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An investigation of the school experiences of young people in North Tipperary who left school early, and of the factors which led to their leaving.

1
Introduction

This research aims to document the school experiences of a number of young people, from the North Tipperary region, who left school without doing their Junior Certificate Examination. It also attempts to identify the factors which led to the young people leaving school early. In addition the research, which was conducted on behalf of the Mol an Óige project, attempts to compare the young people's view of their experiences with the view of the school principals and where possible with the views of parents or guardians. 

The Mol an Óige project had already established the extent of early school leaving in North Tipperary but the reasons for this early leaving were not clear. Whilst studies of the reasons for early school leaving had been conducted in other parts of Ireland there was no information available for North Tipperary. 

Pupils who leave school without a qualification and in many cases lacking the basics of  literacy and numeracy and other life related skills have been identified by Mol an Óige as a priority concern. These young people are often severely disadvantaged in life. To tackle this disadvantage the reasons for early school leaving need to be established. The best people to provide an insight into these reasons are the early school leavers themselves. This research attempts to provide that insight.

2
Mol an Óige

Mol an Óige is a project based in Co Tipperary, and supported by the Youthstart strand of the EU Human Resources Initiative EMPLOYMENT.  It is promoted by North Tipperary VEC in partnership with the Mid-Western Health Board, FÁS, IBEC, ICTU, Mary Immaculate College, TRBDI, and South Tipperary VEC.  The project began in January 1996 and the first phase ended in December 1997.  A second phase of the project began in January 1998 and ends in December 1999. 

The target group for the project are 10-19 year-olds who are at risk of failing in school for whatever reason, or who have left school early.

2.1
Aim and Objectives of Mol an Óige

The project aims to develop a model of interventions which will: 

· empower providers (education and others) to respond flexibly to meet the needs of the target group, and 

· ensure that those in this group benefit to the maximum from the services available.

The objectives are:

· to establish the causes and nature of early school leaving in Co. Tipperary

· to promote learning interventions on behalf of the target group

· to promote the inclusion of parents as partners with teachers in their  own child's education

· to develop a model of inter-agency co-operation

· to ensure that transition stages are negotiated successfully by the target group

· to develop a model of community support for the target group

The particular question which prompted the Mol an Óige project is:  ‘Since failure in school and early school leaving are predictable in many instances from an early age, why are they not preventable?’.  An underlying assumption of the project is that many teachers are aware that some students in their classrooms are failing, but feel powerless to prevent it happening; this constitutes a denial of their values in their practice, and is a source of stress and burn-out for many.  The project seeks to develop strategies which will empower teachers to address the issues of early school leaving and school failure.

3
The Genesis of the Research on Early School Leaving

Among the findings of the first round of the Mol an Óige project were the following:

· In the summer of 1996, eleven students in North Tipperary did not transfer from primary to post primary school (1% of the total cohort).  Eight of these were from the travelling community.

· During the 1995/96 school year, 40 students were classed as under-15 when they left school (almost 3% of the cohort), and 17% of all school leavers left school before beginning the final year of the Leaving Certificate programme.  These figures are in line with the national average.

· The School Attendance Act and the Social Guarantee Scheme were not being implemented rigorously with the result that early school leavers, in many cases, simply disappeared from the system.  This was corroborated by work done by Mol an Óige in recruiting young people for a ‘Foster Company’ project when a number of young people who had left school were traced who were not known to FÁS

The project, in 1998, studied patterns of attendance in five post-primary schools in Co Tipperary (not all in North Tipperary).  From the cohort of approximately 425 students who entered first year in these schools in 1992, 37 left school without doing the Junior Certificate.  Of these:

· 5 were female, 32 male.  

· 15 (all male) left school before the age of 15.  

· 10 left during or at the end of first year and a further 7 during or at the end of second year.

While the project found quantitative information regarding the extent of early school leaving, it became apparent that more information was needed regarding the school experiences of early school leavers themselves. Such information was available mainly in urban contexts, Boldt 1994 (inner city Dublin) and McSorley 1997 (Clondalkin), but no comparable study had been done in North Tipperary. 

The experience of North Tipperary VEC in making provision for VTOS and Youthreach also led to a realisation that the stories of early school leavers should be heard.

It is the hope of Mol an Óige that the results of this study can inform policy and practice in schools, and give pointers which will enable both Mol an Óige and the participating schools to respond more effectively to the concerns and needs of students in the target group.  It is also hoped that they will be of value to those developing educational (and other) policy on behalf of the target group. 

4
The Research on Early School Leaving

The study set out to investigate the school experiences of a number of young people in North Tipperary, who left school early, and to establish the factors which led to their leaving. All of the post-primary schools in the North Tipperary region were asked to supply the names of students who had recently dropped out of school before sitting their Junior Certificate examination.  From the lists supplied attempts were made to contact a number of individuals.  This met with varying degrees of success.  Most success was registered where adults who had worked with students who had left school early were able to make initial contact on behalf of the researcher. Even allowing for this a number of arranged interviews failed to materialise. On one particular evening the researcher waited in vain for an hour, with a Training Workshop co-ordinator, in the doorway of the local Training Workshop. On another occasion, an hour was spent waiting outside an isolated bungalow in a futile third attempt to conduct an arranged interview. 

Permission for one interview was withdrawn at the last minute because, as the father told the interviewer, his son "...doesn't want to talk about it. It was too traumatic". His parents had spoken to him and so had the psychiatrist but he had "bottled it up and doesn't want to talk".

In all, 16 young people, none of whom had done the Junior Certficate, were interviewed, seven females and nine males.  They had attended five different post-primary schools in the North Tipperary area. Four of the principals of these schools were also interviewed.  In addition, where possible, the parents/guardians of these young people were interviewed.  In reality this meant that six mothers, two fathers, and one grandmother were interviewed. 

It is not claimed that the sample of young people is truly representative of all early school leavers in North Tipperary. Two schools in particular account for the majority of the interviewees ( Principal W and Principal Y ). This was more to do with the effectiveness of intermediaries in gaining permission for the researcher to interview than with the incidence of early school leaving in each of these schools. While it may not be possible to generalise from the results of this research it is indicative of the experiences of early school leavers in the education system and of the range of reasons why early school leaving occurs.

In the interests of confidentiality and in order to elicit as honest and frank a response as possible from the interviewees anonymity was promised and will be maintained throughout the report. All names have been changed. Place names have been avoided. Youthreach and Community Training Workshops are referred to as Training Workshops.  In addition, all principals are treated as male. 'He', 'him' and 'his' are used in reference to all principals mentioned. 

5
The Interviews

In interviewing the young people, since the main aim was to get as honest and open a view of their school experience as possible, an open-ended interview structure was used.  An interview protocol was drawn up (see Appendix 1) but not strictly adhered to.  The objective was to get the young people to speak freely and in as uninhibited a way as possible. It was felt that trying to conduct such an interview and take notes at the same time would not only inhibit the freedom of communication but also make it very difficult for the interviewer to accurately record what the young people had to say.  They each had a story to tell and the best way to capture this was deemed to be on tape.  Before each interview commenced the reason for the interviews was explained and examples of the type of questions to be asked were given to the young person. It was explained, at the outset, that what would be said and recorded on tape would be treated with the utmost confidentiality.  The name of the young person, the address, former school and any other information which might lead to identification of any individual would be altered. None of the young people interviewed expressed any concern about the procedure.  They were all more than willing to talk about their experiences.  The interviewer had been authorised by Mol an Óige to give the interviewees an interview fee of ten pounds each.  In some instances the availability of this fee had been flagged in advance by intermediaries but in most cases it came as a welcome surprise at the end of the interview.  

The times and locations of interviews varied according to circumstances.  Some took place in the interviewee's home, either in the kitchen or the sitting-room.  Some interviewees preferred to be interviewed away from the home.  Many of these interviews took place in Training Workshops.  One young person was interviewed during her lunch break in the coffee dock of the local shopping center.  Times of interview  ranged from ten o'clock on a Saturday morning to nine o'clock on Friday night.  Where interviewees were interviewed at home it often proved possible to interview one or other of the parents or guardians.  Where interviewees opted to be interviewed outside of the home interviewing a parent was not an option.  Interviews with parents were conducted in an informal manner as, in most cases, they were more wary of the interview procedure than the young people were.  Most were quite shy about speaking into a microphone but quickly forgot that it was there when they started talking.

In the case of the principals a more structured interview procedure was adopted. This was necessary because some principals were being interviewed about a number of pupils and the interviewer wanted to ensure that all the salient points were covered. This may not have happened in a loose interview format due to time constraints and the wide range of issues to be covered in relation to each pupil. An interview protocol was drawn up (see Appendix 2) and a copy given to the principal to inspect before the interview commenced.  In the first interview of a principal permission was sought to tape the proceedings.  The principal pointed out some of the difficulties which might arise if such a tape fell into the wrong hands. For this reason this interview and subsequent interviews with principals were recorded by hand on the spot.  This did not prove as difficult as first envisaged as the principals measured and paced their responses to questions accordingly. One principal was interviewed over the telephone. In this case all the questions were read over the phone to see if they were acceptable to the principal and then they were gone through one at a time. To establish the bona fides of the interviewer initial contact with this principal was made through a staff member who knew the researcher. The principal of one girl, who had a very positive school experience but who left when she became pregnant, was not interviewed.

As the interviews with early school leavers were being conducted the uniqueness of each individual case was very apparent to the interviewer.  There are common strands and themes which run through many of the interviews but each young person has her/his own unique experience of school. Each has a story to tell. For this reason, the findings are presented in two forms.  Firstly, there is a short synopsis of each young person's story along with a comment from the principal or parent where appropriate.  Secondly, information gleaned from all the interviews has been compiled, processed and analysed.

Where the synopsis of each story is concerned it is worth noting that these are the young people's views and can differ from the views of the principal and or indeed with the school records.  McSorley (1997) has noted in her work with early school leavers in Clondalkin: 

'"they were not on the same wavelength as the School system and there was a two-way blockage of communication.  As a result, while many early school leavers felt that they were excluded or expelled, this may not be the schools perception at all."

McSorley would urge caution in one's interpretation of early school leavers' accounts of being expelled.  This interviewer would do likewise.  In one instance, where a young person maintained that he had been expelled from the school, the interviewer was shown a letter by the principal (retrieved from the back of the school register), sent to the school by the young person's father, explaining that his son was leaving.  In another case, the school attendance register showed that an individual had left midway through the second year whereas the young person involved maintained that he had been expelled in the first week of his first year in the school!  This was an extreme example of where individual recollection seemed to differ significantly from the school records in terms of the time and circumstances of early school leaving. 

It is worth noting that in the view of these young people they were 'expelled'. Perhaps they do not make the same distinction between 'expulsion', 'indefinite suspension', being 'asked to leave' or being 'told to leave' as schools do. 

In most instances there was a high correlation between the young person's version of events and the principal's recollection of them.  The finer details may have differed but the substance was the same. Even where versions of events did differ what was rarely in question was the young people's sincerity and honesty in giving a personal qualitative view of their school experience. 

6
The Early School Leavers Stories

There follows a brief sketch of the sixteen early school leavers who were interviewed.  These are taken from their own accounts. They are listed in alphabetical order. Notes from principals and/or parents have been included where they were felt to be relevant to do so and in particular where there was a significant divergence of views. These have been included in a different font. The names of the early school leavers have been changed and names of schools and their addresses have also been omitted from the synopsis. 

Brendan. Male.  Aged 18

Brendan "loved" primary school and was "not looking forward to" post-primary school because he would be separated from one of his best friends.  In his first week at post-primary school he got into "serious trouble" in a particular subject area and was "expelled".  He went "up to school" a number of times but was told there was no chance of going back.  He feels he should have got "a second chance".  At the moment Brendan is in a Training Workshop.  He likes the work there.  In his free time he follows a band and does sound checks for them.  He would like to make a career in this business.

The principal showed the researcher a letter from Brendan's father indicating that Brendan was leaving school. This was written in his second year at the school! It appears that Brendan was in post-primary school until October of 2nd year.

Caroline.  Female.  Aged 17.

Caroline "really liked" school.  She was "well behaved" and never got into trouble.  She never got "put on a report card".  This changed when she "got into trouble" with some other girls in the cookery class. Caroline admits that what they did was "foolish and dangerous".  When she was sent to the principal she expected to get "a good giving out to".  She was suspended until further notice.  Now she agrees she "probably did deserve" suspension but at the time she was "surprised".  Nobody contacted her from the school while she was on suspension.  She intended to go back to school after suspension but then after a while changed her mind.  She stayed at home to "help out" with the younger children.  When she was sixteen she received a letter from the school saying that she was old enough to leave school.  She still "wonder(s) why" nobody from the school came up to her house to ask her why she left school.  If somebody had come up she feels she would have gone back to school.  In fact, nobody from any agency came to enquire what Caroline was doing. At the moment Caroline spends her time at home. She has no real ambition in life, except that "maybe" she "will get a job" in the local factory where her sister works. Her one regret is that nobody came up from school to ask her to go back.

The school records show that Caroline went back to school after her suspension and left school a number of months later. The principal stated that no one called to Caroline after she left because he had previously devoted a lot of time and energy to the task of trying to persuade an older sister to come back, after dropping out, but to no avail. He added that Caroline was from a traveller background and that was the principal reason for her leaving early.

Frankie.  Male.  Aged 18

Frankie "loved" primary school.  He was "quiet" but was a very keen sportsman.  In his third day in post-primary school he got into trouble. There was an incident with a teacher over an accusation of misbehaviour and inappropriate laughter.  Frankie claims the teacher struck him "across the face" and "across the back of the head". "Even though" the teacher later apologised Frankie feels that the experience "sort of turned" him off school.  He started to miss a lot of school.  He would refuse to get out of bed in the morning.  He was barred from sport as punishment and got suspended from school for missing days.  When he did go back to school he found he received a lot of unwelcome extra attention. He was often "embarrassed" in front of his friends. He also experienced a lot of trouble due to the amount of homework he was expected to do. He eventually left school a few months before the end of second year.  He found a job, and has been in and out of employment since. Frankie would like to get a trade, preferably carpentry.  He regrets leaving school early and feels that if he "had stayed it would have broadened (his) options".

The principal maintains that family circumstances were the main reason why Frankie dropped out of school.

Frankie lives with his grandmother. When she was interviewed she was very supportive and affirming of him.

Gerard.  Male.  Aged 17.

Gerard mitched and gave trouble in primary school "from about third class".  When he went to post-primary school he was put into a "good class" but he "did no work" and within six weeks was moved into the "worst class".  He "wasn't bothered".  He "messed the whole time".  He mitched.  He got detention.  Eventually, Gerard was "put to sit in" the Leaving Certificate class ("not to do anything just to sit there") "on permanent report".  After three months in school he "got suspended for fighting".  In total he was suspended 16 times. In between suspensions he was on permanent report and spent much of the time "writing out a maths book". Gerard did manage to behave for a three-week period when he was promised that he could go on the school trip if he did.  He "got to go on the trip" but as soon as he came back he "started to mess again".   At the start of second year he was "expelled".  He didn't mind this because he thought he was going to get into FÁS.  He didn't realise that he was too young.  He spent some time in a Training Workshop and has had a job working in the local stables.  However, now he is only working part-time in a local store.  He regrets not doing his Junior Cert. because he needs it "for interviews".
The school roll book was seen by the researcher and would indicate that Gerard  was suspended in October of his second year and returned to school on the 14th November. He didn't leave school until two weeks after that date.

Henry.  Male. Aged 19

Henry "never really liked" post-primary school.  He says that he "messed a bit" in school and often got into minor trouble however "nothing serious". He was never suspended. Henry says he was "well able for" the academic work in school and he never had any special help. He left school at the end of second year because his friends were leaving and he wanted to get a job.  At this stage he was of the legal age permissible for leaving.  He worked in England for a while and then came back home and got a job with a local firm. He "got fed up" with that however and he's now working with a tradesman. He is a talented musician, and plays regularly in local pubs.

Henry's mother maintains that he was "kept back a year" a couple of times in primary school and that he was in a special class in post-primary school
James.  Male.  Aged 17

James was "always in trouble" in primary and post-primary school for "messing".  He "used to love drawing" and often got into trouble for drawing and not doing other work.  In primary school he got extra remedial help. He "loved" going to post-primary school to "mess" and to meet his friends but "didn't like many of the teachers".  He had "some bad experiences" with teachers in the school. As he says he "got a beating up there one-day that put me off going to school, really". In post-primary school he started off in a "good class" but was soon moved "down to a lower class". James didn't mind this because he "didn't have to work as hard". In fact, he "didn't really do the work" at all.  He didn't do any of the homework.  He got "detention dockets" often but never did the detention. James sat the Junior Certificate exams but in September was "put back" to the start of third year.  He doesn't know why this was done.  He got "fed up and started messing" again.  He was "told leave" by the principal.  The principal "got a place" for him in the local Training Workshop.  James is there now and enjoying the work.

The principal maintains that James never sat his Junior Certificate and that he was advised to go to a Training Workshop because he was at risk and was getting no good out of being at school. The principal feels it was the 'wisest thing' for James to do.

Jennifer.  Female.  Aged 18.

Jennifer "always loved school".  She "got on well" with all the teachers and was a good student.  Her trouble "began" when she "got pregnant" in her third year.  She "couldn't believe" how quickly word got out that she was pregnant.  She felt people were "staring at" her and "talking about" her.  She couldn't "face school" and left two weeks before her Junior Certificate exams.  The school principal "begged" her to go back to school to sit her exams.  He offered to make arrangements for Jennifer to sit the exams privately.  However, Jennifer wouldn't do it.  Eventually, the principal arranged a place for Jennifer in a Training Workshop.  Jennifer likes the Training Workshop very much and found the trainees very understanding about her pregnancy.  She is getting help from her mother and sister to look after her baby and is in regular contact with the baby’s father.  Jennifer is working towards her N.C.V.A  qualification and would like to be a childcare worker.  She regrets not having sat her Junior Certificate examinations.

John.  Male.  Aged 18.

John "never really liked" school.  He was "alright" in primary school but didn't really get on with the teachers in post-primary school.  Two or three of the teachers were "okay" and talked to him and helped him.  He never got into "too much trouble" in school.  He was never suspended.  His father knew that he wanted to leave school and told him that if he got a job he could leave.  John got an offer of a job as a painter and decorator and he took it.  This was in January of his third year.  He has been at this ever since and at the time of interview was looking forward to doing a FÁS course in Cork. John has great confidence in the future and has no regrets about leaving school.

John's father confirmed that he had told John that he could leave if he got a job. He was very pleased with how John was doing since he left school and had no worries about his ability to succeed.

Linda.  Female. Aged 16. 

Linda "got on  really bad" at primary school.  She "never got on" with any of the teachers.  When she started post-primary school she "got on well at first".  She tried to do the work but wasn't able for it.  Teachers moved her to the back of the class.  She feels she "wasn't taught there" and "teachers didn't even bother" to look at her homework.  She "got into trouble" because, she says, teachers "picked on" her.  At the end of first-year she changed post-primary schools.  However, she found the new school "as bad if not worse" than the previous one.  She was never suspended but was often "put on detention".  She left in February of her third year after having had a "run in" with the principal.  Nobody from school or any other agency has called to visit her since she left.  She now has a place in a Training Workshop.  She regrets not having done her Junior Certificate.  Her ambition is to be a social worker.

The principal says that he took Linda into the school "out of kindness" after she had been thrown out of her previous school. However, the school and the teachers weren't able to deal with her behaviour. Even though she was extremely difficult they would have liked to see her stay to do her Junior Certificate.

Margaret.  Female.  Aged 18.

Margaret admits that she was troublesome in first-year.  She "copped on" however and in her own words after that was a "very good student".  Things started to go wrong for her when she "got blamed" for taking money.  She knew the girls who took it and she told on them.  This resulted in her "getting bullied" by the girls in question.  By third year things started to get "too much" for her, she "couldn't cope" and she dropped out in October of that year. She expresses disappointment that the principal didn't try to stop her leaving.  Initially she went into a  Training Workshop and then she got a job in a local factory - this didn't last long.  At present she's doing nothing.  She regrets not having done her Junior Certificate.  She would like to be a child care assistant.

The principal felt that Margaret came from a family with a "history" and her education was not supported at home.  

Margaret's mother feels that the school had it in for Margaret "from day one" when the principal asked her for her name and when he was given it said "Oh God not another one!". She also said that she didn't go up to the school because she was shy and tended to "get words muddled up".

Mark.  Male.  Aged 16.

Mark liked primary school. Post-primary school "started okay" but Mark soon got into trouble for smoking and general misbehaviour. He was put on detention and eventually suspended. Second year was particularly bad. He got into "serious trouble" for smoking in a classroom after school hours. He was "put on detention" and was moved to a higher/harder class. Mark mitched from school towards the end of second year. He decided to leave and got a letter from the Principal recommending him for a place in a Training Workshop. He has been there since. He likes the Training Workshop and is doing his NCVA next year. He has no major ambition in life. He has no regrets but feels that he may one day regret not having done his Junior Certificate.

The principal was "very disappointed" that things didn't work out for Mark. He came from a family where there was a "tradition of early school leaving" and the principal thought and hoped that Mark would be the one to "break the mould".
Mary.  Female.  Aged 18.

Mary was always a good student at school.  She is a quiet and reserved girl.  Her trouble started in third year when she "started to get bullied" by three other girls in her own year and from her own village.  The bullying which occurred in school and on the bus to school was of a verbal nature.  The result was that Mary refused to go to school.  When she was driven there by her parents she waited until they left and then "went on the mitch".  She says that the principal tried his best to stop the bullying but with no success.  In third year, three months before her Junior Certificate, Mary left school.  She had all her "assignments" for her Junior Certificate completed by this stage but still couldn't bring herself to attend school and to sit the Junior Certificate exams.  She got a job minding children.  One of the teachers in school persuaded her to go back to do her Junior Certificate the following year.  However, the bullying started again, the same girls as before were involved, so after four months Mary left again for good.  She got a job in a local retail company and has worked herself up to the position of assistant manageress. She enjoys the work, is doing well, and hopes one-day to become the manageress of a store.  Her regret is that she did not do the Junior Certificate.

Melissa.  Female.  Aged 17

Melissa is a settled Traveller.  She "never liked school much" but "Primary wasn't too bad". In post-primary she didn't like "just reading and writing", she didn't find the books easy.  She would have liked to "do computers". Her first day in post-primary school was "okay", "people were nice".  After that they "got used to" her. She got into fights with pupils who called her "knacker".  When she told the principal about being called "knacker" - he laughed. Melissa was a very poor attender at school.  On average she was only in two or three days a week.  She was suspended for fighting.  She didn't mind this because it gave her "a week off" school. When she went  back to school she "got told off" for misbehaviour.  She didn't like this telling off especially when it occurred in the corridor where everybody could see her. She says she felt very embarrassed.  She dropped out of school in October of her second year.  Since leaving she has been to a Training Workshop for five months and also has had a job in a 'fast food' shop for a short time. Since then Melissa has stayed at home to help with the younger children. She says she has no ambition in life but regrets not having done her Junior Certificate.  She does not miss school.

Paul.  Male.  Aged 18.

Paul's mother is Irish. Paul was born in the U.S.A. (the country name has been changed) and lived there until he was fourteen.  He was a troublesome pupil in primary school. He was diagnosed as having ADHD and treated for this.  When Paul’s parents moved back to Ireland he went to the same school as his cousin, however, he wasn't allowed to go into the same year as him. The school "insisted" that he start in first year.  This was the start of Paul's problems.  From the outset he resented being in first-year as opposed to second year where his cousin was.  He "wasn't very co-operative" in school, "didn't bother with the school work much" and mitched from school. His problems were compounded by the fact that his parents were back in the U.S.A. trying to sell the house and Paul at this time was living with his older brother and sister in Ireland.  His school phoned Paul's parents in the U.S.A. to express concern over his poor attendance.  His mother came back to Ireland and Paul "settled down" for a while.  However, he "refused to go back" to school at the start of the second year because, again, he maintained that he was in the wrong year.  At this stage Paul was 16 and the school wrote a letter of recommendation to "FÁS" (This was Paul's name for the local Training Workshop).  He did carpentry and "liked it a lot". However, he didn't like being placed with other students who had special needs.  He left and got a job but this didn't last long as Paul at this stage was dabbling in drugs.  Things went "from bad to worse" but eventually, with the concerted help of his family, Paul was able to give up the drugs.  At this stage he is rehabilitating at home.  His ambition is to be a carpenter.

The principal hadn't a strong recollection of Paul. He had never taught Paul.  From talking to the teachers he felt that Paul's main problem was that he was a very infrequent attender because he was deserted by his parents and living with a brother and sister. The school had contacted the parents about this through the American (name changed) embassy.

Robert. Male. Aged 19.

Robert spent two years in a special class in primary school.  In post-primary school he was again in a special class.  Robert liked this class because he "learned a lot".  Robert liked school. He considered himself to be one of the "regular students". However, he "got in trouble" in first-year and was suspended. Half way through his second year he got into trouble for fighting and was "expelled" from school.  He regrets "getting in trouble" in school.  He would like to have sat exams so that he could get a trade.  He's not working at the moment although he is in the FCA and is thinking of joining the army.  Overall he's not optimistic about his work/trade prospects. Robert plays for the local sports team.

Robert's mother said that he was not expelled but left because she got him a job. He had been in a lot of trouble in school and she was relieved when he left because she couldn't take any more 'hassle'.

Sue.  Female.  Aged 16.

Sue "never liked" post-primary school. Primary was better "nearly everyone liked (me)". In post-primary school she had to get extra help with some of the subjects. She was always in "lots of trouble for smoking" and for general misbehaviour.  She was often "put on report".  She was suspended a couple of times.  Suspensions were of one and two weeks duration.  Things came to a head in the second term of the second year.  On one particularly "bad day", after a confrontation with one of the teachers, she "walked out" of school and never returned. Nobody from the school contacted her after she left.  A Garda did call to her home to enquire what she was doing but there was no follow through on this.  Sue got a place in the local Training Workshop.  She also got a job for a while as a trainee hairdresser but didn't like it.  She is now back in the Training Workshop.

Figure 1  shows when the interviewees say they left school and the reason for so doing. Note that some of the reasons differ from the school version. In those cases " commas have been used.
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Figure 1.  The Year and Term in Which Interviewees Left School Early.

7
Reasons for Leaving School Early

The early school leavers were asked to give the main reason why they left school early. The range of responses (fig. 2) gives a clear indication of the homogeneous nature of such a sample.  One-quarter of the respondents cited 'being in constant trouble' as the main reason for leaving, however if one takes into consideration the three students who claimed to have been "expelled" and John who was "told leave" then the number of students who left due to constant trouble rises to eight out of 16, or half of the sample.  For the two students, Frankie and Caroline, who mentioned being suspended as the main contributory factor in their early leaving, the suspension seems to have been an unusual occurrence for them as neither had previously been in serious trouble in school. For Frankie the suspension was as a result of repeated absenteeism and for Caroline it was for an isolated infringement of school discipline.  It is worth noting at this point that the suspension for absenteeism appears to have suited Frankie very well indeed as he had hated going to school and now he had official sanction to stay at home. In Caroline's case the suspension seems to have given her a liking for staying at home.  Other reasons young people gave for leaving included becoming pregnant, getting bullied, not being able to cope, getting a job and because friends who were in a higher class were leaving.


Figure 2.
Main Reasons Given by Early School Leavers for Leaving School.

It must be re-emphasised here that, in interviewing the principals, a different picture emerges in many cases. Evidence was produced indicating that two of the early school leavers who claimed to have been expelled were not expelled by the school.  Brendan's father, as previously stated, had sent a letter to the school explaining that his son was leaving.  This happened in second year but Brendan maintained that he was expelled in the first week of his first year. In the second case, according to the school records, Gerard was suspended in October of the second-year but came back to school and then dropped out of the system two weeks later.  In the third case of alleged expulsion the school maintained that Robert left of his own accord after it was recommended to his parents that he should seek counseling.  Robert's mother, Joan, had no recollection of him having been expelled.  She felt that he had been in a lot of trouble in school and had left because she got him a job in a local shop. She hated going up to the school "I knew that when they sent for me it was trouble".  She "never went up to school for good news." When Robert left school she was "happy because the way things were going, I wasn't able to handle all the hassle either and he was causing a lot of problems."

In Mary's case the principal felt that home circumstances had a lot to do with her leaving. However, on reflection he considered that perhaps bullying was a bigger problem for Mary than he had realised. 

Frankie's principal was of the opinion that he left due to home difficulties. He was the child of  a single parent and this caused difficulties. Frankie lived at his grandmother's house. According to his grandmother, Frankie was good at school but "He kind of lost interest in it.  He was always telling me he wanted  to go out and work, he'd rather go to work than go to school."  She doesn't know what went wrong in school. She didn't visit the school much but her daughter (Frankie's mother) often went up. She "had no  problem" visiting the school.

Caroline and Melissa were felt to have left school early because of the influence of the traveller culture whereby young traveller girls leave school when they reach puberty. 

Whichever reason was given for leaving school it is clear from the interviews that all but three of the young people disliked school.  The exceptions were Caroline, Mary and Jennifer.  Sue said she "hated" post-primary and Margaret maintained that she was "frightened in post-primary". With few exceptions the young people professed, to some extent, to have liked primary school. Comments ranged from "primary wasn't bad but I never liked post-primary apart from the first few days when people were nice to me" (Melissa), and   ".. not too bad in primary - I liked it. It was a big change when I got to post-primary!" (John) to "I loved primary but things started to go wrong that third day in post-primary"(Frankie). Linda "got on really bad" at primary school.

Gerard liked primary school up until about third class when he started getting into trouble. His mother, Sarah, feels that he found schoolwork and homework very hard.  When he went to post-primary school Sarah thought "they would know what he would need.  From day one in post-primary school he was in trouble".  She was called up to the school "every second week".  She hated going up to the school.  "They would sit me down and not listen to me.  They would say 'Gerard is this and Gerard is that' and 'we have given him a chance and now he has done this and he has done that'. There was no such thing as 'we think Gerard needs this bit of help.  We will put Gerard in such a class and give him this help'.  It was just 'he's bold, he's disruptive, he's doing this, he's doing that'. In other words 'you are not doing anything about it'."
In March 1999 the Irish Times published a table of the most important reasons for early school leaving according to a survey of 239 principal teachers.  The table is reproduced below (fig. 3). It shows the percentage of principals who cited each reason.


Figure 3.
Most Important Reasons for Early School Leaving. 

It is noticeable that home circumstances in the form of personal or family problems and a lack of parental interest feature very prominently.  When discussing individual cases in this research with principals a majority of individuals were said to have dropped out due to home circumstances or that home circumstances were a major contributory factor.

A similar trend was evident in the responses of the principals to the following question (Principals are identified by letters)

What are the most important reasons why pupils drop out before Junior Certificate?

Principal W
Lack of motivation




Home situation

Principal  X
Family attitudes and expectations




Availability of jobs and the need to bring money in to the house




Not liking school, mitching

Not being able to cope with school

Principal  Y
Family tradition




Availability of Training Workshop




The lack of relevance of parts of the Junior Certificate
Principal Z
Home reasons




Social Reasons




Discipline of School: attendance, punctuality etc.

As can be seen in each of the responses, family attitudes, home situation, home reasons and family tradition feature very prominently.  The reasons are not listed according to ranking but are listed in the order in which they were given by the principals. As can be seen from the above, the first responses, from each principal, referred to reasons intrinsic to the individual or the home. 

Boldt (1994) noted that in general school factors were not considered to be important reasons in early school leaving according to school personnel.  This attitude also came through in the report of the Department of Education and Employment (1996) where, in the case of poor attendance, factors outside of the school's control were deemed to be primary determinants.  Other reasons cited by the four principals interviewed did, however, include school factors such as not being able to cope with school, not liking school, the lack of relevance of parts of  the Junior Certificate and the discipline required in attending school.  Interestingly, one of the principals suggested that the availability of  Training Workshop type programmes, where students are paid to attend, is also a factor. He felt that if the Training Workshop wasn't available then many of these students would stay on in school. This is an interesting perspective. On the other hand, all of the early school leavers, who were attending or had attended Training Workshops, spoke highly of their experience there. In particular they were very positive about the nature and relevance of the work and the attitude of staff.  Boldt (1997) found similar positive responses with regard to training programmes.
8
About School

Perhaps a clearer picture of why pupils leave school early emerges by looking in more detail at some of their experiences and their thoughts about school in general.  

8.1
School Subjects:

The young people interviewed were asked which subjects they liked and which subjects they disliked in school (fig. 4).  The subject which was cited most frequently by the early leavers as being a subject they liked was English.  Over half of those interviewed liked English. Art and P.E. were each liked by six interviewees followed by Woodwork which was liked by five. Two girls who had not had the opportunity to do Woodwork in school were enjoying it in a Training Workshop.

Figure 4:
Subjects Liked and Disliked at School by Early School Leavers

All of the principals felt that practical subjects such as woodwork, art and metalwork would be the best liked subjects.  One principal felt that English would be liked in his school because of new computers being used recently in that subject. However, that would not account for the high rating for English among the early school leavers interviewed because many did not go to that school and those who did went there before these new computers were introduced. Practical subjects namely Art, Woodwork and PE did feature prominently as subjects liked.  

Two principals made very similar observations to the effect that a crucial factor in determining which subjects were liked was whether the student got on with the teacher teaching it.  Some teachers were able to relate well to pupils and some were not. These two principals would maintain that the same argument holds in the case of those subjects which students do not like.  As one of the principals put it "they do not like those subjects which have teachers teaching them who have problems dealing with these pupils".  

The school leavers themselves showed a dislike for Maths, Irish and French in that order. It is not suggested that these three subjects have 'teachers teaching them who have problems dealing with these pupils'.  Rather it appears from the general tenor of the responses that many of the pupils simply find these subjects very difficult, in particular Maths and Irish.  Some pupils mentioned that they had been exempted from doing Irish.  Interestingly, one of the principals felt that Maths would not be a problem area because there were three levels offered in the Junior Certificate.  This was not a view shared by many of his past pupils who were interviewed.

8.2
Relationship with Teachers and Principal:

As can be seen from Figure 5 the early school leavers had mixed views about how they got on with teachers.  These views were almost exactly reflected in the responses from the principals when they were asked 'How do these pupils generally get on with teachers?'


Figure 5:
How The Early School Leavers Felt They Got On With Teachers Generally

A divergence of opinion, however, arises when the principals were asked "How do these pupils get on with you?"  Answers included, "no problem", "reasonably well", "they do" and "get on great".  Whereas, as can be seen from the following (fig. 6), the majority of the early school leavers interviewed would maintain that they did not get on with the principal.


Figure 6:
Did Early School Leavers Get on With The Principal.

8.3
Characteristics of Favourite Teachers

As will be noted from Figure 5 four of the early school leavers said that they did not get on with teachers. However, when asked about the characteristics of favourite or best teachers and teachers they got on with they were all able to come up with a list of favourable traits.  The power of the responses to this question, and some subsequent related questions, warrants a more extensive inclusion of the actual words spoken by the respondents.

Mary

"..nice,… would talk to you,.. you could talk to her about

 anything"

Henry

"He'd help you an awful lot.  He'd always show you and teach

 you.  If you found something, a word say, hard he'd show you

 how to break it up.  Small things like that which helped."

Sue

"He'd sit down and talk to you, he'd come around and talk to us

 all.  I don't mean you could mess around or anything like that 

 but he'd be nice."

Margaret
"friendly …. I could trust her"
Brendan 
"If you were stuck with a problem he'd help you, not like any of 

the others. He’d come down and talk to you about it and he'd help you out with it."
Frankie
"She explained things and she would spend time with you

 making sure you understand properly."

Linda

"..used to come over to me, and they used to help me out with

 things I didn't know-it was really nice."

James

"..used to sit down and talk to me about what trouble I got into

 and all that. He was sound to talk to."
Gerard
"They were the only teachers who liked me.  They wouldn't 

blame me for any thing I didn't do. They'd find out first."

Caroline
"She was perfect, if you were in trouble you just had to talk to

 her and she listened."

Paul
"..often talked to me.  She was very very nice, very supportive.  She tried to help." and  "He took the time to explain things."
For the sake of easier analysis a table (fig. 7) has been compiled of the characteristics of favourite teachers mentioned by the early school leavers.  What comes out loud and clear from this table is the fact that these young people liked teachers who simply talked to them and helped them by explaining things. They liked teachers that the students could talk to and who would listen to them. The importance of effective two way channels of communication between teachers and pupils is highlighted in these responses. These teachers were variously described as "nice", "friendly" and "sound".

Figure 7:
Characteristics of Favourite Teachers Identified By Early School Leavers 

Most of the principals, for their part, would share the young people's opinion of what characterises a favourite teacher.  They felt that these pupils would most like a teacher who "shows interest", "is fair", "takes time to listen" and "who shows tolerance and compassion".  One principal felt that what these pupils really liked was discipline, they are "crying out for discipline and respect it if they get it". The same principal also felt that a good teacher should be "fair, have a good understanding of the pupils backgrounds and have realistic expectations of pupils".  Other characteristics of good teachers cited by the principals included "shows a real interest, is willing to get to know the pupils and has lessons well prepared", "explains things and teaches at the pupils level".   And as one principal put it "a teacher who has sympathy, empathy, compassion and respect for pupils".  It is a striking feature of this research that there is such accord between the views of the early school leavers and the views of the principals with respect to the characteristics of good teachers. If education is about communication, and communication is about relationships then the characteristics as outlined by young leavers and principals would appear to be vital prerequisites for any teacher engaged in the education of these young people.  The ability to communicate effectively with these young people is acknowledged by all. These are the skills which are held in highest regard by the young people and the principals alike.

8.4
Characteristics of Least Liked Teachers.

When one looks at the characteristics of the least liked teachers (fig. 8) there is also a fair degree of agreement between early school leavers and principals.


Figure 8:
Characteristics of Least Liked Teachers Identified by Early School Leavers. 

Some of the following quotes from early school leavers will serve to highlight the range of problems which these young people encountered with these teachers.  In general they could think of a wide range of characteristics for teachers who they didn't get on with. However, many of the descriptors pointed in the same direction e.g. "cranky", "picked on me", "gave out".

Robert

"I got on well with a few of the teachers, you know, but there

was some other teachers I had a real hard time with, you know.

There was one teacher if anything went wrong in his classroom, no matter who done it, he just blamed me for it; he'd just say it was me without asking anybody, he'd just blame me and that was it, like.  You know."

Frankie
"If I was asking the teacher to help me then he’d be like ‘oh you are too slow, you are too slow, are you stupid?’  and ‘I can't be holding up the whole class for you.' "

James
"You can make a drawing and she'd come down and scribble all over it - drive me mad!  She'd make different changes scribble on it - you know when you'd like to do something yourself."

Gerard
"They'd come in and you'd say 'I couldn't do my homework last night because...'  they'd say 'That's it!  You are on detention!  Get out of my class!'  They wouldn't even listen; wouldn't even help you." 

Mark
"..didn’t like teachers who were too smart….. giving you a smart answer back’

John

"..didn’t like teacher who gave out to everyone"
The principals felt that these students wouldn't like "dogmatic teachers", "teachers who don't praise them enough", and "bullies who don't listen".  One principal made the observation that these pupils would often use the expression " doesn't like me" when what they really mean is " doesn't respect me". Certainly, when one sees the words " hit me", " picked on me" etc. 'respect' does seem to be an absent quality.  Respect for students has been identified as a characteristic of teachers who have worked successfully with similar early school leavers (Boldt, 1998). Mark's reference to "smart" teachers is not a reference to their intellectual ability but rather to their use of sarcasm and inappropriate humour.

9
Memories of School

9.1
Worst Memories

The young people interviewed were asked what their worst memory of school was (Fig. 9).  Teachers are top of the list, with eight direct mentions if one includes a reference to a principal and a " beating from a teacher".  Bullying and homework each bring back unpleasant memories for two students.  Only Jennifer said that she had no worst memory of school or that there was anything she disliked about school.  For her, school was a very pleasant and enjoyable experience.

In relation to homework some interesting opinions were forthcoming from the early school leavers:

Henry
"There was too much homework. I wasn't able to handle it.  Half of them didn't even explain.  Well they’d give out to you the following morning and they’d say 'why didn't you do it?' but sure if they didn't explain what I had to do how was I supposed to know what to do?" 

"You weren't allowed to give back answers to teachers. If I had a chance of telling them I would have said 'well you never told me what to do’, you know."  

Frankie
"The second year didn't go so good at all really because I was starting to meet different teachers, and they would give us an awful lot of homework...  And you’d come home and you’d be spending two or three hours at it, and it's hard to get everything done because they’d be giving you so much and you’ve nine subjects to try and get through during the day, and sometimes I wouldn't get it all done and I’d be getting into hassle over that.  Then I just lost interest and I just couldn't be bothered trying any more because I was tired listening to them."

Linda

"It was difficult, and it wasn’t corrected"

Other interviewees didn't seem to have as much difficulty with homework. In James' case he had no problem with homework because he simply didn't do it!

   

Figure 9:
Early School Leavers Worst Memories of School.

Principals, when asked what they thought early school leavers disliked about school tended to concentrate on school structures and discipline.  One felt that these pupils "never came to terms with the structures".  The timetable, the system, discipline, length of day and having to behave were aspects of school life which were felt to be problems for these pupils. Henry's mother felt that being in a special class and having to line up in the school yard in a 'special line' away from his friends and singled out as "dull" was "very degrading for any little lad". "They were able to read and write better, but they had no talent as far as music was concerned. Henry could pick up a guitar and loose them."
9.2
Best Memories of School.

Figure 10 shows the young leavers' best memories of school.  Some gave more than one best memory.  Six said that friends were their best memory of school.  Sport also features prominently.  Three of the girls mentioned teachers in their best memories but Sue was quite emphatic that she had no best memory of school at all.

Only one principal mentioned friends as being among the things that these pupils would like best about school.  P.E. and games were felt by three of the principals to be the most liked aspects of school life, followed by practical subjects and computers.  Computers were not mentioned by the early school leavers, although, a number of them who had subsequently used computers in Training Workshops mentioned that they really enjoyed the computer work.

Interestingly, Figure 10 doesn't include any curricular areas at all, apart from sport, and many of the pupils who mentioned sport seemed to have a definition of sport which was broader than just organised P.E.  There appears to be a gulf between what these pupils actually liked best in school and what the principals think they like best.


Figure 10:
Early School Leavers Best Memories of School.

10
Behaviour

The early school leavers were asked  "What sort of a pupil were you, behaviour wise?" Their responses together with those of the principal are given below.

Pupil view




Principal’s view





Mary

‘well behaved’




good pupil but unhappy 

John

‘not too bad, fidgety. Good’


no problem
Jennifer
‘grand, quiet, shy’





Mark

‘fighter, messer, smoked’


intermittent behaviour – 

fly off the handle

Brendan
 ‘good at the work……mess’


very moody
Paul

‘5 out of 10 for behaviour


missed a lot
Gerard
‘very troublesome’



very very difficult
Caroline
‘O.K., never got into trouble’


very nice girl
Henry

‘never in trouble’



grand young lad
Frankie
‘quiet’





quite a nice young lad
Margaret
‘average, ..a very good student’

never serious problem –

average

Melissa
‘they thought I was troublesome, 

hard to handle

 but I wasn’t’

Robert

‘one of the regular ones’


awkward, fairly mixed up
Sue

‘trouble’




couldn’t take discipline
James

‘not a good one’



Disruptive, no interest in 

school

Linda

‘really bad’




had a nice side but

aggressive and extremely troublesome at times
There is a high degree of correspondence between the pupils' view of their behaviour and the principals' view. The only cases where there seems to be a difference of opinion is for Robert and to a lesser extent Brendan. Robert thought he was a "regular pupil" but the principal described him as "awkward, mixed up" and involved in a lot of "bullying". Brendan admitted that he "messed" but the principal would describe it more as "very moody".

11
School Rules and Sanctions.

Most of the early school leavers interviewed seem to have had no great difficulty with school rules.  However, three mentioned that not being allowed to smoke was a problem and two had difficulty with punctuality.  All but four of the young people had some problems with attendance.  Nine out of the sixteen felt that they missed quite a lot of school.

Ten respondents admitted to having mitched from school at one time or another.  Three did so on their own whilst the other seven did so with friends.  Only two out of the ten say that they were never caught mitching. 

Various punishments ensued for mitching.  Interestingly, three of the individuals were suspended for mitching.  In each case this seems to have been counter-productive as the suspension was seen as a welcome break from school. 

Nine of the early school leavers had been suspended from school on at least one occasion. The main reasons they gave for such suspensions are listed in Figure 11.  As can be seen from the table, as well as the three who were suspended for mitching, there was one who was suspended for missing school.  The other main reasons seem to have been for fighting and for being involved in trouble.




Figure 11:
The Main Reasons Given by Early School Leavers for Being Suspended.

One principal said that suspensions were extremely rare.  In that school, it had occurred only once in the past 16 years.  The other three principals saw suspension as something that would be used as a last resort and which would only be effective if it resulted in the parents working with the school to resolve the problem. One of its strengths was in involving parents. However, if parents weren’t interested the school had "played its last card".

Typical reasons for suspension would be "verbal abuse or threatening gestures to teachers, causing damage to school property and continuous misbehaviour."  One principal said that pupils who were involved in fighting would always be suspended.  None of the principals mentioned that pupils would be suspended for absenteeism or mitching.  The principals felt that by and large pupils didn't like suspension.  This contrasts sharply with the early school leavers' opinions of suspension.  Seven of them didn't mind suspension at all, one said "it suited" and another one described it as "a holiday".  Caroline when asked what she thought of the suspension said she was "surprised" but she didn't say that she disliked it.  As previously noted, in Caroline's case, the suspension appears to have been one of the main reasons why she dropped out of school. She seems to have acquired a liking for staying at home whilst on suspension. Two of Caroline's older sisters had dropped out of the school early.  This suspension seems to have had the effect of pushing Caroline in the same direction.  Up until her suspension Caroline was doing well in school.  Perhaps if she had not been suspended she may have stayed in school, until her Junior Certificate at least.

As regards expulsion one principal said that it had never been used in the school.  The other three principals said that it was an extremely rare occurrence.  In one school nobody had been expelled for over three years and in another only once in 16 years. However one principal did say there was a distinction between expelling a pupil and telling him/her to leave. In some cases where a pupil was getting no good out of school they might be advised to leave.

12
About Leaving

For some of the early school leavers there was one episode that was the final straw and resulted in them dropping out. In Sue's case it was "one bad day" when she had a flare up with a teacher. For Linda it was a confrontation with the principal. These final straws appear, however, to have been as a result of  'behaviour time bombs' ticking away and bound to explode sooner or later if no solution was found. For the majority of the pupils the leaving was less dramatic and as a result of a number of experiences.

Frankie
"I went back for a day or two (after suspension) and every class I had the vice principal used to call in for me… and say ‘oh Fitzgerald (not real name) is here, is he?’ and all these smart comments. It was embarrassing at the time and all my friends laughing at me and all this."

The early school leavers were asked if they thought the school wanted them to stay (fig. 12). Only five out of the sixteen thought that the school definitely did. Six were clearly of the opinion that the school wanted them to leave. This was verified by the principals in three of the cases.


Figure 12:
Early School Leavers' Opinions on Whether the School Wanted Them to Stay

Three principals stated that in particular cases they didn’t want a pupil to stay. Reasons were mostly because of the school's inability to deal with the pupil in question. "so little you could do with him" (Robert's Principal). James' principal thought that leaving and going to a Training Workshop was the "wisest thing for him to do". This is a view also expressed in a longitudinal study of the post-school experiences of early school leavers in Dublin, Dundalk, Edenderry and Kilkenny.

"Some students might be better off leaving school early, when

 they do so to avail of specific employment or training opportunities"








(Boldt, 1997)

13
After Leaving

As can be seen from Figure 13 in the majority of cases the young people who left school early were not followed up on by the school. No one from the school called to the house to enquire why they had left or to try to persuade them to return. Jennifer, Mary and Frankie were the exceptions. In Frankie's case the school tried to get him to return to play on one of the school's sports teams. John was sent a letter from the school and Paul's parents were contacted by phone. For the remaining eleven, apparently, no contact was made.

Figure 13:
Did Anyone from School Call to Your House After You Left?

The principals interviewed stated that it was often difficult to follow up on pupils. ‘If we had an official home school liaison person it could solve a lot of the problems’ One principal stated that where the "pattern of school leaving is clear" the school didn’t follow up. Two principals said in instances of early school leaving they would contact the local Training Workshop.

Figure 14 would tend to indicate that there is some breakdown in communication between the schools and outside agencies with responsibility for post school provision. Of the sixteen early school leavers, thirteen were contacted by no one. Sue was visited by the Garda attendance officer and two other pupils were contacted by a Training Workshop. Some others had contacted Training Workshops themselves or had been put in touch with a Training Workshop by the school principal. Paul had a "letter for FÁS" from the school principal. None of the leavers had any recollection of having been contacted by FÁS. This is despite the assertion by one principal that FÁS send forms to the school annually to be returned with the names of those who have left school.

McSorley (1997) found a similar situation in Clondalkin:

 "The idea is that schools refer early leavers to FÁS, which refers them 

  on to a Training Workshop. However, none of the early leavers interviewed 

  for the present study had been referred through this channel"


Figure 14:
Did anyone else, such as FÁS, Training Workshop (T/W'shop), Garda Attendance Officer or Social Worker contact you after you left?

Most of the early leavers (fig.15) had no idea what they were going to do after school. The overriding desire to leave school took precedence over any thoughts of providing for the future. Only John and Henry had a clear idea of finding work. John had a job lined up with a painter and decorator and Henry soon took the boat to England to find work there. Three left to go to a Training Workshop. Another interviewee thought that when he left he would go to a Training Workshop but soon discovered he was too young to be accepted. 


Figure 15    Did You Know What You Were Going To Do When You Left School?

14
Since Leaving School

Eleven of the early school leavers regret not having done their Junior Certificate (fig. 16). One respondent regretted not getting some recognised qualification. Many of them find that without a qualification they are very limited in work opportunities. Frankie's views on this would be typical of many of the responses.

Frankie
"I should have stayed in school, I know I should have.  If I had stayed it would have broadened my options, like.  I’d have a lot more choice than I have now." 

Three of the Early School Leavers had no regrets about leaving school.


Figure 16
Have You Any Regrets about Leaving School?

In most of the cases the principals felt that the leavers had the potential to do alright in their Junior Certificate. A number would have got "good" Junior Certs. and some would have "barely passed". Three were felt to have had "poor" prospects.

With the benefit of hindsight ten out of the sixteen leavers were sorry that they had dropped out of school early. The reason for this was clearly linked to the lack of a qualification. Although in no case was the regret at dropping out early matched with any desire to return to formal education.

Figure 17 gives a break down of what the early leavers were doing at the time of interview. As can be seen only three were in full time employment, John, Mary and Henry. Significantly, John and Henry were the only two who had the clear objective of getting work when they left school (see fig. 15). 

Figure 17
What the Early School Leavers are Doing Now.

There is a known correlation between leaving school without qualifications and failing to get employment. Having a school qualification is seen as a key requirement in enabling these young people to compete for available work ( NESF, 1997). However, this assumes that these young people want to compete for work. In the sample of early school leavers interviewed a surprisingly high percentage, 25%, expressed no ambition whatsoever to find employment (fig.18). Many of the others had ambitions which were unlikely to be fulfilled if they stayed on the same course in life. Only John and Mary were in a progression which seemed to hold realistic possibilities for them to achieve their objective. On the most part, for the others, their ambition was vaguely aspirational and not backed by a course of action or a sense of purpose necessary to achieve a successful realisation.


Figure 18
The Ambitions of The Early School Leavers.

On Reflection

15.1
Principals' Views

Principals were asked what could have been done to make the early school leavers stay in school. In a number of cases it was felt that the problem was outside of the school's control because of difficulties or lack of support from home. 'When there are home difficulties what can you do?" and "more support was needed from the mother" were two responses. In other cases the principal felt that nothing could have been done. Gerard's principal replied "Nothing - we would have written him off as a lost cause". James' principal felt that the only thing that would have made him stay in school was if he had been allowed to "do what he liked " but the school system wasn't flexible enough for that. He would have needed a "special program all of his own". A need for special programmes or the Leaving Certificate Applied, if it had been available at the time, was acknowledged in a number of cases.

It was clear in the responses from the principals that whilst they were concerned about each individual, in many instances, they felt the school was powerless to take any meaningful steps to prevent early school leaving. In some cases they were glad that individuals had left. 

When principals were asked if they were proactive or reactive in their approach to these pupils the immediate reaction was that they were proactive although on reflection three felt that perhaps there was a mixture of proactive and reactive strategies employed.

15.2
Parents' Views

Gerard's mother, Sarah (not real name), had strong views on his educational experience:

"Teachers should sit down and listen to the parent, because no one knows the child better than the parent and you know going up to those meetings you never get a chance to explain to them what your child needs.  They just label them as disruptive and say 'get them out of here as soon as you can'."

She felt Gerard needed to be put in a smaller class with a teacher who knew exactly how to deal with "a teenager who thinks he is stupid" "He's at the stage now that he's been told he’s stupid so often that he believes it himself. He's brilliant with kids, you know small kids, and brilliant with animals."

Paul's mother, Pam (not real name), was very complimentary to the school in its attempt to cater for Paul. The school asked for the report card from his previous school in the States but they had never heard of ADHD. The school contacted Pam and her husband in the States about Paul’s absenteeism. When she came back they were "very nice and very supportive". However, "if they had put him in the correct year and given him some extra help the way they did in the (States)" she feels it would have been a great help. Also, she feels there is a big difference between the system here and in The USA. In the States "they cater more to the child. Here you do what you are told and that’s it’
Paul’s father added "It’s as clear as daylight, they’re catering for the brighter pupils and not catering for the likes of Paul"

15.3
The Last Word from the School Leavers

The early school leavers were asked what could have been done to make school better for them. This elicited some of the most poignant replies and a number have been reproduced below.

Frankie
"Just for the teachers to understand that I was trying as hard as I could.  They just didn't appreciate it."

Melissa
"Tell them to stop giving out to people and putting them out on corridors  & asking them ‘Why are you not in school?’ in front of everyone."

Linda
"They could have teached me, they just left me sitting there, they never bothered.  Instead of asking the whole class things they could have asked me that I know something, they never did, they never bothered with anything."

"make teachers nicer….. go back over the things with you, and not just go on to other pages"


Brendan
"if they would help me out"
Gerard
"help for weaker pupils"
Henry
 
"teachers to explain things

…  less homework"

James
"teachers that would listen to you….. you know when you don’t understand a thing but you’re too embarrassed to say and you say it later"

Sue

"if they took time to talk to pupils ……

they should all learn communication skills."

All of the replies related to teachers. The same themes came through as were evident in the interviewees perception of 'best teachers'. Things would be a lot better for them if teachers were understanding, kind, considerate, helpful, listened and explained and as Sue put it had "communication skills". The findings bear similarities to the views of inner city early school leavers (Boldt, 1994). Their advice for teachers was that they needed to be more understanding of their pupils, give them attention and help them to learn.

There are many definitions of special educational needs but perhaps the one which best applies to the above pupils is Solity's (1991)



"children that teachers experience difficulty in teaching"

This definition clearly acknowledges the key role of teachers in the special educational needs of pupils. How teachers teach can affect whether pupils have special needs or not. And implicit in teaching is communication. This is a crucial element which many of these young people, for all of their difficulties within the school system, were able to clearly identify as being missing.

16
Conclusions.

The conclusions reached below relate to the group surveyed. It is not possible to generalise the findings to the whole population of early school leavers or potential early school leavers. None the less, the findings and conclusions may be indicative of the general situation and circumstances which result in early school leaving. 

16.1
Meeting Students' Needs.

· Most of the early school leavers could be described as having special educational needs. They have learning difficulties and/or emotional and behavioural difficulties. It is widely accepted (Westwood, Tilstone et al.) that special educational needs do not lie solely within the pupil but are rather as a consequence of the interaction between the pupil and his environment, including school. The school has a significant role to play in alleviating the special needs of pupils. This can be done for example through adaptation of teaching methods to learning styles, and adaptation of curriculum and resources. The maxim is

'if they do not learn the way we teach,

then we must teach the way they learn'

This emphasis on the individual needs of each pupil is not reflected in the school experiences of most of the early school leavers. There is a gap between the philosophy, the policy and the implementation of a whole school approach to meeting the special needs of potential early school leavers.

· Some of the early school leavers interviewed would be extremely difficult for anyone to teach.  From what they have said, from what the principals have said and, in some cases, from comments made by parents it is clear that at least five of the interviewees displayed severe behavioural difficulties in school. Another three or four displayed milder forms of  behavioural difficulties at some time or other.  Pupils with behavioural difficulties are amongst the most difficult that teachers have to teach.  However, the special educational needs of these pupils do need to be catered for. A school regime which is reactive rather than proactive, which has a system of discipline designed to catch and punish offenders, will inevitably drive many of these pupils away from school.

16.2
Reasons for Early School Leaving.

· Any one factor alone is rarely attributable as the sole cause of early school leaving. Some of the pupils with behavioural problems also had learning difficulties, others had home circumstances which made it difficult for them to continue with school. However, in two of the cases of early school leaving one factor in particular can be identified as having been a major influence on the decision to leave. One young person left because of being pregnant and another because she was bullied. Two of the young people, who didn't like school, left to get jobs and at least two left because they just couldn't cope with school. For a few of the young people the quantity and difficulty of homework was a major concern.

· Most early school leavers can be identified as 'at risk' long before they leave. At least four of the early school leavers came from families or traditions where leaving school early is common. These pupils plus those who mitch or miss a lot of school, who are in constant trouble in school and/or are suspended are at a high level of risk of early school leaving.

· The sanctions applied in cases of breach of school discipline appear to have been counterproductive in some instances. In particular, the use of suspension is inappropriate for many of these young people. They don't mind being suspended. For some of them it suits them very well to be suspended. For pupils who mitch, miss days or who come from families with a history of early school leaving suspension is highly inappropriate as it is likely to lead to them dropping out of school earlier than might otherwise have been the case. Suspension for these pupils is counterproductive and only serves to drive them from school. If sanctions must be used then more thought needs to be put into their application. There is a great need to match the sanction to the pupil and not just to the misdemeanor. A sanction which is appropriate for one pupil may be wholly unsuited to another.

· Most of the pupils liked primary school. For many, the problems began when they entered post-primary school.

16.3
Principals' and Students' Perceptions

· The principals see home factors as major determinants of early school leaving.  In the pupils' opinion, on the other hand, school factors and in particular teachers' attitudes are seen as major factors in their early school leaving. The majority of early school leavers have had very unhappy experiences of post-primary education.

· There appears to be gulf between what these pupils actually liked about school and what the principals thought they liked. For many of the young people friends were the best memory of school. However, only one of the principals mentioned friends as an aspect of school which these pupils liked most. Principals referred mostly to curricular areas when suggesting what these students most liked about school. The young people themselves did not include curricular areas among their best memories. They did mention sport but this seemed to have a broader definition than just organised P.E.

· There is a high correlation and consensus between principals and early school leavers on what qualities a teacher should have to enable them to work successfully with these pupils. Good teachers must be able to communicate with these pupils, be able to talk to them, to listen to them, help them and show them respect. It appears however that these pupils have only encountered a few teachers with the above qualities. More often than not encounters with teachers have been more confrontational than communicational. There are sufficient examples of teachers who were able to communicate effectively, even with the most troublesome of pupils, to give hope that others can learn to do so.

· There were subjects which the early school leavers did like in school. These were mostly of the practical type, woodwork, art and P.E. but English also is liked by many of the respondents. Many of the early school leavers had difficulty with Maths and Irish. Others had difficulties with subjects which were taught by teachers with whom they did not have a good relationship.

· While principals thought they got on well with the young people in the survey, that was often not the view of the young people themselves.

16.4
Parents

· Links between home and school are very poorly developed. Parents of potential early school leavers are in general only called to the school when their child is in trouble. In many cases they do not feel that their views are valued. The role of parents in working with the school as outlined in The White Paper has not been realised yet. Schools tend to see parents as partners in enforcing school discipline rather than partners in helping to meet the pupils' special needs.

'Each school will be responsible for presenting in its school plan its policy on student assessment. This policy will provide for the identification of students with special needs and will describe the school's proposals for helping them, with the co-operation of parents'
Charting our Educational Future, (1995) 

16.5
Managed Progression

· For most of the young people interviewed, early school leaving was essentially a case of 'dropping out' rather than a progression in their lives. The majority left school with no clear idea of what they were going to do. They appear to have received little guidance from the school to prepare them for leaving. In only a small number of cases were they put in contact with the local Training Workshop.

· Schools on the whole are not following up on early school leavers. There is no one in school with responsibility for this. Follow up where it occurs is on an ad hoc basis and in one instance was related to the school's desire to have the pupil play for the school team. Where pupils are less valued or where they have been troublesome follow up is unlikely to occur. Indeed, when disruptive pupils leave school early it often comes as a relief to the schools. Some pupils are encouraged to leave by principals.

· Links between school and outside agencies are also on an ad hoc basis. Training Workshops are contacted about some pupils and in one school it was mentioned that FÁS forms are completed for leavers each year. However, there appears to be no co-ordinated interagency approach to following up on early school leavers.

· Most early school leavers had no clear idea of what they were going to do after leaving school. Only a few are in full time employment at present. Even in these times of the 'Celtic Tiger' economy many of them have difficulty gaining or keeping full time work. A high number are doing nothing at all. The career prospects for many of these young people are extremely bleak. They all lack the key requirement necessary to compete for available work, namely, a school qualification. It is a matter of some concern that four of them have no ambition to find employment at all and many of the others have ambitions which are unlikely to be fulfilled if they stay on the same course in life. It appears that it is not early school leaving per se which contributes to unemployment but the lack of ambition and motivation in many of these young people.

· Most of the early school leavers very much regret that they did not get the Junior Certificate or some other certification that would have given them better opportunities in the workplace and in life generally. However, the majority would not contemplate going back to school even if that option was still open to them.

16.6
Finally

The job of post-primary schools in catering for many of these pupils is not an easy one. There are already huge demands made of schools in all areas with inadequate human and physical resources available to meet these demands. If these pupils are to be appropriately catered for then it will not only require a change in mindsets and policies but also a matching of commitment with adequate resources.

In the course of the interviews it became clear to the interviewer that not alone was the exercise valuable in gaining an insight into the experiences of early school leavers but that it also served a different function for some of the interviewees. It appeared to be the first time for some of them that anyone, outside of close family members, had listened to their story. The opportunity to tell their side of the story, to get it off their chest, seemed to serve a therapeutic function for these young people. There was a palpable air of relief when they finally told the story as they saw it. 

In the world of business, feedback from customers is crucial to any organisation that wishes to improve its service or product and to ensure that it continues to meet the needs of those customers. It seems that the major source of feedback that the education system values is examination results. These may be an accurate barometer of success for the majority of students but are hardly suited to gauging whether we have successfully met the special needs of the few. They need to be listened to and catered for as well.
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Appendix 1

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL.

The following questions are intended to give a coherent structure to the interview and a point of cross referencing. They are formal in nature but will be amended according to individual circumstances.

Pre Interview.

Explain the purpose of the interview. Assure of confidentiality. Explain the reason for taping interview.

Also explain that the typed questions are so that I don’t forget to ask something. There are no right or wrong answers.  The important thing is that you tell your story.

· Find out what the young person is interested in. About home, brothers, sisters, family, pets, hobbies, pastimes etc.

(A)
ABOUT SELF IN SCHOOL.

What did you like at school?

What were you good at?

What activities did you take part in?

What did you not like?

What were you not so good at?

What were you good at out of school?

Did the school know you were good at this?

Did you get any recognition from the school for this?

Would you have liked to do more of anything in school?

What would you have liked to do less of in school?

Had you many friends in school?

Who did you pal around with?

What did you get up to together?

How did you get on with the teachers?

How did you get on with the principal?

Had you a favourite teacher? Why?

Who did you not like? Why?

What is the worst thing about school?

What is the best thing about school?

What would be needed to make school better for you?

Did you ever like school?
When?



Why did your attitude change?

When did school start to go wrong for you?

(B)
ABOUT BEHAVIOUR AND ATTITUDES.

Were you good at your school work?

What did you think of the school work?
Why?

Did you try your best?

Did you do homework?

What did you think of the homework?

Did you get help with this?

Did you ever get into trouble in school?

Whose fault do you think it was?

Did you get punished in school?  What was the punishment? 

Did you deserve it?

Was the punishment fair?

What punishment would have been fair?

Were you ever suspended?

For what?

Did you expect to get suspended? Had you been warned before?

How were you told about the suspension? In person. By letter?

How long were you suspended for?

What happened to let you return to school?

Which school rules were most difficult to keep?
Why?

When you were in trouble in school who normally dealt with you?

Did anyone try to help you?

How did they help?
How could they have helped?

Did you miss much school?
Why?


Did you give another excuse for missing school? 
What excuse?

Did anyone from the school contact you at home?

Did you ever ‘sling’ from school?
Often?

Were you on your own?

Did you get caught?

What happened?

Did the Garda Attendance Officer ever visit your home?

When you were missing from school did you ever get into trouble?

Did your parents visit the school?
How often?
What for?

How did they feel about visiting the school?

Were your parents concerned about how you were doing at school?

Did you tell them what was happening?

(C)
ABOUT LEAVING

When did you leave school?

Why did you leave?

Was there one thing that caused it?

At the time did you know you wouldn’t go back?

Did your school know you were going to leave?

Did your parents know you were leaving?

Was there anyone whom you could have talked to about leaving? Anyone you trusted?

Did you talk to anyone about it?

Did any of your friends persuade you to leave?

Did anyone leave with you?

Did anyone try to stop you leaving?

Do you think the school wanted you to stay?

What kind of advice did you receive?

What could have been done to stop you?

Had you any idea what you were going to do after leaving school?

(D)
AFTER LEAVING.

How did you feel when you left school?

Do you ever feel sorry that you left?

Do you feel better since you left?

Did your life improve when you left?
How?

Is there anything you miss about school?

Did anyone from school come to see you or your parents after you left?

Did anyone try to get you to go back?

Did you get any good advice from anyone?

Did anyone from Fás contact you?

Did anyone else contact you?

What have you been doing since you left school?

Would you ever like to go back to a school?

Where?
Why?

What would you like to learn?

What would you like to be?

Finally

What is your best memory of school?

What is your worst memory of school?

How would you rate yourself at Reading?
At maths?

Do you think you could have passed any of the Junior Cert subjects?

Have you any regrets?


What are your ambitions in life?

Is there anything else, I’ve not asked about, that you would like to tell me?

Appendix 2

General Questions for Principals.

What are the most important reasons why pupils drop out before Junior Cert?

Does the school actively try to stop pupils dropping out?

How?

Are ‘at risk’ pupils identified?

Are there special programmes in operation for those who have difficulty academically?

How are they working?

Which subjects do pupils have most difficulty with?

Are any measures taken to alleviate these problems?

Which subjects do they like best?

(For those pupils who dislike school) What is it, do you think, that they dislike most?

What do they like most about school?

How do these pupils get on with teachers generally?

How do they get on with you?

What do you think they like most about teachers?

What do you think they dislike most about teachers?

What would you consider to be the main attributes of a good teacher?

Does each group/class have a year head or some teacher to oversee them?

If so, what is this teachers brief?

What measures are taken to improve inappropriate behaviour in school?

Are they effective?

In your opinion are these measures pro-active or re-active?

Are pupils ever suspended?

What are pupils typically suspended for?

Is this an effective discipline measure?

What do pupils think of suspension?

Are pupils ever expelled?  What for?

Are pupils who drop out followed up on by the school?

How?

Are outside agencies such as Fás or Training Workshops contacted?

Re:
Individual Pupils

What sort of a pupil was…….?

Was ……….. troublesome?

Why do you think ……….left?

Did the school want ………. to stay?

Did ………… want to stay?

What could have been done to make ………..stay?

What were  ……….’s prospects in Junior Cert?
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