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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background to the Study

Education is a key determinant of adult life chances across Western
societies and is especially so Ireland. Young people with higher
levels of educational qualifications are more likely to access high
quality employment and receive higher pay levels in the immediate
period after leaving school, andefe advantages persist into adult
life. Furthermore, more highly edated adults have broader social
advantages, including improved health status (Smyth and McCoy,
2009). While the majority of Iriskloung people now stay on in educa-
tion until the Leaving Certificate stage, a significant minority still
leave school before the end of senior cycle, with a smaller but persis-
tent proportion leaving during the junior cycle or even earlier (Byrne
et al., 2009).

The persistent issue of early school leavihgs received consid-
erable research and policy attention in Ireland and internationally.
Since the mid-1990s, educational disadvantage has featured promi-
nently in policy discourse in Ireland, with the prevention of early
school leaving forming a central aim of policy initiatives. To date,
research studies have focused on the characteristics of early school
leavers or the characteristics tfeir schools. However, there have

! The terms ‘early school leaving’ and ‘drop-out’ are used interchangeably in this
report. It is acknowledged from the outset that early leavers comprise two distinct
groups (pre- and post-Junior i@kcate leavers) and evemffort is made to indicate

any differences between these two groups in discussing the study findings.
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been relatively few studies whickxmore the processes shaping early
school leaving in the Irish context. This study addresses this deficit
and forms part of the larger Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS),
which has followed a cohort of young people in twelve case-study
schools from their entry into second-level education. In this study, we
supplement Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS) data on young
people’s experiences before theyave school with a specific follow-

up of those young people who left school before the completion of
senior cycle.

This study explores the experiences of members of the cohort of
young people in the longitudinal study who left school before com-
pleting the Leaving Certificate. Iso doing, it presents findings from
the first mixed methods longitudinal research study of early school
leaving to be carried out in the Republic of Ireland. The findings ad-
vance our understanding of early school leaving in two key respects.
Firstly, the longitudinal nature of ¢hstudy means that we have quite
detailed information on the persénand school characteristics of
early leaverdeforethey leave the school system. This allows us to
further compare those who left school early with those who stayed on
to complete second-level educati Secondly, by focusing on young
people’s own accounts and reflectioos their educational and life
experiences, this research offeraraque insight into the experiences
and perceptions of early school leavers themselves. Specifically, this
study addresses the following questions:

X How do early school leavers describe their experiences within
primary and post-primary education? What were their attitudes to
schoolwork? How do they describe their relations with their teach-
ers and peers?

X What are the main reasons behind the decision to leave school
early? How do young people make the decision to leave school?
With whom do they discuss their decision?

X What are the post-school plans and pathways of early school leav-
ers?
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X What are the implications fapolicy development of the study
findings?

A clear answer to these questions emerges from the analyses presented
in the following chapters. The remdlier of this chapter sets the scene

by outlining trends in early leing and related policy responses in
Ireland.

1.2 Trends in, and Incidence of, Early School Leaving

Defining early school leaving is byo means unproblematic. Research
and policy reports have used a variety of definitions, including those
who leave school without any qualifications, those who leave school
before the compulsory school-leaving age and so on. Official data
from the Department of Educati@md Science (DES) generally refer

to retention within the full-time State-aided schooling system, thus
those pursuing alternative pathways, such as Youthreach, FAS pro-
grammes including apprenticeship training and Community Training
Workshops and even those taking a Leaving Certificate course at a
non-recognised ‘grind’ school, are generally considered as early
school leavers. An alternative defian of ‘early school leaving’ pro-
posed by the European Commission counters some of these difficul-
ties and focuses on those aged 18 tavBd have attained the equiva-
lent of upper secondary qualificatis and are not still in education
and training. This definition typically identifies lower numbers of
early leavers than DES figures since they exclude those who have at-
tained upper secondary qualifications by other routes.

In this study, we define early school leaving as leaving full-time
second-level education before comjae of the Leaving Certificate
(Leaving Certificate Established, Leaving Certificate Vocational Pro-
gramme or Leaving Certificate Applied programme) examination.
Empirical research has indicated that this represents the minimum
threshold for the successful attainment of a range of adult outcomes
(see Smyth and McCoy, 2009). Howewee recognise that important
differences in experiences and outcomes may arise within the early
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leaver group, for example, between those who leave without any
gualifications and those who complete the Junior Certificate.

Figure 1.1: Proportion of 20-24 Ye#&lds Who Had Left School at 15
or Under and 16 or Under, 1966-2006
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As mentioned, early school leaving can be defined in terms of age or
stage at leaving school. Census daathe stage of education com-
pleted are only available for more recent years. However, data on the
age at leaving school are available from 1966 onwards. Figure 1.1 il-
lustrates that in 1966, half of 20 24 year olds had left school at the
age of 15 or younger while two-thirds had left school at the age of 16
or under. The introduction of freecsmnd-level education in 1967 ap-
pears to influence the sharp deelim leaving school before 15 or 16
found in the 1970s. Rates of leaving school before 16 years of age
continued to decline in the 1980s and 1990s but plateaued somewhat
between 2002 and 2006.

While Figure 1.1 shows clear trends in retention by age, the fig-
ures tell us little about the qualifications attained by young people
over the period. School Leavers’ Seyvdata allow us to explore in
greater detail the stage at which young people left school over the pe-
riod since the 1980 survey. Figure ill@strates that the percentage of
those leaving school without completing second-level education fell
significantly between 1980 and the mid-1990s.
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Figure 1.2: Educational Qualifations among School Leavers, 1980-
2007
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Source Byrne, McCoy, and Watson 2009, using School Leavers’ Survey data

In 1980, 9 per cent of students lséicond-level education without any
gualifications (pre-Junior Certificat&yhile 31 per cent left after com-
pleting the Junior Certificate examination. By 1995, the corresponding
figures had dropped to 3 per cent and 15 per cent respectively, indicat-
ing an overall drop-out rate of 18 per cent among the cohort. In spite
of a range of educational interEims to counter early leaving (see
below), the level of school completion remained relatively stable from
the mid-1990s onwards, at 80 to 83 per cent; there is some indication
of an increase in school completion to 86 per cent in 2007 but further
data would be needed to confirm whether this indeed represents an
upward trend. It is possible that the lack of any significant improve-
ment in school completion may reéit general labour market condi-
tions over the period rather than the lack of impact of policy measures.
The ‘pull’ of available employment opportunities during the boom
years may have countered any effect of measures designed to improve
retention.

In real terms, the scale of early school leaving is significant. Esti-
mates of the number of youngqmpe who leave second-level educa-
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tion at different stages are presented in Table 1.1 below. We find that
just over 800 males and almost 600 females left second-level educa-
tion without any qualifications in the academic year 2004/05. A fur-
ther 4,500 males and 2,500 females also left school in that year with
the Junior Certificate as their highest level of education. In total, al-
most 9,000 young people leave school before the Leaving Certificate
every year.

Table 1.1: Qualification Levels dflale and Female School Leavers,
2007

No Junior Leaving Total
Quialifications Certificate Certificate
Total 2% 12% 86% 100%
Number of Males 819 4,764 25,515 31,0948
% of Males 2.6% 15.3% 82.0% 100%
Number of Females| 583 2,666 28,340 31,589
% Female 1.8% 8.4% 89.7% 100%

Source: Byrne, McCoy, and Watson 2009, using School Leavers’ Survey data.

Department of Education and Saierreports on school retention rates
represent an alternative source of information on the prevalence of
early leaving (DES 2003, 2005, 2008hese reports track a cohort of
young people through their second-level education to identity the pro-
portions that drop out of school at different stages and the findings are
illustrated in Figure 1.3. It is clear from these data that early leaving
occurs at every stage within post-primary education. There is little
evidence of any significant increaigeoverall school completion rates
over the period shown among thomatering second-level education
between 1993 and 1999, replicating findings from School Leavers’
Survey data. However, the rate efitry into senior cycle seems to
have increased somewhat after the 1993/4 cohort. Thus, more recent
cohorts appear to have postporedving school from directly after

the Junior Certificate exam until some time after entering fifth year.
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Figure 1.3: Retention over the School Career, Entrants to Second-
Level Education 1993 to 1999
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Source Retention Rates of Pupils in Second-level Sch@#s, 2003; 2005; 2008.

Analyses of early school leaving have generally focused on drop-out
from second-level education. However, a number of commentators
have highlighted a group of young people who do not transfer from
primary to post-primary education (see, for example, NESF, 2002).
While this issue has not been subjersystematic research in recent
years, official data from the DES provide a basis for estimating the
numbers involved. Two groups @btential drop-outs from primary
schools can be identified: those (excluding emigrants) who do not
transfer to any school in the State and those whose destination is un-
known. For the period 2000 to 2008, the number of children falling
into these categories varied from a low of 724 in 2001 to a high of
1,165 in 2007. Thus, it appears that a small but not insignificant group
of young people do not enter second-level education at all.

This section has explored overall trends in early school leaving
within the Irish context. We now move on to consider the extent to
which patterns of early leaving vary by gender and social class back-
ground.
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1.3 Variation in Early School Leaving by Gender and Social Class

Existing research and official data indicate that early school leaving
patterns in Ireland differ significantly by gender (Byrteal., 2009;
DES, 2007; Smyth, 1999). DES (2007) examined retention rates
within second-level education sinttee 1930s and found that girls be-
gan to outnumber boys among Intediate Certificate candidates
from the 1950s onwards. From the608 onwards, female participa-
tion in senior cycle education acceltrd at a faster pace than the
level among males. Since that time to the present day, girls persis-
tently outnumber boys among Leaving Certificate leavers (see Figure
1.4). While the gender difference in retention to Leaving Certificate
was very large in the early 1980s (15 percentage points), the gap has
narrowed somewhat over time, thougbkurrently remains substantial

at 7-8 percentage points (Byreeal, 2009). As a result, young men
are consistently overrepresented in the early leaver group.

Figure 1.4: Educational QUdications by Gender, 1980-2006
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International research has congiglye indicated the existence of
social class inequalities in educatal attainment (see, for example,
Shavit and Blossfeld, 1993); and potential explanations for these differ-
ences are discussed in Chapter Zhinlrish context too, the likelihood
of early school leaving is signifindy structured by parental social
class background. Figure 1.5 sha¥s proportion of the cohort leaving
school before Leaving Certificate level across social classes over time.
At the beginning of the 1980s, the vast majority of those from profes-
sional backgrounds completed senior cycle while this was the case for
less than half of their working-class counterparts. Early leaving rates
have declined for all social classes over time. The greatest decline in
early leaving has taken pla@mong those from skilled and semi-
skilled/unskilledsocial class backgrounds, and substantial improvement
in retention levels has been mdunethose from farm households, with
these young people now having rates of school completion equal to, or
even surpassing, those from professional backgrounds.

Figure 1.5: Early School Leaving by Social Class Background, 1980-
2006
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In spite of an improvement iretention rates among working-class
young people over time, early school leaving remains structured by so-
cial class backgroundnd the degree of inequality in school completion
between social strata has réneal quite stable over time.

So far we have examined the influence of gender and social class
separately. However, it is worth exploring whether gender differences
are similar across social classes. Table 1.2 presents findings from an
ordinal logistic regression model which explores the influence of gen-
der and social class on the stageeducation reached among three
recent cohorts of school leavéré. positive coefficient indicates that
young people in a particular category are more likely to stay on in
school than those in the reference group, while a negative coefficient
indicates that this group is less likely to stay on in school. In keeping
with the results discussed abowodel 1 indicates lower completion
rates among males than femalesntrolling for social class. The
chances of staying on in school fdf social classes are contrasted
with the likelihood for those fma higher professional backgrounds.
Those from other non-manual, skilled manual, semi-skilled manual
and unskilled manual groudl have lower rates of school completion
than the higher professional group. Young people from non-employed
households are found to experienceadditional disadvantage in rela-
tion to Leaving Certificate attainmg over and above the effects of
social class. Model 2 allows the effects of social class to vary by gen-
der. The gender gap is evident across all social classes. However, the
gender gap is greatest for the farmer group; in other words, farm
daughters resemble those from professional backgrounds in their
school completion patterns but farm sons have much lower rates of
retention. The gender gap in early school leaving appears to be least
evident among the higher professional group.

2 An ordinal logistic regression model is used because there are three progressive
stages in the Irish system: leaving before danior Certificate, leaving after the Jun-

ior Certificate and leaving after the Leaving Certificate. This approach allows for
fuller use of available information than dichotomising Leaving Certificate leavers
versus all others.
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1.4 Variation across School Sectors

Data from the Department of Education and Science indicate that
early school leaving patterns vary by school sector. Voluntary secon-
dary schools persistently have the highest retention rates at both the
Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate stages. For example, the
retention rate to Junior Certificate for the 1999 cohort in secondary
schools was 96 per cent compared with 92 per cent for vocational
schools and 94 per cent for community and comprehensive schools.
The Leaving Certificate retention rate for the 1999 cohort for secon-
dary schools was 85 per cent, which was 5 percentage points higher
than the rate for community and comprehensive schools and 13 per-
centage points higher than the rate for vocational schools (DES,
2008). While overall retention rates have remained stable over time
(see above), there has been some improvement in retention to both
Junior and Leaving Certificate levels in vocational schools while an
improvement in Leaving Certificate retention is evident in the com-
munity/comprehensive sector. It is important, however, to note that
differences in retention rates between school sectors are likely to re-
flect the composition of the student body rather than the impact of
school sector per se. Previous research has indicated that vocational
schools have a disproportionate number of working-class students and
those with lower academic ability levels (see Hanatml, 1996),
groups that are more likely to drop out of the school system.

Furthermore, DES reports indieathat across all school types,
males are less likely to complete their Leaving Certificate than fe-
males, with the difference in reti#sn across sectors greater for males
than for females. For males, senior cycle drop-out was greatest in vo-
cational schools, with a drop of over 20 percentage points being re-
corded between entry and exam cdetipn. This is likely to reflect
the transfer of many young men from vocational schools to appren-
ticeships and other forms of training.

Regional disparities are also eeitt in relation to early school
leaving (DES, 2008). Retention rates in cities are lower than else-
where; Dublin City had the lowest retention rate in the country, at 72
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per cent, while Leitrim has the highestention rate, at 91 per cent for
the 1999 cohort. Further school-level variation is considered in the
literature review in Chapter 2.

1.5 Early School Leaving in Comparative Context

This section now places Irish patterns of early school leaving in the
context of levels in other European countries. For comparative pur-
poses, the definition used is slightly different than tisstd in the rest

of the study. Here early school leavers comprise those aged 18 to 24
who have not attained (the egalent of) upper second-level educa-
tion and were not in education/training in the previous month. Using
this definition, 16 per cent ofoung men and 9 per cent of young
women in Ireland are classified as early school leavers. Figure 1.6
shows comparable figures for a selected group of European countries.
Ireland is found to have lower ratekearly leaving than the average

for EU 27 countries, occupying an intermediate position alongside the
UK, France and the Netherlands. Rates of early leaving are much
higher in Southern European countries than in the rest of Europe. Al-
though early leaving levels are lomia Ireland than the European av-
erage, rates in Ireland remain sigedfintly higher than in the Nordic
Countries, Austria and (for males) Germany.

Smyth (2007a) has argued that srostional variation in rates of
early leaving reflects, at least inrpathe structure of the educational
system. Two sets of models appear to be associated with lower rates
of early leaving: the Nordic model and the dual system model. The
Nordic model (found in Norway, Sweden and Finland) is based on a
comprehensive system with students taking the same pathway, at least
until the end of compulsory schooling. This approach, coupled with a
strong policy commitment to equityesults in smaller differences be-
tween social groups and schools in educational outcomes (see also
Willms, 2006, on PISA achievement scores). The dual system model
(evident in Germany, Austria and Denmark) on the other hand, in-
volves a rigid differentiation intacademic and vocational tracks, the
latter usually combining in-schootlecation with on-the-job training.
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This model appears to provide a pathway for students who might oth-
erwise drop out of school, albeit at the expense of more restricted ca-
reer pathways in the longer run (Gangl, 2003). High rates of early
school leaving in Southern Europe may be attributed to historical

No Way Back?

trends in educational attainmemtdathe lack of clear trajectories and
returns from education.

Figure 1.6: Early School Leaving in Selected European Countries,

2006
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Figure 1.7: Ratio of Male to Femalgarly Leaving Rates across
Selected European Countries, 2006
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Countries vary not only in the overall level of early school leaving but
in the extent to which patterns diffey gender. Figure 1.7 illustrates
that rates of early leaving arergeally higher among males than fe-
males across European countriestifwthe exception of Austria and
Germany). However, the size of the gender gap differs across systems.
The gender gap is relatively highlieland, with male rates 1.7 times
those among females. The gender gap is also large in Greece and
Norway, countries with very different levels of early leaving. The lack
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of a gender gap in Austria and Germany may reflect the role of the
dual system model in retaining young men within vocational path-
ways.

1.6 Consequences of Early School Leaving

A number of research studies have examined the consequences of
early school leaving for a range of later outcomes in Ireland and inter-
nationally (see, for example, Levin, 2009; Smyth and McCoy, 2009).
In particular, early leavers ilteland are found to experience disad-
vantages in relation to access to further education/training, employ-
ment chances, employment quality and broader social outcomes.

Research has highlighted the ‘one way’ nature of the Irish educa-
tional system. Access to further ahgher education is generally re-
stricted to Leaving Certificate completers, especially those with higher
grades (Byrneet al., 2009), and participation in life-long learning is
more prevalent among those whoeally have higher levels of educa-
tion (O'Connell, 1999). Even apprenticeship training, a traditional
route for male Junior Certificate leavers, now attracts a significant
proportion of young men with Leavir@ertificate qualifications. Only
certain State education/training programmes, such as Youthreach, are
specifically targeted at those who leave school early (Beginal.,
2009).

In terms of labour market outcomes, early leavers are much more
likely to experience unemployment than their more highly educated
counterparts in the immediate post-school period (Figure 1.8). Among
male leavers, almost four in ten of those with no qualifications are
unemployed compared with only 7 per cent of those with a Leaving
Certificate. For female leavers, the disparity is even greater: over half
of those with no qualifications are unemployed compared with 12 per
cent of their Leaving Certificate peers. Furthermore, the gap in unem-
ployment rates by education has increased over time, even during the
boom years (Byrnet al., 2009).
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Figure 1.8: Unemployment Rates by Educational Level among School
Leavers, 2007
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Source: School Leavers’ Survey, 2007, presented in Smyth and McCoy (2009).
Note: NQ no qualifications; JC Junior Certificate; LC Leaving Certificate.

Such differences persist into adult life, with higher rates of overall and
long-term unemployment among early leavers across all age groups
(see Figure 1.9). These differences are quite marked in comparative
context, with a greater disparity in unemployment risks between the
early leaver group and those witlgher levels of éucation in Ireland
compared with many other OECD countries (OECD, 2008). Early
leaving is also associated with lower job quality, with early leavers
disproportionately found in less skilled manual and service occupa-
tions, and lower earning levglSmyth and McCoy, 2009).
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Figure 1.9: Unemployment Rates by Educational Level across Age
Groups, 2008
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Source Quarterly National Household Survey, 2008, presented in Smyth and McCoy
(2009).
Note LC+ means Leaving Certificate or higher.

Early school leaving is also predictive of a range of broader social
outcomes (Smyth and McCoy, 2009). Early leavers tend to experience
poorer health status, even contrdilifor age, gender and current so-
cial class (Layte et gl2007). Young women who leave school early
are more likely to become lone mothers. In addition, imprisonment
rates differ markedly between early leavers and other groups of men.

In sum, early leavers experience a range of disadvantages in rela-
tion to adult life-chances. Suchsdidvantages involve substantial costs
to society as a whole in the form sdcial welfare expenditure, health
services and imprisonment rates (kein, 2009; Smyth and McCoy,
2009; Morgenroth, 1999).

1.7 Policy Context

It is hardly surprising, given its substantial costs to individuals and to
society as a whole, that early school leaving has attracted a good deal
of policy attention in the Irish context. Thevestment in Education
Report (1966) indicated significant socio-economic and regional dis-
parities in school completion, thus providing a basis for the introduc-
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tion of free second-level educatidParticipation rates increased sub-
sequently (see above), though by the mid-1990s there was a growing
concern with the persistent inedjiain school completion levels. In-
terestingly, over the recent period, policy discourse has tended to draw
on the notion of ‘educational disadvantage’.

Two sets of general measures have been introduced to address dis-
advantage: curricular reform, and targeted funding for schools catering
to disadvantaged populations. In terms of curricular reform, the period
since the mid-1990s has seen the introduction of two programmes tar-
geting potentially at-risk students. The Junior Certificate School Pro-
gramme (JSCP) has been ‘aimetdthose young people who show
signs of school failure or earlgaving’. The emphasis is on cross-
curricular work, using teamwork among teachers, basic skills devel-
opment, and personal and social development, along with an individu-
alised record of achievement for students. The programme was taken
by 4 per cent of the cohort in 2008 but JCSP has not yet been subject
to systematic evaluation. At senior cycle, the Leaving Certificate Ap-
plied (LCA) programme was also aimed at students who were not ca-
tered for by the traditional acadengarriculum. The focus of the pro-
gramme is to prepare students &mlult life with the curriculum con-
sisting of three main elementgeneral education, vocational educa-
tion and vocational preparation. The programme, taken by around 7
per cent of the Leaving Certificate cohort, is centred on project and
task work and is based on continuous assessment. Research on the
LCA programme indicates that many young people attribute their re-
maining in school to their positivexgeriences of the programme (see
Bankset al., 2010). However, it is difficult to assess the net impact of
curricular change on overall rates of early leaving. The period since
the introduction of JCSP and LCA was one of a plateau in retention
rates but also one of rapid employment growth which may have at-
tracted some young people out of school. Furthermore, the young
people who enter these programmes are deemed ‘at risk’ youth with a
high propensity to leave school early (see Byrne, 2008).

In terms of targeted funding, measures to target additional expen-
diture at disadvantaged schools cover both primary and second-level
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education. These initiatives (including Breaking the Cycle, the Disad-
vantaged Areas Scheme, and Giv@igjldren an Even Break), now all
subsumed into DEIS (Delivering Edip of Opportunity In Schools),
involve the provision of extra funding per student along with addi-
tional teacher allocation for schools which are designated ‘disadvan-
taged’ in terms of their student pilef Evaluations of earlier such ini-
tiatives have indicated mixed results (see, for example, Weir, Milis
and Ryan, 2002a, 2002b; Weir, 2003), with no direct assessment of
the impact on school retention. An evaluation of the DEIS programme
is due to be published in 2010. Hoxee, the potential impact of the
programme may be limited by the fact that a significant proportion of
students in ‘at risk’ social groups do not attend disadvantaged schools
(Smyth and McCoy, 2009).

Within the overall context of itiatives to counter educational dis-
advantage, specific measures to address early leaving have taken two
forms: a national agency to address student attendance, and funding
for schools to develop their own policies to promote retention.

National Educational Welfare Board

The Educational Welfare Act of 2000 raised the legal school leaving
age to 16 years of age (with a ragment to complete three years of
junior cycle education) and provided a statutory basis for the new Na-
tional Educational Welfare BoafdNEWB), a regularisation and de-
velopment of pre-existing schoattendance services. The operation

of the Board has not been evaluated to date. However, this area is
likely to be crucial to preventing early school leaving since existing
research indicates a strong association between school absence and
later drop-out (Smyth, 1999; McCe¥ al, 2007). The main emphasis

of the NEWB is on the welfare of the child and the family, and on en-
suring that concerns and probleme dealt with before school atten-
dance becomes a crisis issue. Howgiresome cases, court proceed-
ings do occur. A School Attendance Notice (SAN) is the first step in
enforcing the law. When a SAN is issued, an Education Welfare Offi-
cer (EWO) then begins a formal monitoring process of the child’'s
situation, and the parent or guardiamgiven an opportunity to address
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the underlying issues with the EWO and the school. Occasionally, the
involvement of other State services to give additional support to the
family may be sufficient to bring about change. In exceptional cases,
where there is no progress being made and the child remains out of
school, the Board will consider taking a prosecution. Table 1.3 shows
the number of School Attendance Nescthat have been issued since
2005 and the summons that were issued for court proceedings.

Table 1.3: Number of School Attendance Notices and Summons Issued
by NEWB

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 Tota
SANS 36 196 228 315 89 864
Children 137 160 195 52
Summons 34 55 51 161
Children 17 36 35 100

Source: NEWB Prosecutions Status Report, March 2009.

School Completion Programme

The School Completion Programme (SCP) is a Department of Educa-
tion and Science initiative which replaced the earlier 8-15 Year Old
Early School Leaver Initiative andelstay-in-School Retention Initia-
tive. It focuses on young people aged 4-18 who are at risk of leaving
school early and in 2008 covered 124 projects, comprising 464 pri-
mary schools and 227 second-levdiaals, which include DEIS and
non-DEIS schools (School Completion Programme Composite Re-
port, 2008). In the 2007/2008cademic year, 35,688 young people
were targeted by the School Completion Programme. Thus, almost 20
per cent of all students in primary and post-primary schools were par-
ticipating in the initiative, with most young people supported by SCP
being targeted at primary level. The selected schools have been pro-
vided with funds to develop appropggantervention strategies includ-

ing in-school, after school, and holiday supports to support ‘at risk’
young people and support is basedtlom concept of integrated ser-
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vices. In 2006/7, the SCP was subsumed under the DEIS programme
for designated disadvantaged schools and, at the time of writing, the
remit of the National Educational \WWare Board is being extended to
incorporate the School Completion Programme. The School Comple-
tion Programme was not subject to systematic evaluation so its net
effect on retention cannot be assessed.

More general policy measures may impact on the rates of early
school leaving. In the Supplementary Budget for 2009, for example,
welfare payments were reduced for new claimants under 20 years of
age. While this measure may promote school retention, other educa-
tion expenditure cuts which impgadisproportionately on disadvan-
taged groups may have the opposftect (see Smyth and McCoy,
20009).

Explicit targets for both school completion and early school leav-
ing have been set as part of successive national action plans on pov-
erty and social exclusion. For the period 2001/3, the target was:

to eliminate the problem of early school leaving before the Junior
Certificate ... and reduce early leml leaving such that the
percentage of those completing the senior cycle will increase to at
least 90 per cent by the year 2000 and 98 per cent by the year
2007. (Department of Sadilnclusion, 2001: 8)

By 2002, these targets had beejusttd downwards with the revised
aim being:

To reduce the number of young people who leave the school
system early, so that the percentage of those who complete upper
second level or equivalent will reach 85 per cent by 2003 and 90
per cent by 2006. (Department of Social Inclusion, 2002: 12)

By 2005, concerns were being raised about the prospect of reaching
this new (lower) target:

Progress is being made on the early school-leaving target but it is
unlikely that the target of a schoobmpletion rate of 90 per cent
will be met by 2006. (Department of Social Inclusion, 2005: 15)
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In the context of lifelong learning and the promotion of economic
growth, the Council of Europe satcommon goal in 2007 to limit
early school leaving to no more than 10 per cent and to increase upper
second-level education completion to at least 85 per cent as part of the
Lisbon Strategy. This target of J&r cent was subsequently incorpo-
rated into the Irish National Action Plan for Social Inclusion. A re-
view of progress towards the Lisbon objectives in 2008 indicated that
Ireland had reached the target on upper second-level completion but,
like a number of other countries, failed to reach the early school leav-
ing target. It is difficult to predict what the rate of early school leaving

is likely to be in the near future due to the rapidly changing labour
market and policy context.

1.8 Conclusions

In this chapter, we have shown that early school leaving remains a
significant policy issue since it incathigh costs not only for individu-
als but for society as a whole. Patterns of early school leaving in Ire-
land are strongly differentiated byrger and social class, with early
leavers more likely to be male and from working-class and/or unem-
ployed households. However, describing such patterns does not yield
an explanation of the processes influencing early school leaving. In
the next chapter, therefore, \mesess existing theoretical frameworks
which seek to understand the process of early leaving, drawing on
both international and Irish research. The data used and methodologi-
cal approach taken in this study described in detail in Chapter 3.
Chapter 4 uses data from the Post-Primary Longitudinal Study to
identify the individual and school factors associated with early school
leaving. In doing so, it provides an overview of how early school
leavers differ from those who stay to complete second-level educa-
tion in terms of their school experiences in junior cycle and in terms
of school organisation characteristics. Chapter 5 draws on in-depth
interviews with early leavers tdocument their own perspectives on
their school experiences and to driaferences about school culture.
In doing so, it derives a typology of the early educational experiences
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of early school leavers, and provides an account of the dominant
themes which have emerged. Chapter 6 then draws on the qualitative
interviews to consider the schoelaving decision, the process of leav-
ing school, and how young people communicate with their families
and schools in the course of this gges. This chapter is informed by
the theoretical orientations outlid in Chapter 2. The post-school
plans and pathways pursued by this group of young people are exam-
ined in Chapter 7 as well as theiewis as to whether they regret leav-
ing school. Finally, Chapter 8 summarises the main findings of the
study and discusses the implications of these findings for policy de-
velopment.



Chapter 2

REVIEW OF NATIONAL AND
INTERNATIONAL LITERATURE
ON SCHOOL RETENTION

2.1 Introduction

This chapter provides a brief overview of the Irish and international
empirical and theoretical literature on early school leaving. Section
2.2 considers existing theoretideameworks which account for indi-
vidual and social class differences educational participation. Sec-
tion 2.3 then considers research on school influences on early school
leaving while section 2.4 provides an overview of studies on young
people’s perspective on the process. Section 2.5 looks at the extent to
which early leaving should be conceptualised as a dynamic process
while section 2.6 concludes.

2.2 Individual and Structural Differences in Rates of School
Completion

Research from a psychological perspive has often focused on the
influence of early childhood and family factors on young people’s
later educational careers. Thigsearch has frequently focused on
identifying a set of ‘risk’ factors whh contribute to the likelihood of
school drop-out. Thus, the child’s early home environment, including
family stress, and the quality of care-giving are found to significantly
influence school retention (Garnier et, dl997; Jimersoet al., 2000).

As well as family factors, Cairret al. (1989) highlight factors such as
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the young person’s personality (espdlgi aggression levels) and poor
academic performance in shaping tateopout. Such an approach has,
however, been criticised for neglectitite role of societal structures
as well as for a tendency to ‘blame the victim’ by shifting the focus
towards the ‘failure’ of young people and their families (see, for ex-
ample, Smyth, 2005; Brown and Rodriguez, 2008).

Sociological research has expanded upon this research to look at
the way in which educational outcomare shaped by broader social
structures, particularly social class. Earlier studies of social inequality
focused on social class differencegh role of aspirations in educa-
tional attainment. This body of liteture was grounded in the observa-
tion that class differences exist in levels of aspirations (see, for exam-
ple, Hyman, 1953; Kahl, 1953; Riessman, 1953). Thus, such studies
argued that working-class families accord less priority to a college
education and are less ambitious than middle-class families. These
class-based differences in educasil and occupational aspirations
were viewed as contributing to the reproduction of inequality. Further
research in the 1960s and 1970s, which became commonly known as
the ‘status attainment’ perspective@milarly argued that aspirations
are a central part of maintaining social position from one generation to
the next. These studies suggested #thicational attainment is the
outcome of the joint effects d&dmily background and academic abil-
ity (Blau and Duncan, 1967), which are brought about by the mutual
reinforcing influences of expectatis and aspirations for the future
(Sewellet al, 1969, 1970). Thus, significant others, such as parents,
teachers and peers, base their expectations on a student’s family back-
ground and observable academic perfance. Students then internal-
ise the expectations crafted by these significant others. In the process,
the expectations become the indival's own aspirations, which then
compel achievement motivation. Status attainment theory, however,
has been criticised fdailing to take account of the way in which edu-
cational outcomes are shaped by deyasocial structures rather than
individual socialisation processes. Theories which focus on social
structure can be broadly characterised as those which emphasise cul-
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tural factors, and those whichd@pt a rational action perspective;
these frameworks are discussed in the following subsections.

2.2.1 Cultural Perspectives

Reproduction theory, most famously advanced by Pierre Bourdieu
(1973; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977), focuses on the unequal distribu-
tion of economic, social and cultural resources across classes and their
transmission from parents to children. Familiarity with the dominant
culture operates as a form of ‘cultural capital’ and influences an indi-
vidual's ‘habitus’, that is, their disposition in terms of values, motiva-
tions and so on. Family life provides resources which yield important
social dividends. In particular, cultural resources, such as values, atti-
tudes, language skills and stylesimteraction, are acquired in school
more quickly by children already familiar with them. School success
is predicated on such cultural capia that middle-class students who
are more familiar with the dominant culture will fare better academi-
cally. From this perspective, eardghool leaving and/or underperfor-
mance among working-class children is seen as a product of a ‘mis-
match’ between the cultures of home and school. In contrast to the
status attainment theorists, themef, Bourdieu discounts the role of
educational and occupational asgpions since the unequal opportu-
nity structures of society ‘determine aspirations by determining the
extent to which they can be satisfied’ (Bourdieu, 1973: 83). As such,
aspirations have no autonomous explanatory power because they are
nothing other than alternative indicators of structural opportunities.
Reproduction theory has been criticised for being overly determi-
nistic (for an account, see Jenkins, 2002). However, a number of
commentators have refined Bourdieu’s concepts to look at the ways in
which cultural resources are transkhtinto social advantage at the
micro level (see, for example, Reay, 2004; Lareau, 2000). Thus,
Lareau (2000) argues that people aot ‘passive’ since social class
provides individuals with resources which they can effectively utilise
in the social sorting process.
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2.2.2 Rational Action Theory

Perhaps the strongest critique oftaral reproduction perspectives has
come from rational action theory. The latter perspective was originally
developed by Raymonddaidon (1974) to account for social class dif-
ferences in school completion, antkelarefined by Goldthorpe (1996,
1998) and Breen and Goldthorpe (1997). In his study of educational
participation, Boudor{1974) distinguishes between primary and sec-
ondary effects. Primary effects atee different academic abilities of
children demonstrated through act@ment in school. Secondary ef-
fects, upon which he places more emphasis, are the varying educa-
tional choices made by children atiekir families from different so-

cial classes at various transition points in their educational careers,
controlling for initial ‘ability’. Boudon sees these choices as being
determined by the evaluations that children and their parents make of
the costs and benefits of, and the chances of success in, the different
options they might pursue.

The rational choice perspective argues that class inequalities in
educational attainment arise fronmetfact that, in pursuing any given
goal, different social distances have to be travelled (Goldthorpe,
1996), or different opportunities andrestraints navigated, depending
on one’s class origins (Boudon, 19Meller and Zavalloni, 1964).
Thus, differential costs and benefitéll be involved for different so-
cial groups. Middle-class families, for example, are more likely to risk
social demotion from professional occupations by not going on to col-
lege while working-class students may evaluate their chances of col-
lege success more negativéirikson and Jonsson, 1996).

From the perspective of rational action theory, large-scale change
in social class differentiation in educational outcomes will only arise
when the relative costs and benefifseducational participation alter
significantly. Thus, Erikson and Jonsson (1996) trace the way in
which comprehensive reform of the school system coupled with redis-
tributive tax policies resulted ingreater social equalisation of school
completion in the Swedish context. The persistence of social class
inequalities in school completion in the Irish context, in spite of edu-
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cational reforms designed to promote retention, could perhaps be ac-
counted for by the lack of changetime relative costs and benefits of
educational participation (see Smyth and McCoy, 2003).

In general, gender differences in patterns of early school leaving
have received less attention in sociological research than social class
differences’ This is despite the fact that female retention rates now
exceed male rates in most Western countries (OECD, 2008). Rational
action theorists have sought to explain this shift in terms of the greater
labour market opportunities recently open to women (Breen and Gold-
thorpe, 1997). Other commentators/daelated the gender gap in re-
tention and achievement to a wide variety of factors, including
broader social and labour markeifors, the approach taken to stu-
dent assessment, the feminisation of teaching, the pattern of classroom
interaction, the ‘laddish’ culturamong boys and the gender mix of
the school (see Smyth, 2007b, for an overview). In the Irish context,
the rapid expansion in female edticaal participation can be seen as
related, at least in part, to tk&pansion in employment opportunities
for women (Smyth, 1999). However, this does not fully account for
the timing of the expansion of junior cycle completion among young
women described in Chapter 1.

While rational action theory contributes to our understanding of
the factors shaping early school leaving, it can be criticised on two
counts. Firstly, rational action accoamarely explicitly focus on the
potential impact of schools on early school leaving. Secondly, they
often fail to take account of the perspective of the young person in the
whole process. Becker (2003) and Stocké (2007), for example, both
apply the rational choice framework to decision-making regarding
school tracks in the German educational system. However, both stud-
ies do so solely from the perspective of parents and their beliefs and
evaluations. In the remainder ofighchapter, we consider insights

% A central concern in educational research has been with gender differences in exam
performance rather than school completitugh the two processes are naturally
interrelated.
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from research on school processes and on young people’s own per-
spectives.

2.3 School Organisation and School Process

The impact of the school on student outcomes has been the subject of
much debate internationally (fan overview, see Teddlie and Rey-
nolds, 2000). Earlier studies indicated that schools had little impact on
student outcomes compared with family background (Coleman, 1966;
Plowden Report, 1967). However, emerging research on school ef-
fects from the 1970s onwards highlighted significant variation across
schools in relation to a range of student outcomes. While such studies
have generally focused on achievein@eddlie and Reynolds, 2000),

a number of studies have focused on the influence of school organisa-
tion and process on school retention.

Research has indicated differences by school sector and by school
composition in early school leaving rates. In the US context, substan-
tial differences in drop-out rates have been found between public and
Catholic schools. Even when corlig for student characteristics,
dropout is substantially less in Catholic schools than in public schools
(Coleman and Hoffer, 1987; Bryk and Thum, 1989; Rumberger,
1995). In the UK context, Cheng’s (1995) study suggests lower drop-
out rates in single-sex schools. Other studies have focused on the so-
cial composition of the school, finding that a concentration of students
from working-class backgrounds is associated with higher rates of
early school leaving for all students (Kerckhoff, 1986; Ryan, 1999;
Ayalon, 1994; Goldsmith, 2003; Foskettal, 2007)

A number of studies went further by exploring the way in which
school policy and practice couldmtribute to, or counter, school
drop-out (see for example Rutter al, 1979; Colemart al, 1982).

In terms of formal structures, the differentiation of students into sepa-
rate tracks or ability groups is found to contribute to early school leav-
ing (Berends, 1995; Bryk and Thum, 1989). Social distance from
other students, along with lower teacher expectations, fosters student
alienation and disengagement, legdto school dropout (Newman,
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1981; Oakes, 2005; Bryk and Thum, 1989; Pittman and Haughwout,
1987; Rumberger, 1995; Goldschmidt and Wang, 1999; Cheng, 1995).
The school climate, in particular, the nature of student-teacher rela-
tions, is found to be key in shiag school retention (Bryk and Thum,
1989; Davis and Dupper, 2004; Lee and Burkam, 2003). Students are
half as likely to drop out if they feel their teachers support their efforts
to succeed in school and provide guidance to them about school and
personal issues (Croninger anee, 2001). Furthermore, students
from socially disadvantaged backgrounds and those who have experi-
enced academic difficulties are the metponsive to teacher support.
Similarly, Goldschmidt and Wang (1999) found that dropout is lower
where students perceive school discipline to be fair.

Less often considered perhaps is the way in which schools can di-
rectly trigger student departure. Fine (1986) in the United States re-
ported the way in which some students in a disadvantaged urban
school were coerced out when they reached the statutory leaving age
or were at least discouraged fraamaining in school, a process she
characterises as ‘exporting dissent’ (Fine, 1990).

In the Irish context, studies support the view that the social mix of
the school has an impact on student retention (Smyth, 1999; McCoy,
2000; Byrne, 2008). Smyth (1999) found that the social class compo-
sition of a school has a significant impact on potential drop-out, with
higher rates reported in predorairtly working-class than middle-
class schools, even controlling for the individual social background of
students. School policy and practice have a significant influence on
student drop-out, with greater retention in schools where there is a
positive school climate with goodla¢éions between teachers and stu-
dents, and a greater sense of ownership on the part of students over
school life. A ‘strict but fair’ disciplinary climate also contributes to
student retention. Abty grouping, in contrast, is associated with
greater drop-out of students from lower stream classes, in keeping
with international research on tracking (see Oakes, 2005).

In exploring variation in early leaving rates across case-study
schools, Malone and McCoy (2003)rslarly highlight the centrality
of care in the life of the school, with disciplinary issues often contrib-
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uting to the development of nepee relations between teachers and
students, while parental and student involvement, in contrast, facili-
tates school completion.

2.4 The Young Person’s Perspective

Many studies of early school leavifigve been quantitative in focus
and could be considered to take an ‘external’ perspective on the lives
of young people. More recently, a number of qualitative studies have
considered school leaving from a student perspective. Smyth and Hat-
tam (2001, 2002) argue that the recent emphasis on ‘student voice’
within educational research shouldddended to early school leavers
and the authors maintain that young people can clearly identify the
complex reasons behind their decision.

Such studies highlight the relative role of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors
in young people’s decision teave school. Many researchers high-
light the centrality of disaffection with school, resulting from a mix-
ture of social and institutional factors, including the influence of peers,
relationships with teachers, curriculum content, and the classroom
context (see for example Kindet al, 1996; Archer and Yamashita,
2003). Thus, boredom with schooldatearning have been identified
as the main reasons for young peopot attending school and not
wanting to continue in education:

Their decisions are made consciously and often amount to the
perceived cultural irrelevance of the school and an absence of
respect by the school for the lives, experiences and aspirations of
young people. (Smyth, 2005: 121)

Young people cannot be regarded as passive in the process; in particu-
lar, ‘acting out’ through misbehaviour can contribute to the process of
disengagement, thus (ironically) reinforcing social differentiation in
outcomes (Willis, 1977; Brown and Rodriguez, 2008).

Taking account of young people’s perspectives can also allow us to
understand how the experience of school culture may differ for students
in the same school. Smyth andttden (2002) identify two kinds of
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school culture which can contribute to early leaving. Firstly, an aggres-
sive school culture is characterisby hierarchical relations between
teachers and students, with thageo speak out being deemed ‘trou-
blemakers’. In contrast, a passivéh@al culture may be ‘pleasant’ in
terms of social relations but fails engage students with curriculum
and learning.

In the Irish context, a number of studies have found that differ-
ences are evident between early school leavers and school completers
in terms of their orientation towards school life (Smyth, 1999; McCoy,
2000; McCoy and Smyth, 2004). Stude who had more negative in-
teraction with teachers during junior cycle were found to be more
likely to drop out while those who view their school life as happy
were less likely to drop out, as were those who had more positive
views of their own abilities. Educational aspirations at age 14 are
highly predictive of subsequent bef@ur regarding participation in
education. The influences of student-teacher interaction and academic
self-image are mediated through Junior Certificate performance; that
is, students who experience negatimteraction with teachers and
have negative views of their own abilities are more likely to drop out
of school because they underperform in their Junior Certificate ex-
amination. Students who are lessisgged with school, who have low
aspirations and a poor attendance record are more likely to drop out of
school, even when their edueatal performance is taken into ac-
count.

Life outside school can operate as a ‘pull’ away from engagement
with education. Early school leavirgg@n be triggered by events such
as pregnancy and parenthood (Fine, 1986; Cairras, 1989). Delin-
guency and crime may contribute to, as well as result from, early
school leaving (Battin-Pearsaet al, 2000). In particular, part-time
employment while at school may serve to ease a young person’s
pathway into full-time employment (Smyth and McCoy 2004; Byrne,
2008). In contrast, the absence of employment opportunities in the
local area may discourage young people from leaving school (Raffe
and Willms, 1989).
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2.5 Towards a Dynamic Perspective

It is not always easy to determine whether certain sets of factors
‘cause’ school drop-out. However, the advent of longitudinal studies
has yielded significant insights into the causal processes at play. In
particular, it is clear that school leaving reflects a longer term process
of withdrawal from school rather than a single decision (Dryfoos,
1990; Franklin, 1992; Garniest al, 1997; Alexandeet al, 1997).
Adopting a life course perspective, Alexander et(aD01) suggest
that ‘high school dropout culminates a long-term process of disen-
gagement from school’ (p. 760; see also Jimeetoal., 2000). They

find that experiences dating back to the first grade of primary educa-
tion influence the likelihood of early school leaving, with individual,
family and school factors having a cumulative impact over the whole
of the educational career. Fin#9@0) in the American context has
shown that school leavers who leave at the age of 16 have started dis-
engaging from school three, four or five years earlier (see also Finn,
1989). Processes of disengagement involve gradual withdrawal from
school-sponsored events, with young people becoming increasingly
alienated from other students who are doing well by the standards of
the school and bonding with other potential ‘failures’. As a result,
there is no one single decision to leave school; rather, young people
who become disengaged from school are likely to truant more and
more frequently, leaving and returning several times in a process that
Kelly (1995) describes as ‘fading-out’. Irish research similarly indi-
cates that school leaving tends to be preceded by absenteeism and tru-
ancy (Smyth, 1999; McCogt al, 2007; Darmodyet al, 2008). Stu-
dents with poor attendance records in their Junior Certificate year, for
example, are over twice as likely as those with an average or good
record to drop out of school after the end of the year.

2.6 Conclusions

To date, much of the international research on early school leaving has
been informed by a focus on indivigdevel ‘risk’ factors or the cul-
tural influences on school completion. This focus may result in a defi-
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cit perspective on early school leaving, potentially ‘blaming’ young
people and their families for schadlopout. The emergence of longi-
tudinal studies has contributed to a more nuanced understanding of
early leaving, with the interaction of family, individual and school
factors found to shape a gradual process of disengagement from
school. Qualitative research has yielded further insights into how
young people themselves withdraw from school and articulate their
frustration with the educational system.

A number of Irish studies have explored the factors associated
with early school leaving (Hannan, 1968; Rudd, 1972; Greaney, 1973,
Breen, 1984; Hannaet al, 1995; Boldt, 1997; Smyth, 1999; Smyth
and Hannan, 2000; McCoy, 2000; Mae and McCoy, 2003; Smyth,
Byrne and Hannan, 2004; McCoy and Smyth, 2004; Byrne, 2008).
Just three studies have concemtdabn pupils who do not progress
beyond primary level (Greaney, 4% Hannan, 1968; Rudd, 1972),
with much more attention being placed on leavers from second-level
education (Breen, 1984; Boldt, 1997; Smyth, 1999; McCoy, 2000;
Smyth and Hannan, 2000; SmyByrne and Hannan, 2004; Smyth,
McCoy and Darmody, 2004; McCoy and Smyth, 2004; Byrne, 2008).
For the most part, these studies hbeen quantitative in nature, with
the exception of Boldt (1977) and Malone and McCoy (2003).

Existing Irish studies have bedimited in two respects. Firstly,
studies have generally been cross-sectional in nature, measuring student
characteristics and experiences heors time before their withdrawal
from school (see, for example, Smyth, 1999). This makes it difficult to
disentangle the complegxocesses at play over a period of time. Sec-
ondly, qualitative accounts of early |@ag have relied on retrospective
accounts of the process, which miag coloured either negatively or
positively by the post-school experiencdsoung people. In this study,
we attempt to combine the insighfrom longitudinal research with
young people’s own accounts to advance our understanding of early
school leaving in the Irish contexthe methodology used in this study
is discussed in greater detail in the following chapter.



Chapter 3

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the data and methodology used in this study of
early school leaving. It begins by outlining the appropriateness of
mixed methods research to answer the research questions outlined in
Chapter 1. Section 3.3 provides averview of the quantitative data
that were used for this study. Section 3.4 then describes the process of
contacting and interviewing early school leavers, given that they com-
prise a ‘hard to reach’ population.

3.2 Mixed Methods Research

This study employs a mixed methods approach, combining
gquantitative data from the Post-Primary Longitudinal Study with in-
depth qualitative interviews with yag people who left school before
senior cycle completion. This mixed method approach is very much to
the fore of educational researabday, with these methods seen as
yielding a more holistic understanding of a range of phenomena than a
reliance on either quantitative qualitative methods alone (Day al,

2008; Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Tashakkori and Teddlie,
1998, 2003; Cresswell, 2003; Greene and Caracelli, 1997).

In adopting a mixed method approach, it is our view that our un-
derstanding of early school leaving can benefit from the strengths and
minimise the weaknesses of both research strategies on their own to
provide greater insight into the views and experiences of early school
leavers. International research on school retention has, in the past,



Data and Methodology 37

been criticised for the dominancé quantitative methods, which are
viewed as ‘silencing’ the criticaloice of school drop-outs themselves
(see for example Fine, 1990). Inntrast, qualitative researchers argue
that interviews with young people enable the phenomenon of early
school leaving to be ‘named’ in a different way, which is more inclu-
sive of the lives, experiences, aspirations and complexities of what was
occurring at the point these young people decided to exit school (Smyth
et al, 2000; Smyth and Hattam, 20@002). Furthermore, they argue
that there is a need for different ways to interrogate the issue of ‘drop-
ping out’ of school that are more informative, more insightful, more
compelling and more ‘respectfuldf young people’'s perspectives
(Smyth and Hattam, 2001: 402). While such research undoubtedly
yields significant insights into thexperience of early school leaving, it
has two limitations. Firstly, qualitat research is often based on the
perceptions of young peopédter they leave school, and thus their ac-
counts may be coloured by their pashool experiences. Secondly, it is
difficult to place the accounts of this group of young people within the
overall pattern of early school leaginsince information on the broader
context may be lacking. This studpmbines the advantages of both
guantitative and qualita’ee methods, by using longitudinal data on
young people before they leave the school situation to identify early
school leavers for in-depth follow-up interviews. The longitudinal part
of the study is described in the following section.

3.3 Post-Primary Longitudinal Study (PPLS)

The Post-Primary Longitudinal StudPPLS) draws on data gathered
from a theoretical sample of twelve case-study schools, identified on
the basis of a postal survey of all post-primary principals. These
schools were selected to captureyireg approaches to ability group-

ing, subject choice and student gration, and encompass a range of
sectors, sizes, locations and student characteristics. A profile of the
twelve case-study schools is presented in Table 3.1 as context for the
study.
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