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Abstract

Pupils’school dropout could be defined as an early and final abandonment of school before graduation,
which prevents the pupil from registering in the following stage of education, losing in this way the
possibility of benefiting from a proper and higher education. The statistics show that, unfortunately, in
recent years school dropout rates have been increasing among secondary school pupils. The University of
Oradea and The Bihor County School Inspectorate, Romania, have implemented a project called “School.
My chance!” The aim of the project was to prevent and reduce the phenomenon of early school leaving
by 100 pupils. The pupils attended five schools in Avram lancu, Bogei, Carasau, Les and Suncuius, all
village in Bihor, Romania, and were identified with higher school dropout risks. This paper proposes to
present the partial results obtained at the end of the first period of the project implementation — the second
semester of the 2010 / 2011 school year. The sample was represented by those 100 pupils from the above
mentioned schools, who were included in Cognitive Therapy, implemented with the help of the project.
The method consisted of analysing and comparing the pupils’ school marks at the beginning and at the
end of the relevant period. The results proved that, after one school semester, the pupils’ marks remained
rather unchanged, but in a few specific cases (schools or school subjects) small progresses were made.
These results can, however, be seen as a significant success, because in education it is very difficult to
obtain some spectacular improvements in such a short time and the most important aim of our project
was to help those pupils to remain in the formal learning system so that that the positive conditions were
created for their personal development.
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Introduction

One of the most serious problems faced by the school in the Romanian society is a school
dropout. According to Cristina Neamfu (2003, p. 199), school dropout can be described as the
phenomenon of quitting school, that is, early leaving of the formal learning system, regardless
the level that has been achieved, before obtaining a qualification confirmed by a certificate,
which means the school stage that has been started is not finished. Those pupils who drop out
of school are not re-enrolled by their former educational institution and are not enrolled in
alternative schooling programmes either. As far as the legislation is concerned, school dropout
is an issue up to the 10" grade (that is, about the age of 16), which is the last year of compulsory
education in Romania. From an educational point of view, school dropout can occur at any age
and at any stage of schooling. Whichever the situation might be, school dropout creates the
premises for failure to achieve social integration, as it reduces significantly the individual’s
chances for self-fulfilment in legal activity fields (Chen, 2008, p. 210).
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Problem of Research

The causality of school absenteeism is extremely diverse and includes a number of factors,
out of which Mihaela Jigau (1998) mentions the socio-cultural, economic, psychological and
pedagogical ones. As far as the latter aspect is concerned, one of the most important predictors
of school dropout is massive school absenteeism (more than 80 hours per year). A transnational
study conducted in 2000 and published in 2005 (the YOUNG project, p. 59) shows that the
highest rate of school absenteeism was recorded in Denmark (24%), Austria was placed at the
middle of the list with 14%, while the lowest values were recorded in Belgium (9%) and in
Luxembourg (8%). The least punctual pupils are those from Finland and Sweden, while the
Austrians and Germans are the strictest ones about observing the school timetable. Nearly 56%
of the Italian pupils skip school with their parents’ consent, while Austrian pupils take again a
position in the middle of the list. The study also showed that in France school absenteeism
increases together with the pupils’ age, with values of 2% for those at the age of 13.7 for
those at the age of 17 and 9% for those at the age of 19. In Italy, the minimum of compulsory
school days is 200, and school attendance is mandatory in percentage of 50-70%. Finally, in
England, data for the 2001-2002 school year showed that the minimum of school absenteeism
rate was approximately 7.3%, with 5.9% for primary school and 8.7% for secondary school.
It is possible, of course, to have differences between official statistics and the real ones (the
reasons could be both objective and subjective) and thus question the above figures (Kempes
et. al., 2005).

Beyond the figures that express in absolute values the rate of school dropout, there
are two explanatory theories of this phenomenon that are worth mentioning (Kerbs et. al.,
2007). On the first hand, the traditional school’s viewpoint projects the entire “guilt” of early
school leaving on the pupil, invoking as possible causes their inadequate behaviour, moderate
school performance, their psychological state and level of intellectual development, as well as
unfavorable socio-economic parameters. According to Andrea Fabian (2006, p. 55), the simplest
explanatory mechanism starts from a pupil’s 1Q below the average, poor school performance,
associating with pupils that have similar psycho-educational profile, school dropout, as well as
delinquency. On the other hand, the second viewpoint is the exact opposite of the first one. It
“blames” school for the pupils’ failure, considering them “excluded”. The main reason seems to
berelated to the pupil’s negative school experiences, against a background of questionable quality
educational programmes, unsatisfactory relations with the other educational agents involved,
the pupil’s intellectual and emotional immaturity, which prevents them from understanding
the need to complete their studies and receive a certificate, and so on (Bartollar, 1997). It is
interesting to notice that the two theories exclude by no means each other, but, on the contrary,
they are complementary and can be found in the majority of schools that face school dropout.
The common point of these theories is given by the process of disengagement, regarded as the
phenomenon of mutual rejection between school and pupil. Thus, the pupil’s intellectual and
emotional interest in school gradually decreases, while on the side of school rejection develops
as a result of failure to produce positive educational experiences (Fullerton, 2010).

Research Focus

In order to reduce the phenomenon of disengagement and keep the pupils as long as
possible in the formal educational system, M. Kempes et al. (2005, p. 303) argue for a close
partnership between school, family and community. In order to support this point of view, the
University of Oradea and the Bihor County School Inspectorate, Romania, on 1% July 2010
started a two-year long project, called “School, My Chance”, co-financed by the European
Social Fund, through the Sectorial Operational Programme Human Resources Development
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2007-2013 (POSDRU). The main objective of the project was preventing and correcting school
dropout in villages with pupils at high risk in this respect, by facilitating their access to quality
formal education. The target group of the project consisted of secondary school pupils from
the schools of Avram Iancu, Bogei, Carasau, Les, and Suncuius — Bihor county, Romania.
The main activity of the project (code A.11) was represented by Implementing the A and B
Cognitive Therapy programme addressed to pupils with a high risk of early school leaving.
The central objective of this activity was to increase the rate of formal education attendance
in the case of pupils with a high risk of early school leaving by involving them in educational
programmes organised after the compulsory school classes. Concretely, every day, from Monday
to Friday, during school weeks, the pupils exposed to the risk of leaving the formal educational
system attended a number of educational activities aimed at deepening and consolidating the
theoretical knowledge acquired during classes. The school subjects included in the A and B
Cognitive Therapies programme were the following: SO8 Avram lancu — English language and
Mathematics; SO8 Bogei — Romanian language and English language; SO8 Carasau and S08
Les — Romanian language and Mathematics, and in the case of GRI Suncuius — History and
English language. The above mentioned school subjects were chosen based on the educational
needs of the pupils included in the target group, starting from their school performance, as well
as based on the availability of teachers to get involved in the project. The actual educational
activities consisted of doing homework, explaining certain terms and notions not understood
well enough during classes, extra assignments for the pupils in the 8" grade, as well as other
types of activities (games, contests, extra reading tasks, watching documentaries, etc.) (Blandul
etal, 2010).

Methodology of Research
Research Objectives

Starting from the above things, the purpose of the study was to determine the school
progress of the pupils in the target group in the subjects that were included in the A and B
Cognitive Therapy programme after the first year of project implementation. Concretely, the
specific objectives of the project were: (1) comparative analysis of the pupils’ marks at the
beginning of the programme and at the end of the first year of activity, as well as (2) preparing
a psycho-pedagogical characterization of the pupils in the target group who were prone to the
risk of early school leaving. The specific hypothesis of the study was that in the case of pupils
with major school dropout risk the intervention with the A and B Cognitive Therapy programme
would significantly improve the pupils’ school performances in at least half of the curriculum
subjects by the end of the first year of the project.

The Sample of Research

The target group of the study consisted of 100 pupils (N = 100) with major risk of early
school leaving from 5 schools: SO8 Avram lancu and S08 Bogei — with 20 pupils each, S08
Carasau and S08 Les — with 15 pupils each, as well as GRI Suncuius — with 30 pupils. The
above mentioned 100 pupils represented the focus-group of the project as well. As far as the
gender of the pupils was concerned, there were 72 girls and 28 boys, all with chronological
ages between 11 and 14 years. The pupils’ selection criteria into the target group were in accord
with the general principles of POSDRU regarding nondiscrimination and equality of chances:
the pupils attended the schools that constituted the target group of the project; they came from
socio-economically disadvantaged families and environments (dysfunctional families, below
the average economic status, unemployed parents or parents exposed to the risk of losing their

ISSN 1822-7864

PROBLEMS

OF EDUCATION

IN THE 21 CENTURY
Volume 43, 2012

9




PROBLEMS
OF EDUCATION

IN THE 21 CENTURY
Volume 43, 2012

jobs, parents working temporarily abroad, parents / legal guardians who had to provide for
many people, etc.); they did not benefit from other projects / support programmes; they wanted
to participate in the implementation of the A and B Cognitive Therapy programme.

Instrument and Procedures

As far as the methodology was concerned, achieving the purpose of the study assumed
both quantitative and qualitative evaluation of the pupils’ school progress. The quantitative
evaluation was performed by giving the pupils written tests both at the beginning and at the
end of the relevant period, which was followed by recording the school marks in each of the
subjects included in the A and B Cognitive Therapy programme at the beginning and at the end
of the second semester of the 2010 / 2011 school year (Feb. - Jun. 2011), the period in which
the first part of A.11 was implemented. The pupils’ progress was monitored looking at the
performance expressed by their marks, that is, whether the marks remained the same, improved
or decreased.

The teachers who implemented the programme prepared each pupil’s psycho- pedagogical
characterization, which monitored in details the pupils’ progress in respect of school behaviour
and attitude towards formal education. The qualitative evaluation of the pupils’ school progress
was performed by interpreting these characterisations.

Data Analysis
The statistical interpretation of study data was performed by calculating the frequencies
that showed improvement, decrease or lack of change in the pupils’ marks, as well as by
establishing the statistical correlations between the marks at the beginning and at the middle of
the programme. The Bravais-Pearson correlation coefficient (r) was calculated, the significance
of the values obtained for various levels (p) being established.

Results of Research

The results obtained from the quantitative interpretation of the data provided by the
respondents were the following.

Table 1. General school progress of the pupils in the target group.

S08 A. lancu S08 Bogei S08 Carasau S08 Les GRI Suncuius
N % N % N % N % N %
No
23 57.5 27 67.5 18 60 27 90 33 55
|_change
Progress 13 32.5 8 20 12 40 2 6.66 16 26.66
Regress 4 10 5 12.5 - - 1 3.34 1 18.34

From Table 1 it can be seen that in all schools the number of pupils with no change
in their school performance is higher than 50%, reaching up to 90% in the case of SO8 Les.
The next place is taken by those pupils whose school performance improved as a result of the
psycho-pedagogical intervention, the best results being obtained in the case of S08 Carasau
— 40%. However, there were also schools in which the pupils’ performance decreased, one
example that worth mentioning in this respect is GRI Suncuius — 18.34%. A first comment
that can be made would be that, as a result of implementing the A and B Cognitive Therapies
programme in the 5 schools over a school semester, the school performances of the pupils’ with
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high risk of early school leaving show a slight improvement, which creates the premises for
school success and, therefore, also for keeping these pupils in the formal educational system.
In order to better understand the particularities of each case, we suggest looking at the school
progress of the pupils from the 5 schools in each subject.

Table 2. School progress of the pupils in the target group considering each
school and the subjects that were included in the programme.

S08 A. lancu S08 Bogei vS?Sv S08 Les GRI Suncuiusg
Carasdu
N [ % N | % N [ % N[ % N %
English language English Romanian Romanian English language
language language language
No
10 50 1" 55 9 60 13 86.6 22 73.3
|_change
Progress 9 45 3 25 6 40 1 6.7 7 23.3
Regress 1 5 4 20 - - 1 6.7 1 3.4
Mathematics Romanian Mathematics Mathematics History
language
No
13 65 16 80 9 60 14 93.3 1 36.6
|_change
Progress 4 20 3 15 6 40 1 6.7 9 30.1
Regress 3 15 1 5 - - - - 10 33.3

It can be seen in Table 2 that in the case of SO8 Avram lancu, the general no change
trend in the school performance of the pupils with major risk of early school leaving is kept.
Thus, 57.5% maintained their school performance at the same level, while 32.5% improved
it. Further analysis, which looks at the subjects too, shows, however, that the improvement is
due mainly to the results in English, where 45% of the pupils recorded progress, and less to
Mathematics, where 65% of the pupils had the same marks at the end of the second semester
as at its beginning, and only 20% of them improved their performance. A somewhat similar
situation can be seen at SO8 Bogei too, where the performance of 67.5% of the pupils’, as
expressed by the marks at the beginning and at the end of the 2010 / 2011 school year, is
relatively unchanged, while 20% of the pupils improved their results. Regarding the evaluation
of school performance in each subject included in the study, the results are similar with those
of SO8 Avram lancu, in the sense that 25% of the pupils improved their marks in English, while
for the Romanian language, there was no change in the case of 80% of the pupils. This fact can
be explained by a more complex and strict teaching / evaluation in Mathematics and Romania
language, which are two subjects the pupils have to take national tests in at the end of the 8%
grade. Though equally important, the English language is perceived as an easier subject and, as
a result, the teachers are more indulgent when assessing the pupils’ knowledge in this subject,
which can explain the pupils’ higher marks

Theresults for SO8 Carasau and SO8 Les are presented together, as the school performances
of the pupils in the two target groups are somewhat similar, at least as far as the trends are
concerned. Thus, in both schools, the pupils’ marks at the beginning and end of the relevant
period remain relatively unchanged, with a little plus in the case of SO8 Les — 90%. There
were 15 pupils included in the target groups in both schools, and they all studied Romanian
language and Mathematics — subjects they would have to take national tests in at the end of the
8™t grade. As it can be seen in the same Table 2, the pupils’ marks in the subjects included in
the project remained relatively unchanged, with a plus for SO8 Les again. On the other hand, in
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the case of SO8 Carasau, a significant progress can be seen both in Romanian language and in
Mathematics. As both these subjects are equally important, it seems they were taught with the
same seriousness by the respective teachers.

In the case of the pupils from GRI Suncuius, the same general trend in school performance
can be noticed for 55% of them, while other 26.66% pupils show a slight improvement. A
somewhat special situation is that of History, where there are similar figures for no change,
for progress and for regress. The explanation might be found in the pupils’ lower interest in
this subject, which seems to be regarded as less important. Thus, some pupils show interest in
History, and make progress accordingly, while others believe that only Romanian language and
Mathematics are important, and neglect the other subjects.

Table 3. Statistical correlations between the pupils’ marks at the beginning and
at the end of the first year of programme implementation.

S08 A. lancu S08 Bogei S08 Carasau S08 Les GRI Suncuius
r p r p r p r p r p
. . Romanian Romanian .
English language English language language language English language
0.81 <0.01 0.22 0.1 0.74 0.0 0.99 0.01 0.2 0.1
Mathematics Romanian language Matematics Mathematics History
0.16 0.1 091 0.01 0.74 0.0 0.99 0.01 0.59 0.01

The results in Table 3 show that in most cases the statistical correlations between the
pupils’ marks at the beginning of the programme and at the end of its first year are strongly
significant at p=0.01. These values confirm the school progress achieved by the pupils of the
target group in 7 out of 10 cases in the subjects included in the programme. The situations with
statistically significant correlations at p=0.10 are for SO8 Avram Iancu (Mathematics), SO8
Bogei (English language) and GRI Suncuius (English language). It seems that the pupils and the
respective teachers are less interested in the subjects pupils do not have to take mational tests in
at the end of the 8" grade, and the school performances of the first ones do not show significant
changes. Nevertheless, in the other cases, we can speak of significant school progress from a
statistical point of view, which confirms the specific hypothesis of our study.

Discussion

Further analysis of the tables above leads to a number of interesting observations. A
first observation would be that in the subjects included in the A and B Cognitive Therapies
programme the majority of the marks achieved by the pupils of the target group remained
unchanged or showed progress. This fact is particularly gratifying from a psycho-pedagogical
point of view, given the central idea of the project — preventing vulnerable pupils’ early
school leaving by keeping them as long as possible in the formal educational system. In such
circumstances, even the fact that there were only a few cases of regress in the concerned pupils’
marks in the relevant subjects can be regarded as an educational success. For these pupils, the
cognitive support received, but also that emotional, as well as material, can be strong enough
arguments to make them stay in the educational system, preventing in this way the phenomenon
of early school leaving.

A second aspect that is worth discussing refers to the didactic reasons behind the lack
of change, progress or regress in the pupils’ performances in certain situations. Looking at
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the tables above, it can be noticed that the least changes were recorded in Romanian language
and Mathematics, two subjects perceived as more important and complicated, if not otherwise
at least because the national tests the pupils have to take at the end of the 8" grade. In such
circumstances, the teachers who teach and assess the pupils’ school performances in these
subjects have much higher expectations, a fact that explains both the pupils’ lower marks and
their lack of significant progress. On the contrary, English language and History are subjects
regarded as less important and easier, which makes the pupils less interested in the them, and
the teachers more indulgent. This observation is reflected both in the higher marks of the pupils
in the target group and in the fluctuation of these marks, either upwards or downwards.

A third aspect that drew our attention was the result of the pupils’ qualitative evaluation
obtained after interpreting the psycho-pedagogical characterizations prepared by the teachers
for each pupil they had worked with. The range of personality traits of the pupils with high
school dropout risk is very large, but its analysis highlights psycho-emotional and behavioural
instability, poor concentration, a desire for involvement in preferred activities, escapist
tendencies, giving up easily when faced with obstacles, intellectual capacity below average,
which is also the result of rather poor cognitive stimuli in the environment in which they reside,
etc. To all these, the economic difficulties, as well as the social and cultural problems of the
environments they come from are to be added. The teachers who worked with this category of
pupils observed that when they were involved in activities (curricular or extracurricular) which
they preferred, most of the pupils with high risk of early school leaving can develop interest in
formal education and can show their interest to remain in the system. The results are the more
promising as the pupils in the target group were not included only in the A and B Cognitive
Therapies programme, but they were also involved in a number of activities aimed to promote
and improve social skills — games, contests, cleaning the area next to their school, helping
people / families in need, celebrating together events significant for their age, and so on.

Conclusions and Recommendations

After analyzing the above tables, as well as the comments associated with them, a number
of conclusions can be drawn.

At the end of the first year of the project, the marks of most pupils included in the target
group formed by the 5 schools remained unchanged. There are also situations of improved
school results and of poorer ones, but in both these cases the changes did not exceed 1-2 points.
The subjects included in the A and B Cognitive Therapies programme in which the pupils’
marks remained unchanged are those in which national tests are taken at the end of the 8" grade
— Romanian language and Mathematics. It seems that both teachers and pupils are aware of
the importance of these two subjects and treat them with much seriousness, without making
compromises when it is not necessary. On the other hand, the teachers seem to be more indulgent
in the cases of subjects regarded as easier — English language and History — and this can explain
the pupils’ improved school performances. Another argument that can be put forward in this
case is the easier informational content of these subjects, a fact that can influence their learning
by some pupils with poorer psycho-intellectual capabilities. The psycho-pedagogical profile of
the pupil with high risk of school dropout shows a person emotionally unstable, with difficulties
in relating to other people and several educational deficiencies. It is required therefore to
complete the psycho-pedagogical intervention with another one that addresses these pupils’
personal development.

The causes that lead to school dropout risk are complex and multifaceted, and this makes
difficult both precise prediction and intervention to restrict the phenomenon. However, a num-
ber of general recommendations can be mentioned, with particular aspects developed for each
specific case (Nelson, 2009): involving pupils in decisions that affect them directly; encour-
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aging a true teacher-pupil partnership; optimizing the school-family-community partnership;
providing quality educational services; involving pupils in extracurricular activities; promoting
inclusive education; supporting pupils with poorer school results, etc.

Taking into account the things presented in this paper, it can be concluded that at the
end of the first year of the project, the A and B Cognitive Therapies programme can be seen as
a success. In education, however, partial results can be misleading, and optimizing the pupils’
school performances can be a mere illusion. For this reason we think it absolutely mandatory
to continue this educational program so that we can consolidate the progress achieved and
contribute in this way to the prevention and correction o school dropout in the 5 educational
institutions included in the project.
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