very diverse, only individualised holistic approaches can address 
particular needs.47 Through more competence-based, individualised educational 

                                         
40

 EC COM, Tackling early school leaving: a key contribution to the Europe 2020 Agenda (2011), p.5. 
41

 See Solution-focused brief therapy: A Handbook of Evidence-Based Practice, eds. Cynthia Franklin, Terry S. 
Trepper, Wallace J. Gingerich, Eric E. McCollum, Oxford University Press (2012), p.384 et seq. 
42

 Franklin P. Schargel, Jay Smink, Strategies to help save our school dropout problem, Eye on Education (2001), 
p.113 et seq. 
43

 NESSE, Early School Leaving. Lessons from research for policy makers (2010),  p.41 and Chapter 4.2 on 
preventative reforms and on the required focus on student’s engagement, positive outcomes  and confidence-
relationships for the sake of increasing the subjective relevance of education for children. 
44

 Solution-focused brief therapy: A Handbook of Evidence-Based Practice, eds. Cynthia Franklin, Terry S. Trepper, 
Wallace J. Gingerich, Eric E. McCollum, Oxford University Press (2012), p.327. 
45

 See e.g. the holisitc conceptualisation of Alfred Adler at  http://www.bruehlmeier.info/adler.htm . 
46

 ‘The important thing is not so much that every child should be taught, as that every child should be instilled 
with the desire to learn.’, Quote John Lubbock (1834-1913), biologist/politician/ethnograph. 
47

 Lernangebote für schulabbrecher und Schulverweigerer (2000), p.146 et seq.  

http://www.bruehlmeier.info/adler.htm
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plans, many of the root causes of early school leaving can be better addressed and 
with that, children will be able to grow in all aspects of their personal and 
professional development.48 Therefore, diverse, holistic educational approaches 
seeking to develop the ‘whole’ child by fostering social, emotional, intellectual and 
physical skills are crucial.49  
 
Individual-centred plans offered by mainstream, state education is often not enough; 
for the potential of educational diversity to be realised, children, parents and 
teachers alike need to be informed about, and be constantly involved with, the 
shaping of alternative curricula/pathways.50 Given the vast experience of 
alternative schools in this area, there is already some excellent practice from which 
mainstream schools can learn. 
 

 Systemic choices 
Just as a specific career-path can suit an adult better according to their capacity and 
interests, so too can a certain type of school environment suit a pupil’s needs and 
capacity better than another. It would be unproductive and ineffective to strive for 
one single school format to meet all the possible needs of its various students. It is 
preferable to offer a wide range of distinct education establishments which have the 
facilities and means to specialise. In short, neither a static, one-size-fits-all 
curriculum nor a uniform school format is in the best interests of a child – 
especially not of those whose needs cannot be addressed by mainstream schools 
(alone). To make plurality and freedom in education a reality, recognition and 
monetary support of different educational systems and approaches are vital. 
Moreover, teachers must be offered adequate, qualitative training and pedagogical 
specialisation opportunities to meet the needs of individual-centered, flexible 
education curricula. Only through educational flexibility, schooling choices, teachers’ 
quality and pedagogic innovation can we hope to sustainably address the challenges 
of the 21st century.51  

                                         
48

 NESSE, Early School Leaving. Lessons from research for policy makers (2010), p.31. 
49

 See Council Conclusions on increasing the level of basic skills in the context of the European cooperation on 
schools for the 21

st
 century (2010), p.5 and DG EAC Management Plan 2012, p.6. On the benefits of holistic 

education for citizenship, see David M. & Barbara J. Low, Phuong T. Huynh, Can Education Policy Be Health 
Policy? Implications of Research on the Social Determinants of Health, in: Journal of Health Politics, Policy and 
Law, Duke University Press Volume 30, Issue 6 (2005), p.1147. 
50

 See for instance the principles for cultural responsive teaching described on the Teaching Diverse Learners 
website; Available via:  http://www.alliance.brown.edu/tdl/tl-strategies/crt-principles.shtml . 
51

 To allow for a plurality of high-quality alternative, individual-centred learning environments, freedom in 
education is key prerequisite. For more information, see the effe Manifesto (forthcoming). 

http://www.alliance.brown.edu/tdl/tl-strategies/crt-principles.shtml
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4. Concluding remarks 

 
A diversity of individual-centred, flexible learning environments coupled with 
sufficient NFIL opportunities is a precondition for sustainably combating the root 
causes of early school leaving. In order to overcome the often self-perpetuating, 
cycle of deprivation and marginalisation, children must be able to develop in their 
own way and at their own pace in line with their specific educational needs. Only an 
informed choice between different learning environments can provide a child at 
risk of early school leaving with a school and teaching approach suited to them.   
 
The freedom to choose an educational approach which meets the needs of a child 
must be rendered feasible at a systemic level. That means that national education 
legislation and policies must be developed without discrimination against different 
educational formats in terms of curricula standards, monetary support, academic 
recognitions/pathways and legal and administrative burdens, for example. 
 
We must not hesitate to address the challenges of early school leaving by providing 
room and support for different educational alternatives – if we want to shape an 
inclusive framework for the personal and professional development of each 
individual with a responsible role and future in society, Europe needs to offer all its 
citizens a range of high-quality individual-centred, competence-based learning 
environments, dedicated and well-equipped teachers, and informed, participating 
communities. 
 
 
Signed by, 
 
Eva Becker  Fiona Carnie  Ingo Krampen  Anne Liekenbrock 
 President              Vice-President           Chair of the Board            Director  


