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Through specialised, temporary support (in Luxembourg from six to twelve 
weeks and in France up to a year), often in a non-school environment, young 
people can be supported to boost their self-esteem and renew their interest in 
learning. The aim of the classes is to fill the gaps in the students’ knowledge and 
help them master the regular curriculum for their respective years, enabling them 
to rejoin their year groups. The classes also aim to provide young people with 
social support and the activities emphasise the need for socialisation, as well as 
improving the pupil’s competences and skills. Importantly, the activities are 
designed to take into consideration the specific situation of each individual, rather 
than adopt a single approach. 

As well as the close contact with parents, social workers and healthcare 
professionals, there is close cooperation with the young person’s original school 
to ensure their effective reintegration into the formal system. In France, ‘guardian 
teachers’ are designated in the pupil’s original school to assist this. 

Participation in relay classes in France is voluntary and must be agreed by 
pupils and their families. The agreement is often formalised through a contract. 
Parental involvement is also an important part of the measure and the 
interventions aim to help parents and families to renew contact with the education 
community and to build closer relationships between both parties. 

The French experience has shown that relay classes provide a temporary 
and adapted reception for pupils in lower secondary education who are at risk of 
becoming marginalised in the system. They have played an important role in the 
fight against early school leaving, in particular through their variety and flexibility. 
A solution is typically found for nine out of ten participants. The experience from 
these classes has contributed to the creation of other complementary measures, 
including relay workshops (Ateliers Relais) and, more recently, relay modules 
(Modules Relais). 

 
5.2.3. Holistic interventions for complex support needs 
Holistic interventions, offering disengaged young people a second chance to 
access education and training or to support their transition to employment, have 
been found in a number of European countries. Holistic approaches to 
reintegration aim to identify and address the full range of barriers and issues the 
young person is facing. They aim to support their beneficiaries in terms of 
developing self-confidence, learning key ‘life skills’, identifying their personal 
goals and developing the motivation to pursue these. They are put in place to 
help those in need of the most support. Target groups tend to be young people 
experiencing multiple disadvantages; those who have left school early but who 
have additional support needs alongside their low level of qualifications. These 
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may be social, behavioural or emotional problems, poor life skills, inability to cope 
with mainstream education or lack of motivation to participate, or other problems 
related to the individual (health, substance misuse, offending) or their individual 
circumstances (caring responsibilities). The interventions aim to help the young 
person with their personal challenges while they start the reintegration process 
into learning or employment. 
 

Youth schools (Jaunimo Mokyklos), Lithuania (http://jaunmok.ipc.lt/) 
There are 25 youth schools in Lithuania, offering alternative provision to young people who have left general 
education. The schools are available to young people aged 12-17 and support those who have not adapted 
to the regular school system or lack motivation to complete their education. They are also designed for 
schoolchildren with learning difficulties, those in need of support to socialise and integrate with peers and 
young people who prefer a practical approach to learning. Particular target groups include young people from 
compulsory schools, from the first stage of professional schools (IVET), young people without basic 
education and young people who are not in education, employment or training. They support around 2 000 
young people each year. 
 
The youth schools have two broad aims: 
• provide basic education and seek to maximise the number of pupils obtaining basic education; 
• enrich the personal experience of pupils, prepare them for further learning, professional career, social 

and cultural life. 
The total number of pupils in Youth Schools varies between 50 and 130 but class sizes are between eight 
and twelve pupils. Classes are delivered during the daytime, in the evening, or a combination of the two. 
Support provided at the schools is diverse, ranging from information and advice to pedagogical, 
psychological, social and health support. In addition to basic education teachers, it is compulsory for a youth 
school to employ a social pedagogical worker, psychologist, special pedagogical worker, healthcare 
specialist and teacher assistants. Many youth schools also employ VET teachers, psychotherapists, special 
pedagogical workers, and physical education coaches. 
 
All learning is individualised and integrated with after-school, pre-vocational and work placement activities. 
On entering the youth school, a learning plan is developed through discussion with the individual young 
person, their parents and the school. This three-part programme is reviewed and assessed on a periodic 
basis. Within this programme: 
• the basic education curriculum can form up to 60 % of learning activities, with an enhanced portfolio of 

arts, physical education, technology and information technology; 
• up to 40 % of learning consists of practical activity modules, integrated with IT, pre-vocational training 

and project work. Professional career and personal development modules are also available; 
• additional study offers, depending on the direction chosen by a youth school, can be oriented towards 

artistic, sport or technology education and connected to pupils’ interests. 
While the basic education curriculum is taught in classrooms, other forms of learning take place in a variety 
of locations: classrooms, outdoors, and other spaces in and outside the schools. 
The combination of theoretical and practical learning is considered to be one of the success factors of the 
youth schools (Vilnius Pedagogical University, 2005). The beneficiaries remain involved in education and are 
motivated to continue learning through practical activities and by being able to choose their own education 
pathway. This helps them to take ownership and to feel in control of their own learning. Further, youth 
schools are granted some freedom within the school curricula, enabling the education and training they 
provide to be tailored to the needs of the individual young person. 
 
The relatively small size of youth schools and their classes is also considered to contribute to their success. 
Young people receive more individual attention and are able to interact more freely with the teacher. 
 
A further strength of the youth schools is specialist support for young people with specific problems. This 
support enables them to deal with problems in their day-to-day life and tackle any obstacles that prevent 
them from learning. 
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Such programmes were established, for example, in Ireland and Lithuania 
some 15 years ago. In Lithuania, the Youth schools initiative (Jaunimo Mokyklos) 
demonstrates the importance of providing specialist support to young people with 
learning and behavioural problems. It ensures that young people receive 
individual attention, within small groups, providing both practical and theoretical 
learning, with freedom in the way they work with school curricula. Each young 
person follows an individual learning plan and can proceed at an appropriate 
pace. 

In Ireland, the Youthreach programme has been working since the early 
1990s with 15-20 year old school leavers. It demonstrates a number of the 
strengths of holistic projects, including the flexibility of the programme, bespoke 
to each young person, and the supportive and structured environment in which it 
is delivered. The project is also committed to giving young people opportunities to 
succeed; they are seen as ‘resilient, resourceful people’ as opposed to difficult 
young people. 

The factors that make these two programmes successful are similar. They 
include programme flexibility (from curriculum to delivery and pedagogical and 
engagement methods), individual learning plans, teaching basic and life skills, 
transition support, and multi-disciplinary teams. The supporting, all-inclusive 
ethos and welcoming atmosphere are also very significant in aiding the 
development of learning relationships and a sense of belonging or attachment. A 
survey carried out among participants in the Lithuanian Youth Schools found that 
participants do not feel isolated as they become aware that there are other 
people suffering from similar problems and they are accepted as they are, 
without prejudice (Republic of Lithuania ..., 2005). In the Youthreach project, 
engagement is encouraged through a mentoring process. Staff members are 
assigned to learners as their ‘key workers’ and planned time is set aside for the 
mentors to engage in mentoring sessions with their learners. 

Evaluations demonstrate that both programmes are successful at providing a 
supported reintegration journey for their beneficiaries (Department of Education 
and Science, Ireland, 2006). Over three-quarters of Youthreach participants in 
Ireland progress to the labour market or to further education or training. 
Estimates from Lithuania suggest that that around 95 % of youth school pupils 
wish to continue learning in another education institution or enter employment 
after participation in the programme. 

 
 
 
 



Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work 
Lessons from across Europe 

 
80

Youthreach, Ireland (http://www.youthreach.ie/) 
In Ireland, one child in ten leaves school without qualifications and almost one in five leaves 
without completing the leaving certificate. These young people are at particular risk in the labour 
market: unemployment is 47.5 % for those who enter the labour market without qualifications, 
compared with 9.6 % for those with a leaving certificate (National Development Plan 
www.ndp.ie). 
The Youthreach programme targets young people aged 15 to 20, who are alienated from the 
formal system, economically disadvantaged, socially vulnerable and at risk of long-term 
unemployment. Its primary target group is young people who are unemployed and have no 
qualifications from Junior Cycle (13). 
Youthreach offers a structured programme based on four key stages: 
• induction/engagement: the young people’s needs are identified and an individual learning 

plan is negotiated; 
• foundation: young people are supported to overcome their learning difficulties, build 

confidence and gain a range of competences essential for further learning and employment; 
• progression: more specific support through education, training and work experience options; 
• transition: young people prepare for their next phase of life, usually in work or in further 

training or education. 

During the engagement phase, a mentor is allocated to the young person (a member of the 
Youthreach staff). This mentor offers pastoral care to the young person and, through the 
development of a strong relationship, supports them to develop their confidence and motivation. 
Before the individual learning plan is developed, students undertake a profiling exercise to help 
them to evaluate their own strengths and weaknesses and to formulate their own goals. The 
individual action plan is then based on the strengths identified and builds on areas they enjoy 
learning about, as well as working on areas of identified need. The plan describes the actions to 
be taken to achieve the young person’s goals, including: 
• academic or vocational options (subjects or courses to be studied, activities to be involved 

in); 
• support to be provided in the centre (e.g. individual counselling, guidance, work experience); 
• local services or agencies that will be worked with (e.g. addiction counselling, money 

management). 
Through the provision of counselling and guidance, young people are able to explore their own 
interests and identify their competences for future training and employment opportunities. The 
learning goals set are realistic. This process allows young people to increase their self-esteem 
and to become more confident in accessing further education and the labour market. 
 
The individual plans are flexible and allow learners to work at their own pace. Learners and staff 
are seen as equal partners in the programme, which encourages open dialogue between them. 
The flexibility is extended to learners who decide they want to leave the programme to work: they 
are offered the chance to continue their education and training on a part-time basis. 
 
One of the key findings from Youthreach evaluations is the positive relationship between staff 
and learners, which was ‘characterised by mutual learning and respect’. Linked to the overall 
structure of the programme, the evaluations reported that ‘a positive climate is cultivated and 
activities take place in a supportive and structured environment’ (Department for Education and 
Science, Ireland, 2006). 

 
 

                                                                                                                                      
(13) Junior Cycle consists of the first three years of secondary level education for students aged 12 

to 15 in Ireland. 
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Lithuania and Ireland are not the only countries using the youth school 
approach. Similar interventions have been also established in countries such as 
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Italy and Slovenia. In Italy, Learning 
recovery and development workshops (LARSA) have been established for young 
people who could not cope with mainstream education and the Project learning 
for young adults (PLYA) is a similar initiative in Slovenia. The latter aims to help 
young people to rejoin their peers, develop working and learning habits, and 
motivate them for learning. Production schools (produktionsskoler) and youth 
workshops (nuorten työpajat) are examples of other well established national 
second chance measures for disengaged young people in Denmark and Finland, 
respectively. Similar approaches can also be found in Austria (Project Gaaden), 
Belgium (Time Out projects) and Iceland (Fjölsmiðjan production centre for 
school leavers and Personal profile and support project). 

 
5.2.4. Online learning and support platforms  
A particularly innovative approach to supporting the hardest-to-reach early school 
leavers has been developed in the UK, using a virtual online community as a 
learning platform. NotSchool.net began as a university research project and is 
now a national project which has supported over 5 000 pupils in the UK and has 
since been introduced in Ireland, New Zealand and Sweden. 

The project does not have the explicit aim of helping young people return to 
mainstream education, but aims to revive an enthusiasm for learning for young 
people who have dropped out of school; in doing so, it helps construct a pathway 
to further education and/or employment. Access to the project is only available as 
a last resort; all forms of alternative education must have failed or be considered 
unsuitable for the young person before they can be referred to the project. For 
this reason the target group consists of young people who are hardest to reach 
and often experiencing multiple disadvantages. 

The NotSchool.net project represents an excellent example of good practice 
for young people who are unable to cope with traditional schooling; as learning is 
presented in a different format their willingness to participate is maintained. 
Evaluations have shown that the approach has helped 96 % of participants 
acquire recognised qualifications or credits towards qualifications. Allowing young 
people to choose the subjects they want from a wide range of varied topics also 
shows them that it is not like school. Accreditation of their coursework is initially 
carried out without participants being aware, to aid their re-engagement. 
Additionally, having a mentor working with a small group of learners enables a 
greater focus on their needs, helping to ensure they remain involved in the 
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learning. Young people receive support also from their ‘buddies’ and subject 
experts. 

 

NotSchool.net, UK (http://www.inclusiontrust.org/notschool/) 
The NotSchool.net project aims to engage teenagers who are out of school in learning. It offers alternative 
education provision for young people who cannot cope with traditional schooling or other measures such as 
home schooling or specialist units, through a virtual online community. 
 

The project is led by Inclusion Trust, a notforprofit education charity. Partner organisations include the British 
Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), the World Wildlife Fund and the Science Museum, who have contributed 
stimulating study material. The core team based at the Inclusion Trust is responsible for overall coordination 
of the project as well as strategic work. Day-to-day operation is undertaken by teams at the local authorities 
which have signed up to use the model. 
 

To ensure that NotSchool.net remains a last resort, young people must be referred by a relevant agency (they 
cannot selfrefer) but both the young person and their family must agree before a person can participate in the 
project. 
 

Shortly after acceptance on the project, young people are invited to an induction session with their parents, 
where they are able to meet members of their local support team. After the induction, the young person’s 
mentor devises a bespoke individual learning plan together with the young person. Each young person has 
the freedom to decide which areas of learning they will follow, how long they will spend on each area of 
learning and where they will learn. 
 

The project offers over 150 subjects (including comics, music, and wrestling) and learning plans may contain 
any subject, based on the young person’s interests. They are reviewed every six weeks and amended as 
necessary. Once the young person has successfully engaged with the project, mentors provide ‘soft’ guidance 
to encourage take-up of more conventional subjects such as English, maths and science, with a view to 
gaining GCSEs (14). 
 

Learners can study and access resources at any time, any day of the year and can also submit their work 
through the online system at any point they wish. They are supported by a team of personal mentors, subject 
experts and virtual ‘buddies’ who variously direct, assist, assess and encourage them (Duckworth, 2005). 
There is also a support hotline which is available 24 hours a day, seven days a week. It is manned by the 
project mentors who are qualified teachers. 
 

Using the right support and terminology is fundamental to Notschool.net and the project avoids the use of 
terms associated with school such as student. Instead young people are referred to as ‘researchers’. 
 

An accreditation system has been developed which rewards creativity, selfdirection and problem solving. 
Young people can earn informal awards to help raise their self-esteem and can also submit work for 
assessment against official awards which are NVQ (15) equivalent and part of the national framework. 
 

The project demonstrates a very good success rate in supporting transition from inactivity to further education and 
employment. This has also been confirmed by external evaluations (Duckworth, 2005). In 2004/05, 50 % of 
participants found places at college or in other further education, a quarter (26 %) found collegerelated 
employment such as modern apprenticeships and 18 % entered full-time employment. In the same year, nearly all 
participants (96 %) obtained national, recognised qualifications. During this time only 1.7 % of beneficiaries 
dropped out, which has been described as extraordinary, given the fact that the project works with young people 
who have failed to integrate into all other forms of education. Some participants are working beyond levels 
expected nationally for their age, and many have continued into higher education. Young people have also 
reported positive emotional and social outcomes as a result of the project. This includes raised confidence and 
self-esteem, problem-solving skills and a renewed interest in learning. 
 
For more information, see: http://www.inclusiontrust.org/notschool/ [cited 15.12.2009]. 

 

                                                                                                                                      
(14) General certificate of secondary education (GCSE) is the name of an academic qualification 

awarded in a specified subject, generally taken in a number of subjects by students aged 14-
16 in secondary education in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland. 

(15) National vocational qualifications (NVQs) are work-related, competence-based qualifications. 
They reflect the skills and knowledge needed to do a job effectively, and show that a candidate 
is competent in the area of work the NVQ framework represents. NVQs are based on national 
occupational standards. 
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The project’s success is visible in its continued growth over the last nine 
years. The project has been promoted as an example of good practice by most 
education authorities in the UK, and Notschool.net pilots have since been 
introduced in Ireland, New Zealand and Sweden. 

 
5.2.5. Other second chance opportunities 
This section looks into second chance opportunities offered by traditional second 
chance schools, all-day schools and validation systems. 

Traditional second chance schools can be found in most European 
countries, including, Greece, Cyprus, Latvia, Hungary, Slovenia and Slovakia. 
Normally they are targeted at those who have not completed compulsory 
education. Guidance plays an important role in some of these schools, but not to 
the same extent as it does in youth schools and other innovative measures. This 
is primarily because traditional second chance schools tend to attract school 
leavers who are keen to return to education, including young parents who left 
school to care for a child but are now ready to return to education. 

In Greece, second chance schools (ΣΔΕ/SDE) have proved hugely 
successful as particular emphasis is placed on acquiring the basic skills required 
to enter the labour market. Greek second chance schools are aimed at people 
aged over 18, who have not completed compulsory education. Participants study 
for a period of 18-24 months to obtain a lower secondary education leaving 
certificate (Apolytirio Gymnasiou) but work to a flexible curriculum, which allows 
them to choose what best fits with their needs and interests. The second chance 
schools focus in particular on basic qualifications and personal skills, important 
for accessing the labour market. 

All-day schools are another type of second chance/alternative school form, 
allowing school leavers who cannot, or do not want to, attend regular school 
classes to pursue compulsory school certificates outside normal school hours. 
They have proved a success in Germany, Greece and the UK, although again the 
relative contribution of guidance to these initiatives is not always apparent. All-
day schools in Greece seek to improve the educational, cultural and social role of 
the school, as well as its ‘openness’ to society. They do so by encouraging 
creative learning, enriching study programmes and experimenting with new forms 
of school organisation and management. In addition, the lengthening of school 
opening hours in Greece provides additional support to working parents who are 
often unable to help their children with homework and other school work. 

Validation of non-formal and informal learning is the recognition of an 
individual’s competences, regardless of how and where these were developed. 
Validation can support marginalised groups by helping them to increase their 
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self-awareness and self-esteem; it also enables them to create an evidencebase 
of their skills and competences to support applications for education or 
employment opportunities. Legal and regulatory changes enabling young people 
to have their informal and non-formal learning recognised to gain access to 
secondary and further education, can also be seen as second chance measures. 

Although the majority of validation initiatives are aimed at adults, there are 
also a number of initiatives across Europe available to young people. Some of 
these provide a second chance for early school leavers and others with limited 
formal education, enabling them to gain access to education and training when 
they do not meet qualification eligibility criteria. Such approaches are relevant for 
young people who have gained experience in the workplace or through a hobby 
and even young people who have undertaken relevant studies at non-formal 
training institutions. Validation provides an opportunity to recognise and evidence  

 

Recognition, validation and certification of competences (RVCC), 
Portugal 
The Portuguese national system of Recognition, validation and certification of competences 
(RVCC), established in 2000 with support from the European Social Fund, aims to improve the 
qualification levels of young people and adults aged 18 and above. The system was introduced 
to help reduce the high number of Portuguese people who had not completed lower secondary 
education (in excess of three million in 2000) (ESF, 2004). RVCC is delivered by a national 
network of new opportunities centres, of which there are now over 450 (New opportunities 
website, http://www.novasoportunidades.gov.pt/, 2009). 
 
There are two types of RVCC, for educational and professional RVCC routes: 
• the educational route offers eligible individuals the chance to access basic or lower 

secondary level qualifications. Staff at the new opportunities centres support the individual to 
undergo the RVCC process, which involves three stages: recognition, validation and 
certification of competences. Although the individual must carry out their own reflection and 
self-assessment of their competences to prepare their portfolio, the staff provide guidance 
and support throughout the process from the point of engagement to the point of certification, 
including professional assessment of the portfolio, before it is finally assessed by the 
certification jury; 

• the professional route enables individuals to access professional qualifications through 
validation of competences obtained either through work experience or in other environments. 
It is based on the same three stages as the educational route and individuals again receive 
support to complete the process from the new opportunities centre staff. 

Both routes enable individuals to proceed to further education and training opportunities. 
 
Today, RVCC is celebrated as a major success: almost 90 000 people eligible for the scheme 
gained a recognised certificate between 2000 and 2006 (ESF country profile, Portugal). A 2003 
survey of individuals who had undergone the RVCC process between 2001 and 2002 found that 
most felt that it had helped to improve their self-esteem and selfknowledge. Two thirds were 
considering undertaking further study and 13 % had already returned to formal education. 
Further, 15 % of the RVCC beneficiaries employed on fixedterm contracts had been awarded 
permanent contracts six months after receiving their certificate (European Social Fund, 2004). 
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their experience and potential and provides an access route to formal education 
or training, or a chance to shorten their study period through exemptions. 
Recognition of the young person’s skills can also increase their self-esteem and 
motivation. In Portugal, for example, validation is used to support early school 
leavers to attain formal qualifications, either through validation alone or by 
combining the process with tailored training, taking into account the experience 
they have gained outside formal education.  

The draft European guidelines for validating non-formal and informal learning 
stress the importance of providing information, advice and guidance. Candidates 
need information on what the validation will bring in terms of benefits, what the 
process involves, what the expectations will be from their participation, and what 
they can do after completing the process. Guidance is also important to help 
people to overcome any fears they may have. It is particularly important to at-risk 
groups who may be less familiar with training and validation schemes, have low 
self-confidence, and do not believe they can succeed. 

A research project (Krichewsky, 2004) reviewing how validation 
professionals should be trained to respond to the needs of ‘highpotential drop-
outs’ (individuals experiencing social difficulties but who are involved in social 
exchanges and informal learning) also noted that, for this group, lack of self-
confidence and fear (of failure, of the processes involved) can be a barrier to 
participation in validation. Individuals may worry that the process will confirm that 
their skills and experience are inadequate and may be put off by a system 
resembling formal schooling (if they have had negative experience of formal 
education). The report stresses the importance of ensuring that validation 
professionals are trained to support and guide the target group and prepared to 
support them to overcome the barriers they face. 

Individuals may encounter a number of barriers to validation access, 
depending on their circumstances; these include costs and lack of awareness of 
the opportunities available. It is important for targeted validation initiatives to take 
actions to overcome these barriers, such as by providing financial support and 
carrying out awarenessraising activities. In Denmark the low-skilled are entitled to 
access validation at no cost and the Portuguese RVCC system is also free of 
charge. In order to engage specific target groups, validation can be offered or 
disseminated by a range of partners, including employment offices or third sector 
bodies. 

 
5.2.6. Guidance and training to support employment 
Support for early school leavers does not necessarily have to focus on helping 
them return to formal schooling. In contrast to their experience of formal 
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education, some early school leavers thrive in the world of work, where they are 
able to develop relevant skills (CBI, 2008). For these, support to enter 
employment may be more appropriate. Nevertheless, young people from 
vulnerable groups often need additional support when trying to access 
employment because early school leavers are generally more likely to find 
themselves in low-paid, insecure jobs and in a cycle of recurrent unemployment 
(although there are national variations) (OECD, 2008; Walther, 2002a). 

A number of labour market reintegration projects provide help for these groups 
to make the transition to employment, usually through vocational training, work-
based learning and guidance. Labour market integration programmes for at-risk 
young people have been found in, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Germany, France, 
Lithuania, the Netherlands, Austria, Poland, Finland, Sweden and the United 
Kingdom. These programmes range from simple job-search assistance to more 
specialised support, such as intensive guidance to help to identify suitable career 
direction and in finding employment. Many projects provide a similar continuum of 
support to education reintegration interventions but with a focus on labour market 
integration. Usually these programmes also provide ‘after-care’; the young person 
is also supported by his/her mentor during their first months of employment. 

 

Competence agencies (Kompetenzagenturen), Germany 
Competence agencies were established to improve the social and professional integration of 
young people living in deprived areas. They aim to support young people whom the traditional 
system has not been able to help in the transition from school to the labour market (BMFSFJ, 
2007). The agencies make use of a range of regional networks, alliances and resources to find 
innovative solutions to the problems faced by the young people. Partners include child and youth 
agencies, employment agencies, schools and other local interests 
 
One of the primary tasks of competence agencies is to help young people looking for support to 
enter employment. ‘Casemanagement’ forms an integral part of the approach. Special case 
managers in each agency work with the young person to develop an individual support and 
qualification programme. Their specific activities include: 
• outreach and preventive work; 
• helping young people access opportunities for integration and qualifications; 
• assessment of competences and the development of integration and education plans; 
• continuous management of individuals under the case worker’s care. 

Case managers contact young people through youth centres, Streetwork (a nationwide federal 
association of regional social workers), local youth meeting points or through family contacts 
(http://www.kinderjugendhilfe.info, 2009). They are responsible for monitoring the implementation 
of plans and supporting young people in the long term. Critical to this support is consideration of 
the young person’s personal and family environment and the regional context. 
Competence agencies have established themselves as important partners for job centres. They 
provide their specific knowhow and competences in handling the case management strategy with 
young persons who are difficult to integrate. 
 
The case manager approach has proved particularly valuable as the long-term approach allows 
them to ‘follow-up’ young people. The case workers can contact young people once they have 
started or have dropped out of requalification courses. Should a drop-out occur, the follow-up 
process enables the case worker to find alternative provision quickly and prevent disengagement. 
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In Germany, competence agencies were set up in 2006 in recognition that 
certain groups of young people face considerable difficulty in accessing the 
labour market. These groups include young people with few or no qualifications, 
young people with family and social problems, and young offenders. The 
agencies have adopted a case management approach and also rely on 
collaboration with the local job centres.  

A similar case manager approach has been adopted by an Austrian job 
coaching project which works with long term unemployed young people aged 15 
to 25. Each young person is assigned a personal coach, who guides and 
supports them with the relevant authorities; if the employment integration process 
is successful, this continues with the new employer and the new job. The project 
begins with an eightweek training period involving communication, social and 
basic skills. This is followed by an interview process and a work placement. 

Another initiative with a focus on aiding young people’s transition to the 
labour market is the voluntary labour corps (VLCs) in Poland. VLCs have 
adopted a role as ‘holistic job centres’ where young people are supported in a 
comprehensive manner in their efforts to find work. They target young people at 
risk of social exclusion and also offer support to a diverse range of groups, 
including secondary school pupils and graduates, university students and young 
people who are unemployed or likely to become unemployed. Similar to the 
competence agencies, VLCs focus on providing individualised guidance and 
support and recognising the wide range of needs of their target group, by offering 
services which help the young person to develop both professionally and socially. 
To address the young people’s full range of support needs, the voluntary labour 
corps, like the competence agencies, also work closely with relevant partners 
including the police, psychological and addiction clinics. 

Other similar labour market programmes include Integration pathways in 
Belgium, First opportunity in the Czech Republic, Programme 10 000 in Slovenia 
and One-stop-shops in the UK. 

 
 

5.3. Effective reintegration programmes 
 
The examples described in the previous section demonstrate a wide range of 
effective practice, from approaches supporting return to education to projects aid 
access to the labour market. The initiatives are targeted at a broad range of 
young people with different needs and in different circumstances. Fundamentally, 
the examples show that young people have the best chance of reintegrating if 
they follow a supported journey, in which they are guided all the way through the 
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process until they have settled in education, training or employment. Throughout, 
they need to receive support in as holistic a manner as possible to address their 
diverse needs, wishes and aspirations. 

Across the range of examples identified, it is also possible to identify a 
number of common features and elements that make them successful. These 
common factors are illustrated in Figure 4. 

Figure 4. Elements of successful reintegration routes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: GHK Consulting, 2009. 
 

5.3.1. Guidance 
Guidance plays a central role in measures to reintegrate young people into 
education, training or employment. It is a crucial element in a support package to 
help young people to identify and understand how to overcome the barriers they 
face in accessing education or employment. Further, guidance can support them 
in developing their self-esteem by recognising their own strengths and 
formulating goals for the future. 

Tracking measures are an example. Tracking alone is not enough to ensure 
young people who have dropped out are able to reintegrate into education and 
training. Tracking provides a means of identifying young people at an early stage, 
before disengagement is entrenched. However, tracking must be accompanied 
by a robust system of guidance and other support measures, to enable them to 
address and overcome the issues which led them to drop out of school. 
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Guidance can be provided in a variety of ways, such as through professional 
counsellors, through mentors or by members of teaching staff. Professional 
counsellors or mentors are often an essential part of the support programme and 
they complement the work of pedagogical staff to support young people in their 
personal development alongside their learning. However, where young people 
have built up a strong relationship of trust with their teacher or trainer, it may be 
that this is the person they feel more confident to talk to when seeking advice and 
guidance (Friel and Coulter, 2004 in Gordon, 2007). Where teaching staff are 
involved in delivering guidance, it is clear that they require appropriate training 
(Stokes, 2000). 

For instance, NotSchool.net mentors are qualified teachers who help young 
people to plan and organise their learning journey, as well as aiding their 
learning, by communicating with the young people, monitoring progress, 
answering questions and providing constructive feedback. NotSchool.net also 
employs ‘buddies’, successful exparticipants or undergraduate students, who act 
as paid online support to a group of young people. Their main task is to offer 
consistent encouragement and help for the participants. Young people are able 
to talk to their ‘buddies’ in an informal manner, which provides a valuable form of 
peer support. 

At the Lithuanian youth schools, specialist support is available for young 
people with specific problems. The presence of a psychologist and social 
pedagogical worker was found to be one of the strengths of youth schools 
according to the survey carried out in 2005 (Vilnius Pedagogical University, 
2005). This is fundamental to supporting young people and guiding them back 
onto the ‘straight and narrow’. Through support from psychological counsellors, 
young people can discuss their emotions and personal problems, identifying their 
interests and skills, and tackle obstacles that prevent them from learning. 

An evaluation of the Slovenian reintegration initiative Project learning for 
young people (PLYA), which works with young people who have dropped out of 
school and are unemployed, found that the programme’s success depended 
greatly on the mentors providing support to its participants. The evaluation found 
that it was important for the mentors to undergo training to help them to 
understand the social and psychosocial causes and characteristics of drop-outs, 
as well as the principles and delivery of modern curricula (Zalec, 2008). 

Many of the initiatives reviewed, including German competence agencies, 
have adopted a ‘case management’ approach or have allocated dedicated key 
workers, mentors or buddies to the individual beneficiaries. The importance of 
this one-to-one support and the development of a strong relationship between the 
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young person and the person supporting him/her are vital in enabling the young 
person to feel valued in the learning environment (Zalec, 2008). 

 
5.3.2. Environment 
A key element in engaging young people, particularly those currently disengaged 
from learning, is to offer something not associated with their previous experience 
of formal schooling. What has proved effective includes providing young people 
the opportunity to study outside a school environment by offering a different, new 
and often practical environment where students are treated as young adults and 
given respect, trust, responsibility and freedom. Second chance schools, for 
instance, need to be alternative schools rather than alternatives to school. 

The NotSchool.net initiative, where young people learn in an online 
environment, is perhaps the most ‘alternative’ of all the examples discussed in 
this chapter. This project has recognised the importance of establishing the 
initiative as an alternative to school, for instance in the use of language (young 
people are called ‘researchers’ rather than students and there is no reference to 
other terms associated with formal school such as teacher or classroom). In 
addition, support is available through a 24hour hotline, seven days a week, as 
project experience has shown that difficulties do not always arise during 
conventional school hours, but in the evenings and weekends when many young 
people are likely to study. 

It is also important to ensure that the environment offers an atmosphere of 
safety and security. For instance, the supportive environment of Lithuanian youth 
schools helps young people to feel more comfortable and therefore interact more 
freely with their teacher; they feel more confident to ask questions, to ensure they 
understand fully the content of the learning. Similarly, the ethos of Youthreach 
centres in Ireland is centred on warmth, respect and order to enable the 
beneficiaries to regain their self-esteem and motivation (Gordon, 2007). Giving 
young people more responsibility and freedom to determine their own learning 
pathway has proved effective. 

Physical environment also matters. Some French authorities have chosen to 
organise relay classes in an apartment or other out-of-school premises, moving 
away from classroom based learning. 

 
5.3.3. Tailored, person-centred approach 
It is clear that a ‘onesizefitsall’ approach is not appropriate for support to at-risk 
young people. Where the young person has dropped out for institutional reasons 
(the traditional system may be unable to address the needs of those who cannot 
engage with traditional methods of learning, who have personal, family or other 
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difficulties – Stokes, 2000) it is important to find an alternative way for them to 
learn, which fills gaps in their knowledge and is appropriate to their interests and 
plans for the future. Where they have dropped out for personal or contextual 
reasons, these need to be taken into account in the learning process and 
appropriate guidance and support provided. 

A person-centred approach is adopted in a number of the examples 
reviewed and commences with personal assessment to help the young person to 
reflect on what they want to achieve and how they can do this. The Irish 
Youthreach initiative, for example, shows how the development of individual 
action plans ensures the programme is based on the needs of the young person, 
their interests and strengths, as well as presenting a route to achieving their 
identified goals. It is then the role of the key worker or mentor to monitor progress 
against the young person’s plan and help them to ensure they are able to meet 
their goals. This role should be supportive but it is also important to challenge the 
young person and provide them with objectives to work towards (Stokes, 2000). 

 
5.3.4. Celebrating achievement 
Early school leavers tend to have a lack of confidence in their own abilities and a 
sense of failure because of their negative experience of formal education 
(Stokes, 2000). An important part of a person-centred approach is to enable the 
young person to experience success, giving them opportunities where they can 
succeed. The focus of reintegration measures should be on achievement, rather 
than failure. 

In the UK, NotSchool.net has a system of informal and formal accreditation, 
enabling young people to experience success from the start of their participation 
in the programme. Informal awards granted by the project are not recognised 
nationally but they help to raise the self-esteem of young people and encourage 
them to work towards nationally recognised qualifications. The awards enable 
them to see their progress and, for many participants, this will have been the first 
time they have received any recognition of their learning. This will give them a 
confidence boost and demonstrates to them that hard work leads to positive 
rewards. They will then feel more confident to start work towards formal 
qualifications. 

The Youthreach programme promotes achievements by giving responsibility 
to young people, allocating tasks and acknowledging achievements, for example 
through award nights, trips away and inhouse certifications. 
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5.3.5. Flexible delivery 
Flexibility in the organisation(s) delivering the reintegration initiative is also 
important, so they can tailor the support provided. To ensure all those in need of 
support receive it, procedures should be robust, but not rigid. For example, the 
Danish legal provision for tracking early school leavers now (since 2003) obliges 
guidance counsellors to make a limitless number of contacts with the young 
person (or until the young person decides they no longer want to be contacted), 
where previously only two contacts per year were required. Guidance counsellors 
are given flexibility in the way they contact the young people. They use their 
judgement to decide the best approach, both in terms of when and how to 
contact them. Another example of flexibility in delivery is the Lithuanian youth 
schools, which are granted (under the guidelines for bringing children back to 
school) additional freedom when working within the school curricula. This 
flexibility allows them to tailor education and training to the young person, taking 
account of their personal and family circumstances. 

 
5.3.6. Multi-disciplinary teams 
The range of support provided through reintegration measures requires staff with 
specific skills and experience. Alongside education and training provision, 
support services are an integral part of the programme on offer. Across the 
initiatives identified, staff come from a range of backgrounds including teaching, 
vocational education and training, psychological support, youth-work and welfare. 
In the Austrian Project Gaaden, which supports students with a long history of 
non-attendance at school, beneficiaries are supported by both specialist teachers 
and educational psychologists. 

As well as ensuring project teams comprise staff with differing professional 
experience, a multi-disciplinary approach can be developed by providing training 
to front-line staff (i.e. teachers/trainers) to enable them to take on additional 
responsibilities such as counselling. For instance, the NotSchool.net mentors are 
qualified teachers and are recruited from diverse backgrounds in terms of their 
age, gender and expertise; it is recognised that mentors from different 
backgrounds can support participants in a range of different ways. Primary 
school teachers are particularly successful at developing literacy and numeracy 
skills, while secondary school teachers bring more experience of accreditation 
and further education and training. 

Multi-disciplinary provision can also be achieved through strong partnerships 
between local actors (social services, employment services, employers, 
education and training providers, etc.). The voluntary labour corps in Poland have 
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adopted this approach and the multi-agency approach is discussed further in 
Section 5.3.7. 

 
5.3.7. Collaboration with key partner organisations 
In addition to providing a range of support and learning opportunities within the 
reintegration measure, it is important for partnerships to be established with 
relevant organisations outside the individual initiative. In Finland, youth 
workshops (nuorten työpajat) offer training to people at risk of social exclusion. 
The workshops typically occupy middle ground between the education system, 
work and social and health services. Cooperation with the relevant authorities in 
these areas is a key factor in motivating young people to take part and aiding 
their transition to mainstream education or employment. 

A multi-agency, joined-up approach can be introduced by using a one-stop-
shop model, where all relevant services are housed under one roof. For instance, 
an integrated one-stop-shop support service provision for young people is seen 
as a successful strategy in England, where it is expected to make spending on 
youth services more efficient as well as making these services easier to access 
(CBI, 2008). In the London Borough of Bromley, Prospects Services Limited 
provides a multi-agency, one-stop-shop for central Bromley and outreach 
projects in nearby neighbourhoods. The integrated support offered to young 
people includes: careers guidance, writing CVs and job applications, health 
information and advice, advice on drug use, legal help, access to health workers, 
access to the Internet and IT, access to job vacancies, and housing help. All staff 
– including youth workers, personal advisers, administrative and managerial staff 
– are based at the one-stop-shops and employed by the same company, allowing 
common work practices and codes of conduct. Further, joining up the youth 
service with Connexions resulted in a larger staff base and enabled the service to 
be provided until late every evening and on Saturdays. Finally, joint purchasing of 
equipment and combining mail shots allowed for significant efficiency savings. 
The success of the Bromley one-stop-shop model has led other local authorities 
to request integrated service models as their preferred option. 

The involvement of young people in design and delivery is one of the most 
challenging aspects of effective practice but the Notschool.net case study 
showed that it can be fruitful. 

 
5.3.8. Basic skills and a mix of practical and theoretical learning 
It is likely that the young people targeted by reintegration initiatives will have a 
mix of learning needs, including gaps in their basic skills (language, literacy and 
numeracy) and life skills (e.g. coping mechanisms, appropriate behaviours) 
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(Gordon, 2007). According to the Confederation of British Industry (CBI), young 
people without basic skills, who do not have a positive attitude to work, will find it 
difficult to find employment (CBI, 2008). Reintegration measures, therefore, need 
to incorporate basic and life skills as appropriate to the needs of each individual. 

Across the examples identified, there is also evidence that a mix of practical 
and theoretical learning is particularly effective in supporting the target group. 
Practical workshops are a key element of the programme offered at Danish 
production schools, which focus on enabling young people to ‘learn by doing’, 
also seen in the Lithuanian youth schools, which adopt a three-part programme 
comprising basic education, practical learning and additional courses chosen 
according to the young person’s interests. 

In Slovenia, the Project learning for young adults (PLYA) initiative supports 
young people through project-oriented learning. With the support of a mentor, 
participants choose their own project theme and how they will learn, which 
increases their motivation to carry out the project (Zalec, 2008). PLYA focuses 
more on the knowledge and skills young people can gain by carrying out the 
project than by the actual educational content (Bozic, 2007). For example, 
participants develop skills such as critical thinking, team-working, and creativity; 
by discovering their own talents they are supported to formulate a career plan 
(Zalec, 2008). 

 
5.3.9. Aiding access 
In addition to social and learning barriers, the target group for reintegration 
measures may need help to overcome practical barriers to accessing the support 
offered to them. For instance, where finance is a barrier, grants can be provided 
to participants, as is the case in Ireland under the Youthreach initiative. Other 
barriers might include caring commitments; offering classes in the evening or 
providing access to childcare can assist access. Classes provided by the 
Lithuanian youth schools are delivered during the daytime, in the evening, or a 
combination of the two. Provisions are also in place in countries such as 
Germany, Greece, Italy and Malta to offer learning opportunities outside normal 
school hours. 

Where practical factors cannot be addressed by the initiative itself, 
collaboration with local partner organisations (e.g. in relation to housing issues, 
substance misuse or offending) is vital. 

 
5.3.10. Motivation 
An OECD report on Motivating students for lifelong learning (OECD, 2000b) 
indicated that children rarely lack curiosity, but the appetite to learn for some 
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young people tends to shrink as they reach their teenager years. Some 
disengaged young people may not want to participate or be interested in taking 
part in the opportunities available to them. However, studies suggest that forcing 
young people to take part will not lead to improvements in their attainment and 
participation (CBI, 2008). Project coordinators working with school leavers have 
come to the same conclusion. For example, experience from the NotSchool.net 
project has found that, where there has been any attempt to coerce the 
participant to learn, either by attempting to impose the rigour of timetabled or 
supervised work, or an overbearing parent or carer, young people have been less 
likely to become very active in the project. In short, learning and engagement 
stem from a desire to learn (Ultralab, 2007). 

Therefore, it is important that unmotivated young people are helped to see 
the value of participating in education, training or employment and are 
empowered to improve their life situation by taking ownership of their decisions. 
By giving the young person a chance to decide what support they will receive, for 
example through the development of an individual learning plan, their motivation 
to participate can be increased. A number of the examples start out with the 
development of a personal plan for the young person and show that this first step 
can help to engage them in the project. 

Further, many of the initiatives reviewed are voluntary for the young people 
who join them. Relay classes in France, for example, require consent from both 
the young person and their family, before they can take part. 
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6. Supported education-to-work transition 
 
 
 

6.1. Introduction 
 
The previous two sections of the report have looked into policies and practices 
surrounding the early school leaving agenda. They have identified ways of 
preventing disengagement and examined solutions for those who have left 
education early or are at risk of doing so. The aim of this section is to explore the 
types of policies, projects and practices adopted by the study countries to support 
the transition of young people from education to work. Although particular 
attention has been paid to young people at risk of social exclusion, this section 
takes a wider approach and includes mainstream measures. This is because the 
transition from education/training to work can be challenging for all young people, 
not only those from vulnerable groups. 

Several EU policy documents have identified the need to support young 
people in their transition into employment. The 2005 European youth pact 
stressed that integrating young people in society and working life, and making 
better use of their potential, are essential for ensuring sustained and sustainable 
growth in Europe (Conclusions of the Council ..., 2006). The Commission’s 
Communication on young people's participation in education and employment 
emphasised the need to invest more and earlier in youth education, to improve 
transitions from education into work (European Commission, 2007b). The new 
EU strategy for youth, Investing and empowering, reinforces this message, 
recognising that young people's transitions have become significantly longer and 
more complex. It urges Member States to coordinate their employment policies in 
line with the four components of flexicurity (European Commission, 2009a) (16). 
Guidance and counselling are also indicated as important accompanying 
measures (Resolution of the Council ..., 2004; European Commission, 2009; 
European Training Foundation, 2003) as they provide key support at a time when 
young individuals have to make decisions that can have an impact on the rest of 
their lives. Youth policies also promote the need to equip young people with skills 
to help them choose their career path, as well as building a solid foundation for 
the lifelong development of their career. 

                                                                                                                                      
(16) These include flexible arrangements concerning employment contracts, promotion of active 

labour market policies, responsive lifelong learning systems and modernisation of social 
security systems. 
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Figure 5. Types of transition policy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: GHK Consulting, 2009. 

 
This study has categorised two types of measure introduced by European 

countries to support transition: interventions that aim to improve the career 
management skills of young people; and working life familiarisation measures. 

The first section introduces the concept of career management skills (CMS). 
As CMS is an emerging concept, its definition and rationale are examined first. 
The section then goes on to explore practical examples of approaches in 
Member States to support the development of such skills. The second section 
examines methods that have been employed by the study countries to give 
young people the opportunity to familiarise themselves with the world of work. 

 
 

6.2. Improving career management skills  
 
There is growing recognition that career guidance practice needs to advance 
from simply assisting young people to make decisions regarding certain jobs or 
courses, to the much broader task of enabling and developing career 
management skills (CMS) (OECD, 2004a; Sultana, 2009a). Therefore, CMS is 
not just an element of career guidance but is an approach to it. 

The concept and scope of career management skills vary from one EU 
Member State to another, as highlighted at the EU peer learning event on the 
theme, held in Vilnius in 2009 (Sultana, 2009a). Definitions vary between authors 
and countries. Some see it as ‘the skills of understanding one’s own strengths 
and weaknesses, and needs and wants; of being able to identify relevant 
opportunities, and access information on them; of being able to take career-



Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work 
Lessons from across Europe 

 
98

related decisions; and of being able to present oneself effectively in order to gain 
access to courses or jobs’ (Watts, 2009). Others prefer a more pragmatic 
definition, conceptualising CMS in terms of career services such as personal 
guidance, job placement and change. Some EU countries do not have a 
commonly-agreed definition (e.g. Slovenia and Austria). 

Despite the different interpretations of the meaning of CMS, there is 
significant common ground. Most EU members agree that CMS relates to a wider 
view of a person’s development, moving the focus from skills to ‘meta-
competences’ that are not occupation–specific but are transferable, thus helping 
young people better to manage their learning and work (Sultana, 2009a). 
Observers also recognise that career management skills roughly correspond to 
‘personal management’, ‘exploring learning and work’ and ‘life/work building’ 
(Haché et al., 2006). Career management skills also fit easily into the four 
learning categories specified by the well-known Canadian DOTS framework: 
decision-learning (D), opportunity awareness (O), transition learning (T) and self-
awareness (S). Another common point is that career guidance incorporating CMS 
moves from informing short-term employment decisions to enabling longer-term 
career development and career management (OECD, 2003a). 

Drawing on these commonalities, the following definition of CMS was 
proposed by the European lifelong guidance policy network: ‘Career 
management skills refer to a whole range of competences which provide 
structured ways for individuals and groups to gather, analyse, synthesise and 
organise self, educational and occupational information, as well as the skills to 
make and implement decisions and transitions’ (Sultana, 2009a). 

The growing interest in CMS stems from national and EU policy objectives to 
improve employability and promote social equity and inclusion (Sultana, 2009a). 
These objectives are particularly relevant to young people, who have been 
affected by a sharp increase in unemployment since the first quarter of 2008 
(Eurostat, 2009). Further, at a time of economic crisis, traditional career guidance 
services that provide information and carry out one-to-one interviews when 
students leave school are not able to achieve success in the job market (OECD, 
2003a). There is growing concern that traditional services cannot adequately 
address the specific needs of many young people, particularly those at risk of 
leaving school early due to psychological and socioeconomic factors – such as, 
low self-esteem, poor performance at school, and certain prejudices embedded 
into the local community. The use of career management skills would enable 
young people to analyse their own strengths and weaknesses with regards to the 
labour market, thereby helping to increase their employability and promoting 
equality. 
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CMS also allows for the lifelong development of the skills necessary for 
‘managing one’s non-linear career pathways’, which are needed for full 
participation in knowledge-based economies (Sultana, 2009a). Put simply, the 
world of work is changing: there are fewer (if any) jobs for life; there is greater 
competition for vacancies; there are fewer graduates in traditional graduate jobs; 
there is greater flexibility regarding roles and tasks; and, most important, there is 
a pervasive need to continue learning new skills to stay employable. CMS can 
help young people to face these challenges, enabling them to identify labour 
market opportunities and acquire relevant and transferable ‘meta-competences’. 

Countries which have incorporated the CMS approach into broader national 
strategies have often done so to enhance economic competitiveness. As part of 
its integrative approach, Scotland has launched the initiative Curriculum for 
excellence. Other EU Member States (France, the Netherlands and Austria) have 
avoided ‘policy overload’ by mapping CMS into the European reference 
framework of key competences for lifelong learning (Sultana, 2009a). 

Despite key policy references to CMS in several national policy documents 
across EU Member States, none have yet developed a CMS national framework. 
However, research indicates that many countries have extensive experience in 
supporting the development of career management skills through other direct and 
indirect measures. Measures can be grouped into four categories: 
(a) integrating a career management skills approach into guidance provided at 

school; 
(b) holistic guidance service centres for young people; 
(c) online guidance tools supporting transition; 
(d) validation systems to improve career management skills. 

 
These categories are further examined, beginning with the different ways in 

which the study countries have used the CMS approach in school curricula. 
These findings are primarily based on the conclusions from the recent peer 
learning event on career management skills, hosted by the European lifelong 
guidance policy network. The later sections are based on a wider review of 
relevant literature and make use of pertinent case studies, prepared to provide a 
practical illustration of the themes concerned. 
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6.2.1. Career management skills in school curricula 
The integration of career management skills into national education systems (17) 
has taken place at different rates across EU Member States. Although CMS 
courses and themes are most often provided at secondary school level, some 
Member States have also integrated career management skills into primary 
school curricula (Sultana, 2009a). In Malta, CMS is taught as part of the 
personal, social and career development (PSCD) curriculum in primary schools. 
In the Czech Republic, CMS teaching at upper secondary and further education 
levels includes established subject areas such as economics, languages and 
civic education. In decentralised education systems, CMS practices tend to vary 
between schools, which are often able to choose whether to teach CMS as a 
separate subject or to integrate it into the curriculum. There are four main 
strategies for integrating CMS into a curriculum. 

First, CMS can be taught as a separate subject, whether optional or 
mandatory. It is allocated a specific time within the school timetable and is often 
delivered by specialised staff. However, this could create an image of CMS being 
no different from other subjects and not necessarily linked to longer-term career 
choices. This approach may also encourage the use of traditional teaching and 
assessment tools and methods, instead of focusing on innovative and self-
reflective learning. It may also overcrowd the curriculum. 

Second, CMS can be taught as a compulsory transversal theme across the 
curriculum (e.g. ‘curriculum infusion’). This allows for greater inclusion of CMS in 
the school curriculum, than if it were taught as a separate subject. This approach 
has been used in the Czech Republic, Estonia and Sweden. However, it requires 
highly motivated teachers who have been trained to integrate CMS themes 
across a wide range of subjects (Sultana, 2009a). In many cases only specialised 
guidance teachers possess the necessary knowledge and skills. Some countries 
(Denmark, France and Austria) have engaged various stakeholders (teachers, 
students, parents and career advisors) to help address this problem. 

Third, CMS can be integrated in extra-curricular activities. This is often 
delivered through career workshops after leaving school (Sultana, 2009a). This 
has been successfully used in France. Extra-curricular CMS activities are well-
resourced, prepared in advance and use specialised staff. Students are often 
highly motivated and seminars/workshops can be tailored for the needs of 
specific target groups (young people at risk or with disabilities). This approach 

                                                                                                                                      
(17) The findings of this section are primarily based on a Peer Learning Event reflection note 

prepared by Sultana, 2009a. 
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involves separating curricular and extra-curricular activities which may minimise 
the value placed on CMS activities by students and other stakeholders. 

Fourth, several countries have adopted a mixture of two or all three 
approaches (France, Malta, Austria and Finland). This maximises the benefits of 
all approaches, but can also risk redundancy as all CMS methods and themes 
are used. 

Further, schools and career centres have increasingly used a broader range 
of teaching methods to deliver CMS. These have included formal instruction, 
counselling experiential learning, computer-based resources and online platforms 
such as Facebook. The peer learning event on career management skills 
highlighted three innovative methods of delivering CMS: teaching CMS in 
collaboration with youth and community-based organisations outside formal 
education (see Career Scotland); external specialised agencies involved in 
teaching CMS at schools (Portugal, Sweden); and teaching CMS through the use 
of ICT (webcasts, videoconferencing and social networking) (OECD, 2004a; 
Sultana, 2009a). There has also been progress in assessing career management 
skills learning. Schools generally opt for non-formal, formative and continuous 
assessment methods that employ a wide spectrum of tools. In Denmark, students 
develop a personal ‘education book’ similar to a portfolio in which they record 
their achievements, as well as their emerging career interests and objectives 
(OECD, 2004a). Paper-based and web-based portfolio systems are also used in 
other countries such as Austria, France and Turkey. Other countries have chosen 
formal examinations (Czech Republic), action plan self-assessment (Sweden) or 
competence assessment through perceived proficiency in certain tasks (Austria). 
In general, CMS assessment has depended on the country’s curricular tradition. 

In certain countries CMS is taught by specific teachers, who may or may not 
have had any training (the Czech Republic and Estonia). In others, specialised 
staff conduct CMS-related activities (Malta). ESF funding has been used in some 
Member States to train specialised CMS counsellors. Several Member States 
involve different stakeholders: parents, employers and other professionals (such 
as, career counsellors and psychologists). 

 
6.2.2. Holistic guidance service centres for young people 
There is a confirmed need for a variety of different personal support systems, 
career services and agencies to assist young people in transition. Many Member 
States have responded to this challenge by establishing careers information 
centres, usually managed and operated by networks of different partner 
organisations providing services to young people. 
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Careers information centres are one-stop-shop facilities providing 
comprehensive support for young people, or a wider target group. These centres 
can help young people to make better-informed decisions about education, 
training and employment options, building a solid career management skills 
foundation. 

Young people can access information on a range of different themes: 
potential careers; learning opportunities; and financial support schemes. Centre 
staff provide support and guidance to identify potential job opportunities, as well 
as help filling out application forms and compiling effective CVs. Many centres 
also offer counselling and some have adopted a case worker approach to ensure 
continuing and comprehensive support for their clients. Some career information 
centres have prioritised the provision of psychological support for young people 
and their families. Services are normally free and are provided by a range of 
personnel, including specialist careers advisors, psychologists, former teachers 
and other staff members from community and government agencies. 

Careers information centres can be found in Belgium, Cyprus, the Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Estonia, France, Greece, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden and the UK. In many countries, 
these centres have been established over the past five to eight years, and many 
have been jointly funded by the ESF. For example, ESF funding has supported 
establishment of over a hundred counselling centres in Czech schools: the 
centres bring together school psychologists, special school pedagogies, and 
educational counsellors. 

One of the more successful and well-researched and evaluated careers 
information networks is Connexions in the UK: this has radically changed the way 
in which young people are supported during their teenage years. The 
fundamental idea behind Connexions is that it works together with other key 
stakeholders to ensure a more cohesive approach to the delivery of support and 
guidance to young people in their progression towards employment. 

 

Connexions, UK (http://www.connexions-direct.com/) 
The Connexions service was established in 2001 by the Department for Education and Skills with 
the aim of raising the aspirations, participation and achievement levels of young people by 
providing impartial information, advice and support. Connexions centres are formed around multi-
agency partnerships, which bring together the services offered by health services, police, 
probation and youth services, agencies working with young offenders and substance abusers, 
voluntary and community organisations and careers companies (Joyce and White, 2004). 
The target group is people aged 13-19 and 20-24 with learning difficulties and/or disabilities who 
are yet to make the transition to adult services. The objective is to help them to make the right 
choices by (Department for Education and Skills, UK, 2004): 
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• helping to remove barriers to learning and progression, such as substance abuse, teenage 

pregnancy, bullying, money, health and youth offending; 
• providing high-quality career related information, advice and guidance. The agencies also 

help with problems such as barriers to employment, education or training. 

The Connexions services are delivered primarily by a network of personal advisers who are 
either contacted via a Connexions onestop shop or access point on the high street, or via a 
school, or college (Joyce and White, 2004). Instead of delivering a blanket service to all young 
people, personal advisers are expected to tailor their support to the young person’s needs. The 
support services are agreed with individual head-teachers and college principals, to make sure 
that they build on the work carried out by staff in schools and colleges. The level of support 
needed varies considerably, ranging from information on learning and career options to in-depth, 
one-to-one support over an extended period of time. Personal advisors are linked with other 
support services so that they can refer young people to more specialist services where 
necessary: this ensures that young people are no longer passed on from one agency to another 
but there is continuity (Joyce and White, 2004). 
 
The work of personal advisers is diverse and includes advice, guidance, information and support 
on a range of education, training, employment and personal issues. Guidance is provided 
through verbal and written advice or information, personalised action plans, referrals to a 
specialist, and practical support. 
 
In addition to personal advisers, the agency offers other interactive services. Connexions Direct 
offers a more flexible and easily accessible multi-media service that complements the local, face-
to-face advice. The website (www.connexions-direct.com) offers quick access to information and 
advice on a wide range of topics. Connexions advisers are available for confidential advice and 
practical help via telephone, web chat, and e-mail or text message. Such advisers are based in a 
central contact centre and available to support young people seven days a week, 18 hours a day 
(from 8am to 2am). 
 
According to several surveys carried out among customers of Connexions, the majority of young 
people contact Connexions to discuss work or learning issues, although the number of young 
people who want to discuss personal matters (e.g. families, mental health, money, etc.) is on the 
increase. This is thought to be a consequence of increased confidence in raising such matters 
with the advisor and an increased knowledge regarding the remit of the Connexions service. 
 
During its eight years of service the scope of Connexions has increased and it has become a 
brand that is recognised by young people. Personal services provided by advisors, together with 
more flexible delivery methods (Internet, text messages, call centres), ensure access. The call 
centre receives around 25 000 telephone calls a month and the websites has nearly 600 000 
visitors per month (Lambley, 2007). 
 
The 2004 evaluation concluded that nine out of ten young people (91 %) were very or fairly 
satisfied about the service they received at Connexions, both in terms of the advice and support 
as well as how they view the adviser (Joyce and White, 2004). Connexions service is said to 
have influenced the way young people participated in education. The customer satisfaction 
survey, carried out in 2004, found that two-thirds of beneficiaries (67 %) reported that 
Connexions ‘had helped them to either decide what to do or have a better idea about what they 
could do’ (Brunwin et al., 2005). Generally, it was felt that Connexions’ primary contribution in 
education was that it helped young people to overcome a range of education related difficulties 
(e.g. helped young people to return to education by getting them in touch with teaching staff and 
other specialist workers). In terms of personal benefits, according to the survey the service of 
Connexions had produced a range of benefits for young people, such as increased confidence 
levels, improved interpersonal skills, a positive change in behaviour or attitude, and improvement 
in personal circumstances. 
 
Based on information from the Connexions website (http://www.connexions-direct.com/) and an evaluation 
report: Joyce, Lucy; White, Clarissa. Assessing Connexions: qualitative research with young people. 
Research report No. 577. Department for Education and Skills, 2004. 
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The fundamental concept behind many career information centres is that 
they work together with other key stakeholders to ensure a more cohesive 
approach to delivering the support and guidance young people need to progress 
to employment. Such a collaborative approach has not been easy to achieve in 
most contexts and the set-up phase requires time and resources before a true 
partnership can be established. Difficulties have been encountered, for example, 
in Hungary although examples of local and regional multi-agency guidance 
initiatives, which have been set up with Phare or ESF support, can be found. 
Even relatively long-established networks, such as Connexions in the UK, still 
experience practical difficulties in operating as a multi-agency partnership, and 
evaluations have shown that areas in which different agencies fail to work 
together show gaps in the support networks available for young people (Joyce 
and White, 2004). 

It is important to note that many career information centres aim to help all 
young people, not just those with problems. As such they tend to be different 
from many counselling services, which often serve young people (and their 
families) who are encountering specific difficulties. 

In many countries, youth organisations are also involved in providing 
comprehensive careers advice. In Ireland, youth information centres have been 
established by a network of youth organisations and they offer information to 
young people on a wide number of issues, including employment matters, local 
community services and education and training opportunities. A counselling 
service is also available in the adult education sector to help clients assess their 
current situation and look at the options open to them for the future. In Estonia, a 
network of regional youth information and counselling centres (maakondlikud 
noorte teabe- ja nõustamiskeskused) has been operating since 1999. In Norway, 
the Youth Information Service has a broad remit of providing information, advice, 
guidance and referrals to young people aged 14-20. 

Turkey has a long tradition of career guidance and has a wellestablished 
system of guidance and counselling services in both education and the labour 
market. Over the past 50 years more than 200 guidance and research centres 
(RAM) have been set up and form a distinct pillar in the Turkish guidance system. 
A further 40 career information centres and 20 job and career counselling 
services are run by the public employment service (ISKUR). 

The RAM acts as the main coordination unit for schools in the regions and 
the central administration of the Directorate for Special Education, Guidance and 
Counselling (MONE). Among the various tasks that RAM perform is to provide 
support to school guidance services and, more specifically, on career guidance 
(organising career days or fairs) preparing for university entrance examinations, 
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and the preparation of written materials for basic and secondary education 
schools. The distinctive feature of RAM is their comprehensive and integrated 
approach of personal, social and career guidance. MONE has also recently 
developed a new web-based career information system and RAM will become 
one of the major access points; this is likely to extend further their career 
information function. 

 
6.2.3. Online guidance tools for at-risk groups 
Use of online career information services is now considered a core element of 
the career guidance offer in many European countries. As well as signposting 
organisations, providing information, advice and guidance services, online portals 
can also provide information on education, training and employment 
opportunities, and easy-to-use interactive assessment tools, to assist young 
people in making career decisions.  

Our research found nearly 60 examples of Internet-based career platforms 
and portals in 24 countries (this figure excludes public employment service 
portals). These Internet-based measures comprise three main types: 
(a) signposting, which provides information/links to other types of online career 

guidance provision and identifies where young people should go for careers 
advice, including other web based services; 

(b) information, on education and training opportunities and/or the skills 
requirements of various sectors or occupations which help increase young 
people’s awareness of available opportunities; 

(c) interactive assessment tools, to help young people to make decisions by 
matching their skills and capabilities to potential career pathways, which can 
lead them into transition learning and/or employment. 
 
The range of information covered by these web-based career guidance 

services varies. Some specifically focus on providing information on education 
opportunities while others include information about careers and employment 
opportunities. Where services are developing, they are responding to the lifelong 
learning agenda or to the need to identify career and/or training pathways 
between education and training and related job opportunities. 

Most of the platforms are universal services rather than facilities targeted at 
vulnerable young people. Technological developments and the social inclusion 
agenda are, however, shifting the way in which online guidance services are 
delivered. Almost all study countries are trying to broaden access to career 
information and guidance without labelling their target group as hardtoreach, 
using diverse and often innovative strategies (Cedefop, Sultana, 2004). For 
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example, several Member States have introduced multi-media tools to increase 
the attractiveness of guidance portals for young people. Onisep (www.onisep.fr) is 
a popular French facility used by more than six million lower and upper 
secondary school pupils, parents and information and guidance professionals. It 
combines providing information with blogs, chat facilities, podcasts and 
videocasts; the Onisep database includes 15 000 training options, 20 000 contact 
details for various establishments and 500 professions. The multi-media tools are 
used to communicate information about jobs and careers to young people. The 
site also includes quizzes to help users identify key skills and interests and their 
suitability for different education/career pathways. 

In countries such as Ireland and Sweden, Internet portals include interactive 
matching tools where young people are able to explore opportunities relative to 
their skills, competences and interests. Such facilities help young people to 
identify jobs and careers that suit their interests and identify the necessary 
education and training to access these jobs. The sites also allow young people to 
access interactive tests to help them develop self-awareness by thinking about 
their own interests, goals and skills. For example, the career matching service of 
Career directions in Ireland (www.careerdirections.ie) takes young people 
through a series of questions about themselves, their qualifications, interests and 
skills. The results lead them to a list of matched professions, using a colour 
coded ‘traffic light’ system. 

Both Onisep and the Lithuanian web portal AIKOS, provide targeted or 
tailored information for specific groups at risk. The AIKOS website provides 
information for young people who have dropped out of education, including on 
where to go for further advice, guidance and assessment. 

Some observers have criticised Internet-based information services for 
simply reproducing paper-based systems. Nevertheless, such approaches 
provide a cost-effective means of providing services to raise awareness about 
education, training, employment and other opportunities that might be available 
for young people. Further, research shows that many young people want to 
manage their own careers and are inclined to use services that are free and 
convenient (Rainey, 2008). 

While Internet-based services are typically seen as a means of extending 
career guidance, successive reports have highlighted the lack of access to 
computers (and the Internet) as a barrier to web based information and 
interactive assessment tools. This is particularly the case among poorer families, 
those with no phones, and for people living in remote areas in countries where 
the use of Internet is not yet widespread (Barnes, 2008; OECDa, 2004a; OECD, 
2008). 



Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work 
Lessons from across Europe 

 
107

AIKOS, Lithuania (www.aikos.smm.lt)  
Using ESF support, the Ministry of Education and Science launched the AIKOS site in 2005; it 
was relaunched in 2009. 
 
The site contains information on education and training programmes and institutions in Lithuania, 
qualifications, licences, occupations, admission rules for vocational and higher education 
schools, the situation in the labour market, classifications, Europass certificate supplements. It 
also includes education and labour market statistics: number of students and job opening; 
current situation in education sector (number of programmes, qualifications, institutions, licences, 
other; trends in education sector) new programmes, qualifications, institutions, licences, etc. 
 
It has customised pages for specific target groups, including early school leavers. Others targets 
include: pupils’ parents; career information (guidance) counsellors, policy-makers, employers, 
disabled, immigrants, (ex)inmates. 
 
Young people who have dropped out of education can find information on: 
 
• support, advice and instructions on using the website and a starting point in choosing a 

profession; 
• information about various occupations, listing alphabetically, by keyword, the most important 

professions according to education area and sub-area; 
• information on study programmes: a search of vocational training programmes, with search 

facilities defined by various criteria; 
• information on schools: schools of general education, vocational schools, admission rules 

and procedures; 
• information on employment possibilities: numbers of pupils, vacancies and unemployed 

people by education area and sub-area; 
• links to organisations for professional counselling, tests on professional suitability, data on 

average monthly wages by occupation and other links. 
 
The key strengths of the AIKOS portal are: 
 
• information is customised to very specific user needs based on the requirements of particular 

target groups; 
• advice and information on the portal is comprehensive and covers a wide range of potential 

interests; 
• the portal provides extensive links to other relevant institutions and websites. This enables 

users to access detailed information on education and training programmes and various 
providers of learning opportunities. 

 
The information on the portal is based on various registers and databases from education and 
the labour market, as provided by the project’s partners (18). The Centre of Information 
Technologies of Education is responsible for the maintenance and upkeep of the AIKOS portal, 
which is updated on a regular basis. All areas of the portal have a search function, enabling 
users to locate specific information. This is particularly useful for users who may be less familiar 
with some of the terms associated with career guidance and education. 

 
 

                                                                                                                                      
(18) The Ministry of Education and Science, Department of Statistics to the Government of 

Lithuania, Lithuanian Youth Technical Creativity Centre, Lithuanian Labour Exchange (PES), 
Lithuanian Labour Market Training Authority, and the Centre of Information Technologies of 
Education. 
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6.2.4. Formative validation tools and career management skills 
Section 5.2.5 has already examined how validation (identification and recognition 
of an individual’s competences, regardless of how they were developed) can be 
used as a ‘second chance’ measure to support the reintegration of early school 
leavers. However, validation has a dual dimension as it also offers young people 
an opportunity to develop their career management skills and can help them to 
make informed decisions about their future. 

There are a number of examples of validation measures across Europe 
which are specifically targeted towards young people, in particular those engaged 
in extra-curricular activities (such as sports and other hobbies, voluntary activities 
and membership of youth groups). Young people can gain a wide range of skills 
and competences through such activities, including ‘soft skills’ (team-working, 
communication, organisation and leadership skills), which can be hard to 
measure, and which may not be recognised through formal education 
qualifications. Validation presents an opportunity to capture and record young 
people’s achievements outside formal learning. 

In 2004, the European Council recognised the clear distinction between the 
identification and the validation of non-formal and informal learning (Draft 
conclusions of the Council ..., 2004). While the identification process ‘records and 
makes visible the individual’s learning outcomes’, it does not lead to formal 
certification or the award of a diploma. However, validation is ‘based on the 
assessment of the individuals’ learning outcomes and may result in a certificate or 
diploma’. The distinction between identification and validation can also be referred 
to as ‘formative’ or ‘summative’ validation and this is the terminology used for this 
study. The examples discussed here tend to focus on formative validation and offer 
young people a chance to reflect on their competences and strengths and to record 
them using tools such as portfolios, rather than enabling them to access a formal 
qualification. In other words, formative validation mechanisms can act as a 
guidance tool for young people as they help them identify and record their skills and 
competences, reflect on the learning from such activities, consider future learning 
and employment options, and thereby help them to learn to manage their own 
careers. Further, for individuals (such as potential and actual school leavers) who 
may have experienced difficulties in taking tests and examinations in a formal 
school environment, less ‘formal’ approaches, can prove to be a suitable approach 
to identifying key skills and competences. 

The German ProfilPASS is an example of a formative validation initiative 
based on a competence portfolio. The initiative promotes the concept of career 
management skills, enabling young people to reflect on their own activities and 



Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work 
Lessons from across Europe 

 
109

identify their strengths and weaknesses. They then have the opportunity to 
formulate future aims.  

 

ProfilPASS for young people (Profilpass für junge Menschen), Germany 
ProfilPASS is a developmental instrument based on self-assessment supported by guidance professionals. 
The system aims to review, document and assess informally acquired competences, regardless of where 
they were acquired, and record them in a competence portfolio. ProfilPASS also seeks to identify the 
individual’s educational, professional and life goals and to encourage their achievement. 
 
ProfilPASS was first offered as a validation tool for adults. In May 2007, ProfilPASS for young 
people was introduced on nationally in Germany. This bespoke competence portfolio is available 
to young people aged 14 and above and has been tailored to meet the specific needs of this 
group. It comprises two elements: the ProfilPASS folder itself and the tailored support to 
complete the process, which is provided by a guidance professional. 
 
In practice, ProfilPASS for young people offers the chance to identify and document the 
competences they have developed outside of their formal education, e.g. at home with the family, 
through leisure activities or employment. It is divided into three systematic steps, incorporating 
both self-reflection and support from the guidance professional: 
•  ‘My Life’ stage involves preparing an overview of the different activities the individual takes 

part in. This includes family, school, leisure time, internships, training and employment; 
• ‘My Strengths’ stage encompasses analysis, by both the individual and the guidance 

professional, of the competences and skills they develop through these activities. A summary 
is then prepared of the individual’s particular strengths; 

• ‘My Aims’ stage identifies the individual’s goals for their future personal development. 
Various guidance activities are used to support young people to complete the portfolio; these can 
be on a one-to-one basis and also in groups. Group work has been found to be the most 
effective method for young people who are (long-term) unemployed or seeking training 
opportunities, while one-to-one guidance has been identified as more effective for students in 
higher school years or apprentices. 
 
The young people can benefit from participation in the initiative during project and activity weeks 
at school; during afternoon activities at all-day schools; as part of measures for young people 
under the age of 25, such as the Injobs initiative; and as part of volunteering activities in sports 
clubs and church associations. 
 
A number of specific activities are used to help young people to identify their competences and 
abilities: 
• life puzzle: the individual makes a list of all the relevant significant people in the different 

areas of their life to build up a comprehensive support network of important figures; 
• a day in my life: this activity enables individuals to give an insight into the different activities 

they take part in. As part of this mapping exercise, individuals list all the places, situations, 
activities experiences and people involved in a particular day; 

• individual overview: the individual is provided with a diagram of a person on which they list all 
their strengths (outside of the person) and characteristics (inside of the person). This process 
allows the individual to think about the activities, completed learning processes and acquired 
skills and competences; 

• jobs in my environment: this exercise gives young people an insight into the multi-faceted 
nature of professional life. The individual creates a list of the jobs people do within their 
personal milieu. 

The information for this case study has been compiled from the the ProfilPASS website 
(http://www.profilpass-online.de/) and from the ProfilPASS for young people information 
brochures (http://www.profilpass-online.de/files/101-430a_web.pdf). 
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As stated on the initiative’s website, the ProfilPASS is ‘more than a ring 
binder’; it can bring significant benefits for participants. For instance, during the 
preparation of a ProfilPASS, young people learn how to make a realistic 
assessment of their own skills and competences, develop an increased 
willingness to take on responsibility, improve their communication skills, and use 
the process to identify their career choices. 

Another example of a formative validation initiative which leads to the 
certification of a young person’s competences, is the Attestation de compétences 
(Certification of competences) developed by the Luxembourg Federation of 
Scouts, in collaboration with the national Ministry of Youth. This competence 
certificate has been developed to enable young people who have undertaken a 
leadership, training or animation role in a youth organisation over a certain period 
of time, to gain recognition for the work they have done. Although the application 
for the attestation is prepared by a member of staff at the youth organisation, it is 
based on an interview with the young person to identify the tasks they have 
undertaken and the competences they have developed in doing so. This 
interview enables the young person to conduct self-evaluation, although they 
should be supported by feedback from the staff member. 

The appraisal process undertaken to prepare an application for an 
attestation de compétences supports the young person in becoming aware of, 
and articulating, their own competences. The final certificate also serves as 
formal recognition of the value of their participation in youth work or voluntary 
service, which could be used to support a job application. The process as a 
whole can motivate the young person and encourage a positive attitude towards 
further education and training. It can also present an opportunity to prepare a 
plan for future personal development and learning. 

A third example of validation for young people can be found in Finland. The 
Recreational activity study books developed by the Finnish Youth Academy 
offers young people a chance to identify and record the competences they have 
developed and what they have learned from their extra-curricular activities. The 
system does not measure the young person’s competences and does not aim for 
formal accreditation, but it can aid access to formal education if the young person 
wishes. 

Recreational study books again offer young people a chance to record the 
skills and competences they have developed outside school. The process is 
based on inputs from both the young person and an adult, who confirms the 
validity of the information, in place of a formal system of measuring or accrediting 
the young person’s competences. It is clear that young people appreciate the 
value of the study books as simply a process to reflect on the activities they have 
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carried out during their youth, since most participants use it to create a personal 
record, rather than a tool to access education, training, employment or 
qualifications. 

 

Recreational activity study books, Finland 
The Recreational activity study book is a portfolio/CV, which enables young people to evidence 
their learning from activities outside formal education. It is also currently being developed and 
piloted as a web-based portfolio, piloting in 2009/2010.  
 
The study book collects information about activities, competences and learning gained in nine 
spheres (Savisaari, 2005): regular participation in leisure activities; holding positions of trust and 
responsibility within NGOs; activities as a leader, trainer or coach; participation in a project; 
courses; international activities; workshop activities (apprenticeship); competitions; and other 
activities. 
 
The entries in the book are always written by an adult who is either responsible or well aware of 
the particular activity; the young people themselves fill in the self-assessment part. The focus is 
on describing what, and how, things have been learned rather than what has been done. The 
adult making the entry adds his/her contact details in case someone wants to verify the validity of 
the information. 
 
The recreational activity book does not measure the competences presented by the young 
person and there are no examinations associated with it. The system does not aim for 
accreditation of the young person’s competences, because the Youth Academy wishes to 
preserve the principles behind a young person’s voluntary activities, e.g. the desire to spend time 
and learn with others. Findings from surveys among young people who have used the book have 
found that their priority in doing so was to create a personal record of the activities they have 
undertaken during their youth. 
 
However, the book can be used to identify and credit non-formal learning when applying for 
employment or for a place on a formal education course. The Youth Academy has a formal 
agreement with 250 formal educational institutions on how to value and credit entries within the 
book. 
 
Over 80 000 recreational study books have been distributed to date and around 5 000 young 
people take up this activity each year. 
 
This case study is based on an interview with the Finnish Youth Academy (May 2009) and 
information from a case study written by Lauri Savisaari from the Youth Academy in 2005 in the 
European Inventory on validation of non-formal and informal learning. 

 
The European Guidelines for validation of non-formal and informal learning 

(Cedefop, 2009a) stress the importance of providing information, advice and 
guidance throughout validation. Research has shown that the process of 
identifying and assessing one’s skills and competences works best with guidance 
from a third party (ProfilPASS). Individuals may not be aware of the competences 
and skills they have developed, through activities within the home or hobbies, for 
example, and experts can help to identify competences which the individual 
might have overlooked. Guidance can enable the validation candidate to develop 
a comprehensive, realistic summary of their competences and abilities, strengths 
and weaknesses. 
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For example, the Luxembourg attestation de compétences description 
booklet stresses that the process for preparing the attestation should be based 
on a dialogue with the young person, enabling them to carry out self-evaluation, 
supported by feedback from the member of staff preparing the attestation on their 
behalf. The booklet explains that this process of open dialogue makes the 
process educational in itself, aiding critical reflection and analysis of what the 
young person has learned and achieved (Bodeving, 2009). 

It is also important to ensure that validation is not seen as a finite procedure 
and to offer the beneficiary further guidance to support their future plans. Once 
his/her competences have been identified and recognised, the individual should 
be supported to formulate next steps in personal learning or career development 
(Krichewsky, 2004). This important step of motivating the young person towards 
further development is also mentioned in the attestation de competences 
description booklet (Bodeving, 2009). 

Validation should also be tailored to the needs of its target groups; providing 
guidance means each procedure can be tailored to the beneficiary (Cedefop, 
2009a). In addition, the tools and processes employed should be user-friendly for 
the target group (Keogh and Nevala, 2009). While the German ProfilPASS was 
originally developed for adults, the variant for young people has been adapted 
and the language used is easy to understand (although it does not actually use 
young people’s vocabulary or slang). In addition, ProfilPASS counsellors must 
undertake specific training to deliver the ProfilPASS for young people and for 
adults. 

Validation of non-formal and informal learning can bring a wide range of 
benefits, including less tangible outcomes, such as support for a young person’s 
personal development. It can also represent a key tool in supporting the 
development of career management skills, by enabling young people to identify 
their competences and strengths, as well as their goals for future development. 
Individualised, tailored approaches, accompanied by professional guidance are 
key elements of successful validation measures. 

 
 

6.3. Working-life familiarisation 
 
To aid the transition from education to employment, young people need to 
develop skills and competences relevant to the workplace and to understand how 
the working world differs from education and training. They also need to be 
supported to make informed career choices. Working-life familiarisation 
measures, such as work experience placements and entrepreneurship education, 
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plus vocational training pathways incorporating an element of workbased 
learning, including apprenticeships and alternation training programmes, can all 
help to meet the needs of young people and prepare them for the world of work. 
This section examines a range of working life familiarisation initiatives and 
identifies the benefits each one can present for young people: 
(a) the benefits provided by compulsory education systems that offer young 

people an opportunity to undertake work experience; 
(b) how careers fairs and company visits can help young people; 
(c) how entrepreneurship education can offer people from disadvantaged 

groups a route out of social exclusion; 
(d) continuous VET reform to offer vocational training as a valued, alternative 

study path; 
(e) the value of apprenticeships and how to support the transition from school to 

an apprentice programme; 
(f) school and work alternation initiatives as an alternative study route. 
 
6.3.1. Work experience opportunities in compulsory education 
The 2004 Cedefop and OECD research projects on career guidance found that 
many EU countries offer different forms of work placement opportunities (work 
shadowing, company visits, work experience). As part of the secondary school 
curriculum, these connect their career education programmes more directly and 
experientially to the world of work (Cedefop, Sultana, 2004; OECD, 2004a; 
OECD, 2004b). In Denmark, Germany, Luxembourg, Austria Finland, Sweden 
and the UK (England) the curriculum for compulsory education provides 
extensive work shadowing and work experience opportunities for young people 
(based on a review of country reports EACEA et al., 2008). Such work 
placements last approximately one week in Austria, up to two weeks in Germany, 
Luxembourg, Finland and the UK (England) and can last more than two weeks in 
Denmark and Sweden. The arrangements are wellestablished practices in all of 
those countries apart from Austria, where such provisions were made available in 
2005. 

Countries such as Belgium (Walloon), Bulgaria, Estonia, Iceland, Ireland, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, the Netherlands and Portugal have less extensive 
provision to familiarise young people with working life than those just mentioned 
(OECD, 2004a). Estonia and Latvia, for instance, organise an annual ‘work 
shadowing day’. Such taster days act as tools to improve young people’s 
understanding of the world of work, especially in the absence of more extensive 
work placement schemes. 



Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work 
Lessons from across Europe 

 
114

The review of examples and much of the literature show that work experience 
can have many benefits for both young people and employers. First, it can provide 
young people with an opportunity to improve their understanding of the world of 
work. Although many secondary level students are already involved in working life 
(e.g. working for a family business or doing after-school, weekend and holiday 
work), these jobs are not necessarily taken to develop skills: more often they are to 
earn pocket money or to help the family business. Well organised and executed 
work experience periods aim to place more emphasis on ‘learning than earning’ 
and can help young people to gain knowledge of the world of work. 

A work experience placement can also offer a structured learning 
environment, giving the young person the chance to add to their skills profile, 
supplementing those developed during school study and extra-curricular 
activities. It can also provide an opportunity to apply knowledge gained at school 
to real work situations. Providing structured work placement, however, requires 
an effort from the school, the young person and the employer to ensure 
appropriate preparation, support during the placement and follow-up afterwards. 
In the Swedish example of a structured work placement programme, preparatory 
activities include lessons by career guidance counsellors about the purpose of 
the work experience, information on the selection criteria and other practical 
details. 

 

PRAO (praktisk arbetslivsorientering), Sweden 
Swedish schools have been organising work placements for children of compulsory school age 
for several decades. This programme is known as PRAO (praktisk arbetslivsorientering) and the 
aim is to give pupils tangible experiences of working life and an opportunity to grow. 
 
Visits to local companies and organisations are arranged for pupils in the eighth grade to gain 
some understanding of what is involved in various professions; they take place in the final year of 
compulsory school (ninth grade). The placements can take as long as three to six weeks and 
students may work in a factory, office or other locations. 
 
Surveys and studies among young people indicate that they appreciate the PRAO programme. A 
recent study among 750 ninth graders found that just over a third of the surveyed young people 
(36 %) (www.skolverket.se) had a good work placement and 61 % felt that compulsory 
education should include more practical placements. Another study from 2006 concluded that 
70 % of young people felt their placement had worked out really well. 
 

 
Undertaking work experience can also help young people to increase their 

awareness of the types of careers available and to gain an insight into the 
demands of jobs (e.g. importance of timekeeping, customer care, appearance, 
etc.). Work experience can help young people to understand how learning at 
school is important for getting a job and to find out what skills employers look for 
when they are hiring someone to fill a job vacancy. 
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Work experience can also give young people the opportunity to find out 
about a career they think they are interested in. It can help them to develop a 
greater understanding of their own interests and skills. These factors can then 
help young people to make a better-informed decision about their future career 
(whether they want to pursue a vocational or academic pathway, enter 
employment, etc.). 

Good work experience can also help young people to develop self-evaluation 
skills, building confidence to reflect and learn from experience. It can promote a 
positive attitude to learning and enable young people to develop practical 
problem-solving skills. German work experience placements aim to provide an 
insight into the working world and help guide young people in a career direction. 
Two or three long traineeships, usually following classroom preparation, are 
offered in almost all the Länder of Germany (in cooperation with companies, 
chambers of commerce and schools). Some Länder have published complete 
teaching manuals and have prepared material to support the work placements. 
Workplace visits are also organised, mainly within the framework of subjects 
related to initiation into working life, as well as other subjects such as chemistry, 
physics, German or geography. 

A well-organised work experience placement, with appropriate planning, 
application and follow-up, can help develop career management skills. For 
example, the placement can help familiarise young people with job search skills 
by gaining experience in making applications. 

Further, practical work experience has the potential of helping to improve the 
young person’s employability, being valued by future employers. In some cases, 
the employer may provide the young person with a reference on completion of 
their placement. There may also be a chance to pursue further opportunities (e.g. 
summer jobs or other traineeships) with the placement provider. Finally, having a 
good company or organisation name on their CV can give the young person extra 
credibility in the future. 

 

Work placement programme, Iceland 
The Work placement programme is intended for students in grades 8-10 who do not necessarily 
have any severe learning difficulties but who have not adjusted to a mainstream school 
environment. The programme aims to increase the wellbeing of students in their school life by 
giving them an opportunity to demonstrate their skills outside the academic environment. In this 
way, and through the preparation of an individual timetable based around the work placement, 
the programme aims to boost the self-confidence of participants and restimulate their interest in 
learning. 
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For young people with special needs and those who have not adjusted to a 
mainstream setting, work placements can offer significant benefits. The Work 
placement programme in Iceland is intended for students in grades 8-10 who 
have not settled in well in their current school. 

Work experience schemes can also be beneficial to the organisations and 
companies involved, with opportunities to: 
(a) promote the company and build links with local schools that can help to 

attract school leavers into jobs (develop new recruitment channels); 
(b) help improve the employability of young people coming onto the labour 

market; 
(c) promote the value of vocational qualifications; 
(d) permanent staff can gain experience of being in a supervisory position; 
(e) keep up-to-date with developments in education. 

Despite the diverse benefits, the literature review confirmed the finding of the 
OECD study (2004a) on career guidance by suggesting that students in many EU 
countries still have too few, or no, opportunities to take part in work experience. 
This is particularly true for a specific group of countries but differences are also 
evident between regions and municipalities in countries, which have well 
established work experience programmes. This is because, in many cases, the 
organisation of these activities is not mandatory, and depends on the initiatives 
taken by individual guidance staff, schools, municipalities and/or regions. 

Evidence also suggests that some actors are debating and questioning the 
usefulness and necessity of work placements for young people. In Sweden, 
experiences range from one municipality to another; some schools have closed 
down their work experience programmes in recent years, although, in some 
cases, this has not happened without huge resistance from pupils themselves. 
Other commentators claim that work placement periods are more important today 
than ever before due to the smaller number of summer and part-time work 
opportunities available to young people. 

 
6.3.2. Careers fairs and company visits 
Special events such as careers fairs and company visits can provide valuable 
experience for young people, offer an opportunity to explore different fields of 
work and career paths and also to seek employment. They enable young people 
to meet and talk to representatives from different industries and to find out what 
is required (in terms of skills and qualifications) to access certain occupations. 
Careers fairs and workplace visits take place universally across the study 
countries, although the level of access to such services varies considerably from 
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one country and region to another. Visits and fairs usually focus on the final year 
of lower secondary education. 

Examples of such special events were explored from Belgium, Cyprus, the 
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Italy, Latvia and Malta. In Belgium, 
company discovery weeks have become established practice in the German 
speaking area of the country and their success is based on strong collaboration 
with the local business community. 

 

Company discovery weeks (Schnupperwochen), Belgium 
The Institute of Vocational Training for Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (IAWM) has been 
organising company discovery weeks (Schnupperwochen) during the two weeks of the Easter 
holidays for the past 16 years in the German-speaking area of Belgium. The 5 000 young people 
in compulsory education aged 15 to 18 are personally invited – via their schools – to visit one or 
several participating companies. They may spend anywhere from a few hours to several days in 
companies, and even work in them for a trial period. In 2008, more than 800 young people and 
275 companies participated. 
 

 
In the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, the career fair Educational 

rendezvous has become a major national event, showcasing the ability of VET 
schools to produce students capable of competing in the global market. 

 

Educational rendezvous, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
In the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, the career fair Educational rendezvous has been 
held at the Skopje Fair for the last three years. Schools are invited to the event to present 
themselves to the public and to provide further information to pupils in the eighth grade who are 
looking for a secondary school to attend in the following academic year. 
 
The fair also acts as the largest recruitment event of its kind in the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia, bringing together vocational students and potential employers. The three-day event 
attracts up to 30 000 visitors and is primarily organised by students for students. Throughout the 
fair VET students can demonstrate their leadership and business skills through a range of 
competitions, which include writing business plans and public speaking. Leadership is provided 
through the VET student organisation MASSUM and the event receives support from USAID’s 
secondary education projects, as well as from the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
Ministry of Education and Science. 
 

 
In Italy, Cyprus and Malta, such activities take place through sectoral 

organisations. For example, since 2004, following the creation of the national 
guidance committee, the Italian Ministry of Education has encouraged schools to 
participate in the national Orientagiovani day organised by Confindustria, a body 
representing Italian industries. This represents a series of events organised at 
regional level by the local Confindustria associations. In each Italian province, the 
industrial associations, in collaboration with schools, training centres and 
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universities, provide pupils and teachers with an opportunity to meet 
entrepreneurs and reflect on skills and professional choices together. 

In some countries, such activities are part of the curriculum. In Portugal, for 
example, at the end of the third cycle of basic education (lower secondary 
education), seminars, company visits and vocational guidance fairs are included 
in the school project subject of the curriculum. Further, individual learning 
providers have established their own projects to allow their students to familiarise 
themselves with the world of work. For example, the Kandinsky College in 
Nijmegen, the Netherlands, has launched a working life familiarisation project. 
Here students pay short visits to workplaces; take part in work placements; are 
made aware of the preparation they need to make when applying for jobs; are 
given a chance to rehearse applying for a job (become aware of methods of 
applying for jobs, and learn to identify their own and job related attributes); and 
learn how to handle interviews. 

Special careers events can bring benefits to young people, although they 
should be seen as one transition support measure among many. They enable 
participants to learn about the options available to them in terms of the transition 
to further education, training or employment and therefore help young people to 
make better informed decisions about their learning and career pathways. 
Participants can gain better understanding of what certain job roles might entail, 
may discover a career path they had previously been unaware of, and may even 
be able to establish contacts for future work experience or to apply for positions 
when they become available. 

 
6.3.3. Entrepreneurship education 
In the past 10 to 15 years, entrepreneurship education has grown dramatically 
throughout the world, particularly in those countries already known to be 
entrepreneurial such as Australia, Canada and the US, but also in many 
European countries. This growth is reflected in the development of numerous 
new entrepreneurship curricula, study programmes and initiatives, as well as 
increasing research activities on enterprise education in general, and on its 
various effects (Schoof, 2006). 

Entrepreneurship education is decisive in assisting young people to develop 
entrepreneurial skills, attributes and behaviours, as well as developing enterprise 
awareness and understanding that entrepreneurship represents a career option 
(Schoof, U, 2006). With regard to the wider impact, it has been acknowledged 
that spreading an entrepreneurial attitude among young people in everyday life 
(school, work, home, etc.) can help them to overcome barriers and develop self-
confidence (European Commission, 2001a). Setting up a business is also seen 
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as a way for young people to gain autonomy and flexibility, to start their own 
career, and to apply innovative ways of thinking (ibid.). 

 

Secondary school level entrepreneurship education programmes, Europe 
Shadowing and training opportunities for young people (e.g. the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia Germany, Poland, Slovenia and the UK ). For example, the Students sitting in the 
boss’s chair (Schüler im Chefsessel) project in Germany enables students and teachers in 
selected regions of Germany to have the opportunity to spend one day with an entrepreneur and 
to observe closely the typical everyday business and tasks of an entrepreneur. Subsequent to 
this visit, students have to write an essay on their experience, which is assessed by an 
independent regional jury. In the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, a number of VET 
schools provide students with the opportunity to take part in work-based learning directly in 
industry: this can include shadowing an employee to find out more about their job; 
 
Visits from entrepreneurs (e.g. Belgium Flanders, Germany, Malta and the UK). In the UK, 
Businessdynamics is a business education and enterprise charity that aims to bring business to 
life for young people. Volunteers from companies introduce students, aged 14-19, to the 
opportunities and challenges of the business world and to improve their key skills in preparation 
for the world of work; 
 
Setting up mini enterprises in schools (e.g. Austria, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
and Malta). The Co-ops in schools project (Scoops) in Malta tries to link school to work, 
emphasising entrepreneurship and self-employment. It was launched in October 1995. It 
provides students with an opportunity to organise themselves into cooperative units to run, 
manage and market their own creative projects, and to create for themselves a viable self-
employment option. They are supported by a team of mentors, specially trained in setting up and 
running cooperatives. In the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, a number of VET schools 
have established a ‘real school company’ through a USAID grant-scheme for investment in basic 
infrastructure and business planning. The ‘real company’ produces goods for the local market, 
offering student work experience and skill development (albeit limited to a narrow field of tasks); 
 
Entrepreneurship education in the school curricula (e.g. Greece, Hungary, Malta, Poland and 
Slovakia). In Poland, an introduction to entrepreneurship is a compulsory at ISCED level 3 (two 
teaching hours in a period of three years). In Malta, an entrepreneurship education pilot project 
started in six primary schools in April 2007 and is already a part of the curriculum at secondary 
level; 
 
PR-campaigns, competitions and awards, media coverage, youth business events (e.g. the 
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and the UK). PR-campaigns, events and competitions 
are another way of raising the profile of entrepreneurship for young people. Blue skies is an 
interactive road show from the UK, which helps students understand how running their own 
business can become a reality. It brings students face-to-face with successful young 
entrepreneurs in a lively, fun environment. 
 

 
Entrepreneurship education is seen to have an even greater role in today’s 

society where young people can no longer expect to find traditional job-for-life 
careers but different career pathways (e.g. contract employment, freelancing, 
periods of self-employment, etc.) (Dearing, 1997). The findings of various studies 
propose that entrepreneurship education has a positive impact on young people’s 
self-assessment as well as on their general occupational aspirations and 
achievement. Entrepreneurship education can help to equip young people to 
develop the attitudes (e.g. more personal responsibility) and skills (e.g. flexibility 
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and creativity), necessary to cope with the uncertain employment paths of today’s 
societies (Schoof, 2006). An evaluation from the US has also highlighted that 
youth entrepreneurship programmes have been particularly effective at keeping 
students from low-income urban backgrounds on the academic track and can be 
a significant force in driving them towards high achievement and leadership 
(United Nations, 2000). 

Secondary school level entrepreneurship education programmes have been 
found in Austria, Belgium (Flanders), the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Slovakia, Slovenia and the UK.  

A number of these projects involve mentors or volunteers from business, 
who young people may be able to identify with as role models. The opportunity to 
test out their own entrepreneurial ideas through initiatives which allow young 
people to set up their own business, may also provide them with the inspiration to 
pursue this as a career option. It can also support them in gaining skills and 
qualities important in the world of work and, for those that are interested in doing 
so, it can provide them with the knowledge and skills required to set up their own 
business. 

Further, across Europe, innovative projects funded through ESF and through 
the Equal initiative (Theme C) have shown that entrepreneurship can offer people 
from disadvantaged groups a route out of social exclusion. Enterprise can also 
be a way for young people at risk to make the transition to the labour market, as 
demonstrated by the success of the Prince’s Trust in the UK, which provides 
business start-up support to young people who have a business idea. The aim of 
setting up a business may provide at-risk young people with the sense of 
direction they need to engage again with learning and, for some, may represent a 
relevant alternative to formal education. 

 
6.3.4. Vocational training as a valued study path 
There is evidence that vocationally-oriented training pathways can encourage 
young people to remain in or return to formal education (Cedefop, 2009c) and 
there is an increasing interest in such programmes across Europe. For young 
learners who are less interested in traditional, academic study routes and prefer 
a ‘learning by doing’ approach, it is important that they are able to access 
alternative forms of learning, including vocational qualifications. Vocational 
qualifications usually include on-the-job training, enabling young people to work 
with employers and build effective relationships, as well as allowing them to learn 
and practice new skills in an authentic working environment. 
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IVET (initial vocational education and training) reforms are occurring across 
almost all Member States in response to the assumption that the availability of a 
wider variety of choice may increase young people’s motivation to stay longer in 
education or to return to formal education,. While these developments cannot be 
regarded as guidance initiatives as such, many of them are relevant to the 
study’s education-to-work agenda. Further, recent evidence implies that 
individualisation and modularisation requires increased orientation and guidance 
services, especially for those who are unable to manage increased responsibility 
for their learning pathways. 

VET reforms have not been studied here in detail. However, a brief list of the 
types of reform being introduced is provided here, followed by a more detailed 
examination of two specific VET-oriented routes which are of relevance to this 
study (apprenticeships and school and work alternation initiatives): 
(a) increasing modularity and flexibility: VET has been diversified in several 

countries and educational routes have been set up which are more 
accommodating to a wider range of students. There have been 
developments in the individualisation, modularisation and flexibility of IVET 
pathways in Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Latvia, 
Luxembourg, Norway, Romania, Spain and Sweden (Cedefop, 2009c); 

(b) easing access to IVET for early school leavers: several countries (Bulgaria, 
the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Latvia and Hungary) have strategies 
to aid access to vocational learning for school leavers who do not hold a 
compulsory school certificate, or to offer short courses leading to 
apprenticeship certificates or to prepare the learner for final upper secondary 
examinations; 

(c) improving the appeal of IVET courses: qualitative improvements have been 
made to the content of IVET provisions, enhance make vocational pathways 
more attractive (Spain, Latvia and Sweden). In Spain, initial vocational 
qualification programmes (PCPI Programas de Cualificación Profesional 
Inicial) were created in 2006 as part of the Organic Law on Education. The 
new programmes now lead to recognised qualifications unlike previous IVET 
programmes; 

(d) improving the permeability of vocational pathways: reforms have also taken 
place to ensure IVET courses lead to formal accreditation, so improving the 
permeability of study pathways (Spain, Italy, Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands).  
Vocational education and training reforms seek to ensure that VET options 

are a valued alternative to academic pathways. It is important to ensure that 
learners are able to access vocational qualifications and that the benefits of 
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vocational options can be clearly seen (as in accreditation of courses). It is also 
important to ensure that the courses offered suit learner needs, for example, 
through flexible, modularised learning pathways. It is important too, to find ways 
of promoting the value of vocational learning, on a par with academic 
qualifications. 

However, it is widely acknowledged that early school leaving rates are 
generally higher among VET institutions than in academic upper secondary 
schools. There is also a need to strengthen mainstream guidance provision in 
IVET establishments as it is often less extensive than at lower secondary level 
and in general upper secondary routes. However, a key strength of vocational 
education and training is the link to the workplace and future employment; work-
based learning allows young people to understand how the theory they learn in 
the classroom is relevant to a job. 

Particularly interesting vocational guidance measures help inform young VET 
students and engage young people in vocational pathways. Good practice 
examples can be seen in Finland, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
and the Netherlands. In Finland, the Career start programme (ammattistartti) is 
aimed at school drop-outs and young people who have not decided on their 
career direction. The programme allows young people to try out different 
vocational routes and courses, visit work and training places, and access 
professional career guidance and other support options to explore different 
career and job opportunities before selecting their study or employment route. 
The programme lasts for 20-40 weeks, depending on the needs of the individual, 
and students are able to move easily from courses offering preparatory 
instruction to courses leading to certification, which will take into account prior 
learning during the preparatory phase. Originally introduced as a pilot project in 
2006, the government has now decided to introduce it as one of the mainstream 
activities in the education-to-work transition agenda. 

In the Netherlands, the importance of guidance in vocational education and 
training has been recognised by the national framework for policy developments 
in early school leaving (Aanval op schooluitval). The programme aims to improve 
the guidance system in vocational schools, with a particular emphasis on 
transition support, follow-up services and a greater professionalism within the 
guidance sector. A number of special needs advisory teams have been set up in 
schools to identify at-risk young people and offer them timely support to 
overcome their difficulties. Teams are formed from a range of different 
professionals, including youth services, social workers, the police and judicial 
authorities. 
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In the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, career centres have been set 
up as part of the internationally-funded Secondary school activity (SEA) project. 
The centres were initially piloted in a few schools in 2005 and have now been 
established in all 57 VET schools in the country. They provide a dedicated 
‘space’ for guidance to support the career development of VET students. The 
career centre consists of a meeting room within the school where students can 
go to take part in relevant activities and access information and support. USAID 
provided essential resources, including printed and audio/visual materials. The 
centres are led by the VET student organisation MASSUM and are staffed by a 
teacher within the school who has undergone some training. The centres 
organise a range of activities encompassing both internal development (tests on 
interests and abilities, CV writing, interview preparation, public speaking) and 
practical work (establishing and running mini-enterprises and visits to 
companies). 

 
6.3.5. Apprenticeships 
The aim of apprenticeships is to provide high-quality work-based training, 
combined with learning in an educational institution or training centre (19). 
Apprenticeships offer an alternative to full-time, classroombased education and a 
route into employment. For some young people, the ability to earn money while 
continuing their education may also be appealing. For employers and the 
economy as a whole, apprenticeships offer a solution to skills shortages. Some 
at-risk young people may find that apprenticeships offer the alternative learning 
environment to formal education they need and provide an alternative to dropping 
out of education altogether. 

The value of apprenticeships is recognised across Europe and a number of 
countries are beginning to develop new (innovative) apprenticeship 
models/schemes, or are modernising existing apprenticeship systems. 
Apprenticeship schemes have been recently (re)introduced in Denmark, Estonia 
and Sweden. In Denmark, a new apprenticeship was introduced in 2006 and is 
now part of the government’s strategy for reducing the number of early school 
leavers. Apprenticeships are aimed in particular at students who may struggle or 
lack motivation to complete more theoretical school-based education in the 
absence of practical insights. The scheme has proved a great success. 

                                                                                                                                      
(19) The Cedefop definition of apprenticeships is ‘systematic, long-term training alternating periods 

at the workplace and in an educational institution or training centre. The apprentice is 
contractually linked to the employer and receives remuneration (wage or allowance). The 
employer assumes responsibility for providing the trainee with training leading to a specific 
occupation’ (Cedefop, 2008b). 
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Apprenticeship schemes in Germany, Ireland, France, the Netherlands, 
Austria, Portugal and Finland are being expanded and modernised. In Italy, the 
apprenticeship route has been strengthened to improve both take-up and the 
quality of provision to ensure that young people who drop out of education have 
an opportunity to obtain a well-recognised qualification. Higher level 
apprenticeships have also been introduced to enable graduates from apprentice 
routes to obtain higher level qualifications. In Greece, the guidance and 
counselling system for apprentices has been improved and information and 
counselling offices (KPA) have been set up in different parts of the country. 

Others countries are improving the systems in different ways, such as 
focusing on learner retention or by introducing incentives for employers to recruit 
apprentices. Research shows that learner retention can be improved through the 
introduction of a more learner-centred approach. This includes arranging 
sessions at appropriate times to improve attendance, developing a relationship 
between staff and learners to encourage open discussion of concerns, 
recognising learners’ achievements and helping them to identify opportunities 
and formulate plans for the future (Jones and Simister, 2007). Providing 
information and guidance to the learner from the initial point of engagement 
through to induction and beyond can also play an important part, as guidance 
can help to ensure that potential apprentices had realistic programme 
expectations. Further, the integration and teaching of key skills at the start of the 
programme is found to be effective. 

To increase the number of employers offering apprentice places, certain 
countries have provided specific employer incentives (Germany, France and 
Austria). In France, tax exemptions have been introduced for individuals and 
employers. A relationship between learners, providers and local employers may 
also increase the number of employers interested in engaging in apprenticeship 
programmes. In Austria, this has been achieved through a strong local network. 
The Career catching counsellors project in Styria, Austria, aims to improve young 
people’s access to information and guidance concerning apprenticeship places 
and other training opportunities. It is seen as a highly successful model for 
helping young people to progress from education into the labour market. 

The project demonstrates the importance of forming networks of key 
stakeholders to ensure that young people are able to access the most 
appropriate opportunities and to ensure that employers are able to benefit by 
receiving the most suitable candidates. The case study highlights the importance 
of building strong relationships and channels of communication between these 
key players and extending guidance beyond the young people themselves. 
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Career catching counsellors project, Austria 

The Career catching counsellors project has two main aims: 
• to provide guidance and support to young people (aged 14-16) looking for an apprenticeship, 

and/or young people deciding their future study or career plans; 
• to establish a network of all key partners in the region. 
Although the focus is on supporting young people to access apprenticeships, the counsellors will also 
support young people to access employment or further training, if this is what they want to do. The 
emphasis is on providing a solution to individual needs, which relies heavily on close collaboration with 
relevant partners (Interview, Marion Höllbacher, 2009). 
 
The network involves a variety of different organisations and individuals across multiple sectors: the 
Styrian provincial government; schools and other educational institutions; employer organisations; 
individual companies; trade unions; and the labour market service. It is run by the Styrian Economic 
Society (Steirische Volkswirtschaftliche Gesellschaft) in cooperation with the Federal State of Styria 
and is cofinanced by the Federal Ministry of Education, Art and Culture and the European Social Fund 
(ESF). 
 
The network delivers a range of initiatives, working with young people, parents, schools, companies 
and institutions in the region. For instance, they maintain databases of apprenticeship opportunities, 
coordinate work experience placements, hold information evenings for young people and parents and 
provide support and resources for student advisors and teachers in schools (OECD, 2003a). 
 
The project also runs drop-in centres for young people who are in need of information and support. At 
the centres, counsellors guide young people making decisions about their future, both through 
individual guidance sessions and through longer-term one-to-one support:: 
(www.stvg.at/stvg/index.html). 
 
The project aims to help young people to choose the right apprenticeship/traineeship for their needs 
and interests and to access appropriate support in their local area. The activities undertaken by the 
project also help the counsellors to place the right young people with the right company for their 
apprenticeship; therefore it is important to build good working relationships between schools, young 
people and the companies offering traineeships and apprenticeships. Intensive contact with parents 
and cooperation with regional institutions are also seen as important elements of the project, as they 
maximise the support and opportunities available to young people. 
 
In relation to practical support for young people, a fundamental part of the project is individual 
information interviews. They encourage young people to make practical and proactive decisions about 
their future and to avoid potential uncertainty. Intensive contact with parents and cooperation with 
companies and regional institutions are also seen as important elements of the project, as they 
maximise the support and opportunities available to young people. The first contact with young people 
is often achieved through public relations activity targeted at schools, for example, through regional 
media, or referrals. 
 
Career catching counsellors also give presentations in schools to explain what the service offers; 
following this, young people access the service on a voluntary basis. The counsellors also support in-
school vocational guidance teachers and deliver their own lessons as well on specialist subjects, such 
as interviews. By contacting young people while they are still at school, the project helps to identify 
and support young people who are at risk of dropping out (Interview, Marion Höllbacher, 2009). 
 
The project has developed a number of activities and tools to help motivate and prepare young people 
for the labour and apprenticeship market. It also offers activities that seek to improve access to 
guidance and information. Specific initiatives include the creation of a database of apprenticeship 
opportunities and coordination of work experience placements. The project has also created networks 
of employers willing to speak at schools, information evenings for young people and their parents, and 
support and resources for school student advisers and careers teachers (OECD, 2003b). 
 
The Career catching counsellor project is a model in Austria for further development of guidance 
projects intending to ease transitions from school into the labour market and it has been chosen as a 
best practice model by the OECD. The impact of the project has been positive and, according to the 
Austrian Federal Economic Chamber, the percentage of young people searching unsuccessfully for an 
apprentice position has decreased since the introduction of the project. 
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6.3.6. School and work alternation initiatives 
Similar to apprenticeships, the concept of school and work alternation (also 
referred to alternance training) is based on learning by doing in conjunction with a 
theoretical framework. According to Cedefop (2008b, page 27), alternance 
training is: ‘education or training combining periods in an educational institution or 
training centre and in the workplace. The alternance scheme can take place on a 
weekly, monthly or yearly basis. Depending on the country and applicable status, 
participants may be contractually linked to the employer and/or receive a 
remuneration’. 

Such training differs from traditional internships, which do not always provide 
theoretical knowledge. Alternance training also differs from apprenticeships in 
two key ways: 
(a) apprentices are contractually linked to the employer and receive 

remuneration (wage or allowance); this is not always the case for alternance 
training; 

(b) the employer assumes responsibility for providing an apprenticeship with 
training leading to a specific occupation. 
Further, the examples of alternance training identified in this study primarily 

offer work-based learning in the form of short-term placements or internships, 
rather than as a continuous part of the training programme. 

School and work alternation initiatives are closely linked to the transition from 
school to work. By spending alternating periods in a school or training centre and 
in the workplace, young people are able to learn about career opportunities and 
develop skills and knowledge relevant to employment. 

There are two main arguments to support school and work alternation. First, 
learning theory suggests that some pupils benefit much more from practice-
based learning than purely abstract and cognitive learning. As a result, pupils 
who do not always perform well in theoretical learning contexts can develop other 
types of skill, increasing their self-confidence and motivation to learn. Second, 
there is evidence that alternating school and work aids the transition from 
education to work, as pupils can more easily link their theoretical knowledge to 
workplace requirements (Schuetze, 2003). Alternation programmes offer 
increased motivation, better understanding of vocational options, improved 
adaptability and greater employability. 

Alternation programmes can also bring significant benefits to employers, as 
they ensure that people leave education with relevant skills and competences for 
the workplace (including ‘soft skills’ such as team working and communication 
skills) as well as theoretical knowledge. For education and training providers, 
introducing alternation schemes means that they are able to offer young people a 
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flexible and rich learning programme catering for different types of learners. This 
can help to overcome the problem of early school leaving. 

This study has identified study and work alternation initiatives in Germany, 
France, Italy and the UK.  

 

School and work alternation, Italy 
The lack of opportunities to develop practical skills in secondary schools has recently been recognised as a 
weakness of the Italian education system. For this reason, the government passed a law in 2003 to promote 
of ‘school and work alternation’ in all types of secondary school (law 53/2003). The principle of school and 
work alternation in secondary schools was restated in the 2005 law for secondary school reform (which has 
yet to take effect), which made it mandatory for young people to be enrolled in formal education or training 
until the age of 18. 
 
The overall purpose of these reforms is to contribute to reducing school-drop out and to help pupils 
familiarise themselves with working life, making them better equipped for the transition from school to work. 
More specifically, the objectives of the secondary school reforms are: 
• to introduce more flexible learning systems for pupils aged between 15 and 18; 
• to enrich the learning experience with cross-cutting skills and equip pupils with skills that are required in 

the workplace (for example, team working, communication, planning and problem-solving); 
• to help pupils to test their work aspirations and motivations. 
Although the reform is still being implemented, during the school term 2007-08 nearly 50 000 secondary 
schools had already activated some school and work alternation projects (INDIRE, 2009). 
 
The law provides general guidelines on the objectives of school and work alternation, indicating some 
general principles to be followed by secondary schools. For instance, there are requirements to create a new 
body within the school and new staff roles to support pupils and to liaise with external businesses. 
Businesses participating in the project are also required to appoint an internal tutor to be responsible for the 
pupils during the time spent in the workplace. 
 
Schools and businesses must also cooperate closely on the definition of the objectives and specific tasks to 
be provided through the work experience, which must be in line with the education activities of the school and 
real working life of the enterprise. Aside from these general guidelines, schools are free to develop their own 
specific models for the alternation measures, including the duration of the work experience, the specific 
educational objectives and the assessment system. 
 
The Chamber of Commerce has proved to be an ideal partner for schools offering school and work 
alternation programmes. The chamber worked together with schools to define the core modules, which 
include the following two examples: 
 
• career orientation path: this module is for pupils aged 15 and lasts for between 90 and 110 hours. Around 

60-70 % of this time is spent within the school on preparatory activities and 30-40 % is spent within the 
enterprise doing practical tasks; 

• working experience path: this is for the pupils from 16 to 18 years old. It is a module of 150 to 180 hours, 
with 10-20 % of the time spent within the school in preparatory activities and 80-90 % spent within the 
enterprise on practical tasks. 

The Chamber also helps schools with a number of crucial tasks: analysing the local economic structure and 
business skills needs; developing the pre-work experience preparatory activities which take place within the 
school; training teachers to become school tutors and liaise with businesses; presenting the school and work 
alternation to local businesses and identifying enterprises willing to participate in the project; and helping 
schools and businesses to plan and manage together school and work alternation. 
 

 
A full evaluation of the Italian system has not yet been conducted but the 

Chamber of Commerce has collected views from some of the pupils participating, 
as well as those of schools and enterprises (Casagrande et al., 2006). Schools 
and pupils have identified the following as key strengths of the approach: 
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(a) increasing pupil motivation and engagement in learning activities, especially 
of those with a low level of interests in pure theoretical approaches; 

(b) developing cross-cutting skills such as team working, problem-solving and 
communication, and providing an opportunity to demonstrate skills that do 
not always receive recognition in the classroom; 

(c) integrating theoretical knowledge with a more practical approach; 
(d) providing pupils with a taste of a real working environment and requirements 

of the workplace. 
 
Enterprises have praised the project because it equips pupils with practical 

and cross-cutting skills that are essential in the workplace but are generally not 
addressed by formal education.  

 

Berufsvorbereitungsjahr, Germany 
The Berufsvorbereitungsjahr (BVJ) is a one-year training course, generally offered on a full-time 
basis. It is targeted at young people who do not have a training contract, either because of the 
economic situation or because they do not have the required competences. Provision varies 
across the federal states and during the academic year 2006-07 the majority of participants came 
from Baden-Württemberg (12 300), Sachsen (7200), and Niedersachsen (7000). 
 
The programme aims to provide young people with vocational guidance and to enable them to 
acquire vocational skills and capabilities. It also allows participants to become familiar with 
vocational demands, to identify their own individual preferences, and to assess and improve their 
personal achievement potential. 
 
Vocational training is provided through full-time instruction, designed to give an introduction to 
one or two occupational fields. Alongside this, practical training takes place through internships 
and industrial placements in companies, at inter-company training centres, or in vocational 
training workshops for the disabled. As a result, young people can gain practical experience by 
working one or two days a week, as well as having theoretical lessons in general education and 
being taught by a teacher. 
 
The majority of participants have no secondary school qualification (Hauptschulabschluss), which 
puts them at a considerable disadvantage in the labour market or if they wish to pursue further 
education. The BVJ gives participants the opportunity to catch up and work towards acquiring a 
secondary schools qualification. 
 
From 1992 to 2002 the number of pupils taking part in the BVJ steadily increased. However, over 
the last two years school enrolment has declined by 7.4 % in relation to the previous academic 
year. During the academic year 2006-07 approximately 71 900 adolescents and young adults 
took part in the BVJ. Just under two-thirds were male (43 800 or 60.9 %); and 12 600 were 
foreigners (17.6 %). 
 
Information for this example was compiled from two sources: The Eurydice 2006-07 Report on 
the education system in Germany and the Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung 2008 
Berufsbildungsbericht. 
 

 
In Germany, the Berufsvorbereitungsjahr (BVJ) aims to prepare young 

people for in-company vocational training and helps them to choose a career. It 
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comprises both theoretical and practical training and gives participants the 
chance to work towards a secondary school qualification. 

Alternance training initiatives highlight the importance of providing young 
people with a chance to access the working world. They show that young people, 
who may have had negative experiences of traditional theoretical learning, can 
be supported to develop relevant skills and competences, to gain increased 
confidence and motivation and to make informed decisions about their careers, 
through collaborative measures between education and training providers and 
employers. 

In Italy, a number of success factors have been identified which can help to 
make alternation programmes work more smoothly. Schools stress the 
importance of working closely with employers when planning such activities; to 
enlist employers in the first instance, it is important to engage credible partners 
from the business community. In Italy both schools and business have identified 
the crucial role played by the Chamber of Commerce: without its mediation, 
schools would find it extremely difficult to engage the business community. 
Similarly, for the enterprises the engagement of the Chamber of Commerce gives 
more credibility to the project and it is seen as a guarantee that pupils are going 
to take the work experience seriously. 

Finally, work experience placements need to be of a suitable length. Italian 
businesses have recommended longer work experience placements (from four to 
eight weeks), as this is considered to be the necessary timeframe to become 
familiar with the working environment and to acquire and consolidate practical 
skills. 

 
 

6.4. Supported transition: what works? 
 
The measures explored in this chapter have highlighted a number of factors, 
which can help to ensure that the maximum benefits are achieved for the 
partners and young people involved in initiatives. 
 
6.4.1. Challenges in developing career management skills approach 
The chapter showed that practice and theory concerning career management 
skills are still in their infancy and that many aspects remain open to debate and 
improvement. Some countries have expressed concern that the current 
understanding of career management skills could create an image of young 
people as lacking life-skills (Sultana, 2009a). CMS should acknowledge that 
young people learn a series of career management skills throughout their daily 
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activities, in both formal and informal settings. Additionally, there is the danger of 
proposing a separate CMS curriculum in the education sector; this could suggest 
that schools are otherwise ill-equipped to prepare students for life. Moreover, 
there is a need to strike a balance between the work and life-focused facets of 
the CMS concept. A ‘life-wide approach’ might dilute the CMS concept, placing it 
mainly under the school personal and social development curriculum, which 
traditionally has over-emphasised the personal psychological dimension of one’s 
development to the detriment of the work-related dimension. 

As well as the conceptual tensions around the CMS philosophy, EU 
members are faced with practical challenges. First, the CMS philosophy 
represents a multi-dimension approach to career guidance, requiring integration 
of information resources, learning providers, expertise, systems and tools 
(Sultana, 2009a). Further, although training is not always required to teach CMS, 
there is growing recognition of the importance of relevant teacher training. 
Matching the scarce supply with the high demand for CMS and providing young 
people at risk with access to CMS services are significant challenges. Due 
attention also needs to be paid to the difficulties of inserting CMS courses or 
themes in a crowded curriculum and of making sure students are intrinsically 
motivated to acquire career management competences.  

There is still a lack of continuity between the CMS programmes in the two 
settings. In the labour market, the public employment service has mainly focused 
on helping the unemployed with immediate job decisions. Therefore, their CMS 
programmes often tend to have a short-term horizon, customised to target groups 
(in particular, those at risk), and not necessarily linked to the CMS learned at 
school (Sultana, 2009a). This approach reflects the ‘curative’ perspective on 
CMS, while schools tend to take a more ‘preventive’ approach to CMS. 

Another differentiating element is the amount of time allocated to CMS 
activities across the EU countries, varying from four hours per year to two hours 
per week in school settings and from four to two hundred hours in PES settings. 

 
6.4.2. Access to career information centres 
Career information centres have the potential to help young people overcome a 
range of education and employment-related challenges and produce a range of 
personal benefits. Their potential advantages also include the possibility of their 
services having closer links to the labour market, the likelihood that career 
guidance will have a clear identity, and the increased possibility that guidance will 
be independent of the interests of the education institution (OECD, 2004a). 
Nevertheless, establishing a multi-agency service partnership does not happen 
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overnight and they have to be sufficiently resourced to provide a cohesive service 
to young people. 

Further, without appropriate investments to ensure access for all, some of 
the most vulnerable young people will not benefit from the services of career 
information centres. To tackle physical access barriers, the Polish authorities 
have introduced mobile career information units that visit remote areas of the 
country. The services of career information centres can also be promoted 
through various other channels including outreach work (community based 
partner organisations can play a particularly important role), information sessions 
in schools and colleges, and advertising campaigns. However, it must be 
acknowledged that publicity campaigns will not reach all young people and 
therefore campaigns should always be complemented with more personal 
approaches). 

Ensuring access can also mean overcoming financial barriers. For example, 
in the case of Connexions all calls from a landline to the personal advisers are 
free and an adviser can ring the young person back on his/her mobile, to ensure 
the cost of calls do not prevent access to the services. The helplines attached to 
the Connexions service is also open outside typical office hours. 

Personal advisers play a critical role in the success of many career 
information centres. Young people form a strong relationship with the adviser and 
may have more confidence to discuss wider issues aside from those linked to 
education and employment. It is, however, essential that they provide advice that 
is accurate, comprehensive, timely, realistic and readily understood by young 
people (Department for Education and Skills, 2004). Where they do not have 
specialist knowledge, they must be able to refer young people to someone who 
can help them. 

 
6.4.3. Extending the benefits of validation initiatives to at-risk groups 
Validation of non-formal and informal learning can be used to support young 
people to achieve a range of goals. Formative validation methods, developed 
either by the public sector or third sector organisations or even private 
companies, represent both a cost-effective and flexible approach to identifying 
and recording skills and competences gained outside a formal learning sphere. 
Young users can also record the types of activities they have been engaged in 
and use them to consider future career options, so developing career 
management skills. Validation can be used to support a range of different target 
groups, including young people from vulnerable backgrounds, if the process is 
supported and guided by trained professionals. It offers an opportunity to assist 
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the social and economic integration of disadvantaged groups by demonstrating to 
them and the outside world their abilities and achievements. 

In practice, however, formative validation methods are currently being used 
by ‘engaged’ young people, those who are already very active and involved in a 
range of extra-curricular activities: non-formal training courses, volunteering, 
coaching or even employment. This is partly because they are aware of such 
methods through their involvement in youth associations, sport clubs, church 
groups and other bodies working with young people. They are also likely to have 
parents supporting participation on such initiatives. 

Consequently, any initiative for young people considered to be at risk would 
need to be tailored to this specific target group. Professional guidance to support 
the individual beneficiary is essential and the development of validation initiatives 
should try to identify and address any barriers to access. Obstacles to validation 
are manifold for vulnerable young people who frequently lack information about it. 
Authorities in some countries, like Germany through the ProfilPASS initiative, 
fund initiatives to reach young people. In the Netherlands a project has been set 
up to reach the parents of disengaged young people and persuade them to 
support re-engagement through validation. The following are other ways in which 
validation methods could be supported to reach at-risk groups (modified by using 
the findings of a report prepared by Keogh, 2009): 
(a) putting in place over-arching national/regional/local policies, targets and 

funding directed at attracting young at-risk individuals into validation 
processes; 

(b) identifying sub-groups within what is a very heterogeneous group of 
disengaged young people: each group will need push/pull factors to 
encourage engagement; 

(c) encouraging trade unions to act as brokers for young people who are in 
employment; 

(d) reaching unemployed young people through labour/welfare offices as soon 
as possible after they have become unemployed; 

(e) enabling third sector organisations with strong community links to play a key 
role in reaching disengaged individuals; 

(f) establishing specific projects to reach vulnerable young people in 
collaboration with agencies and community groups working with disaffected 
young people; 

(g) funding information campaigns but recognising that they will not work for all; 
(h) using financial incentives; 
(i) putting in place information and guidance services to support young people 

to engage with validation; 
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(j) establishing a user-friendly system of validation for young people with user-
friendly language/tools/processes. 

 
6.4.4. Extending access to Internet-based guidance  
Internet-based career guidance helps young people in their career choices and 
the necessary steps towards achieving them. The review has shown that most 
services are orientated towards universal provision, accessible to all young 
people and – in some cases – adults. However, some sites provide services 
targeting young people at risk of dropping out and those who have dropped out 
already (for example, the Lithuanian Internet portal AIKOS). 

There is also evidence to suggest that improvements are being made in 
relation to the fact that the education and training web portals have traditionally 
had poor links to labour market data (Cedefop, Sultana, 2004). This has been a 
concern, given that career guidance should develop individuals’ understanding 
and realistic knowledge of the work of world and assist them to make suitable 
choices. The brief review of services in four countries implies that the situation is 
changing quite radically in a number of Member States and it is increasingly easy 
for users of web-based career services to access information on employment 
opportunities and prospects in different fields. Many web-based career services 
offer information on job opportunities on completion of different qualifications, 
including typical employers; typical work activities; general salary expectations 
and working conditions in different fields; entry requirements; continuing training 
opportunities and requirements; and career development. 

Such information is available, for example, for the users of Finnish education 
portal Opintoluotsi (www.opintoluotsi.fi). In Ireland, it is accompanied by photo 
slideshows of typical days in selected professions (www.careerdirections.ie) and 
the Finnish website offers short films to illustrate work in different professions. 

A major concern in many EU countries has been that Internet-based career 
information has been fragmented and unconnected, with different providers 
collecting different information. This has made it difficult for most users – 
hardtoreach groups in particular – to navigate through the information sources 
and make sense of different education and training options and associated 
career choices. The review of web-based services has shown that authorities in 
many EU countries are taking steps to harmonise web-based information and 
make the navigation process clearer and easier. One example is the AIKOS 
portal in Lithuania, a joint effort that includes all of the key actors in education, 
training and employment. A second example is Opintoluotsi, a Finnish online 
information service that brings together information on educational opportunities 
in Finland. This also links automatically to other key web-services, including the 
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portal through which applications to formal courses (from initial vocational 
education and training to higher education) are made, and the website which 
compares employment opportunities and prospects in all key occupations and 
fields. 

It is obvious that many young people from disadvantaged backgrounds 
experience access problems with Internet-based tools, though this information is 
more widely and easily available than before. It is still important to bear in mind 
that Internet-based tools should be seen as one of many available support 
provisions for young people and all efforts should be made to widen access to 
Internet-based guidance tools at least in schools and other premises where 
young people spend time. Also, Internet portals cannot replace what personal 
advisers and guidance counsellors can do to help young people in their career 
and life decisions. 

 
6.4.5. Well-planned and organised work placements 
It has long been acknowledged by students, academics and employers alike that 
gaining work experience can improve employability for young people. 
Experiences that connect career education programmes more directly and 
experientially to the world of work can, for example, help young people 
understand the occupation implications of their education choices, improve their 
career management skills and act as bridge-builders into further education. 
Providing work placements also brings numerous benefits for employers. 

However, work experience programmes must be well planned, organised, 
followed up and resourced to deliver benefits. Guidance, for both the young 
person and the employer, is essential for the success of a work experience 
scheme. To begin, effective brokerage arrangements between enterprises and 
schools are vital to ensure there are sufficient placements. Further, a clear set of 
learning outcomes should be identified by the school and discussed with the 
pupils and with the employer beforehand. 

In Finland for example, a website (http://www.peda.net/veraja/tori/) has been 
created to support the compulsory school work experience programme, 
addressing students, parents, career guidance counsellors and employers. 
Adolescents can find practical advice about placement periods but the site is also 
useful for local employers who can advertise placements and learn how the work 
experience should be arranged in practice. The website also aids the work of 
teachers and study advisors, as all the necessary forms can be found there. 

Students must be motivated to learn from their experience and must be 
willing to take responsibility for this learning (Pohjonen, 2002). They may need 
information on the opportunities available and help in making the choice about 



Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work 
Lessons from across Europe 

 
135

which job placement to apply for. Further, by making a young person aware of 
what will be expected of them in the workplace, they are more likely to be able to 
form a positive relationship with the employer and other employees during the 
placement. In the case of the Swedish PRAO initiative, career guidance 
counsellors give lessons to inform pupils about the purpose of the work 
experience, the selection criteria and other practical details, prior to their 
placement. 

Employers too should be aware of the purpose of the work placement and 
the expectations in terms of learning outcomes, to ensure that the young person 
is able to gain the maximum benefit from their time in the company and is 
exposed to as many learning opportunities as possible. The employer should 
ensure that the young person is overseen during the placement (Pohjonen, 2002) 
and, in most instances, the employer will nominate a mentor to support the 
learning. 

The limitations of short-term work placements also need to be recognised. It 
is unlikely they would be able to assist the young person in developing specific 
vocational skills. It is also essential to ensure the placements are available to 
disaffected young people who have the potential of benefitting most from the 
experience. 

The impact of the economic downturn on employment opportunities for 
young jobseekers can mean fewer work placement opportunities. This means 
that the advantages to be gained from work experience may be increased for 
those students who are able to find a dedicated employer willing to offer them a 
learning opportunity. A long-term view is important to maintain a good supply of 
skilled school leavers for the future. 

 
6.4.6. Combining practical and theoretical learning 
A key strength of vocational education and training is the link to the workplace 
and future employment. Where this can be assisted by work-based learning, 
young people are able to understand how the theory they learn in the classroom 
is relevant to a job. Work-based learning, such as apprenticeships and 
alternation measures, offer learners the chance to benefit from practice-based 
learning. For some learners this may be more appropriate to their learning style 
and may represent an opportunity to develop or demonstrate skills which may not 
receive recognition or encouragement through classroombased learning.  

Working-life familiarisation measures may, however, simply demonstrate to 
young people how theoretical learning can be applied in the workplace. Going to 
work ‘cannot be a completed course in itself’ (Pohjonen, 2002) and should form 
only part of a course designed to support the young person to make the transition 



Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work 
Lessons from across Europe 

 
136

to the labour market. Theoretical training should be in place to support work-
based learning. For instance, key skills such as literacy and numeracy should still 
be acquired: it has been found that, for apprenticeships, teaching these at the 
start of the programme, while emphasising how they relate to the job role, can be 
more effective (Jones and Simister, 2007). Other factors that make work-based 
learning opportunities successful include: 
(a) providing an ‘authentic’ experience. Working-life familiarisation measures 

should support young people to understand the reality of the working world 
and what it is like to work in a certain job or field. It is important that the 
measure provides a realistic picture or experience to the young person. 
Young people undertaking work experience, for example, should be 
provided with a range of tasks (suited to their level of ability) which can be 
supplemented by work shadowing, to support their understanding of how 
different work tasks play a part in the running of the company (Trident, 
2008); 

(b) creating strong relationships/partnerships. The interaction between 
education establishments, employers and students, as well as other relevant 
stakeholders, is considered essential to ensuring maximum success from 
work-based learning (Pohjonen, 2002). Close collaboration and regular 
communication can ensure that the placement or training meets the needs of 
all those involved and that expectations are appropriately managed. In the 
Italian alternance training scheme, for example, schools stress the 
importance of working closely with employers when planning activities. This 
means that the programme can be tailored to the needs of the enterprise as 
well as those of the individual; 

(c) providing guidance. This is central to working-life familiarisation initiatives. 
The role of guidance extends beyond the advice and information for the 
young person, to liaison with the employer. In the first instance, young 
people need to know what opportunities are available and may need help in 
deciding which is best for them. They should be supported to make choices 
(e.g. of work experience placements, of training opportunities) which are in 
line with their interests, abilities and learning styles and capacity. By finding 
the most appropriate opportunity for the young person, the host employer 
also benefits by hosting the most appropriate trainee. Parents may also wish 
to access guidance, as in the Austrian Career catching counsellors project, 
to support their child in making the right decisions about their future; 

(d) identified learning outcomes and methods of recording and assessing these. 
It is important that any working-life familiarisation measure has a clear aim in 
terms of the young person’s learning. Both the learner and the employer 



Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work 
Lessons from across Europe 

 
137

should understand the intended learning outcomes of the initiative and be 
committed to these. It is also important to require the preparation of reports 
or assignments to support work-based learning (Pohjonen, 2002) and the 
employer should provide feedback to the education/training provider after a 
work experience placement ends (Trident, 2008); 

(e) valuing work-based learning. For vocational training opportunities which 
represent an alternative to academic routes, it is important to ensure that 
these are not seen as a ‘second best’ option for weaker learners, since this 
can be demotivating and can lead to higher levels of drop-out. Where 
vocational training is given greater status and is based on strong 
collaboration between providers and employers, there is a greater chance 
that it will be successful. 
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7. Conclusions 
 
 
 
Research has shown that reforms have taken, and are taking, place across 
Europe to transform education and training, in order to meet better the needs of 
young people who have already dropped out or are at risk of doing so. Such 
reforms have included creating alternative learning options, developing more 
comprehensive and tailored delivery methods, widening choices, providing better 
and more targeted support, addressing barriers to participation, and making 
practical changes such as tracking young people more effectively. These reforms 
appear to be making a difference as official statistics indicate that the number of 
early school leavers in Europe is declining, albeit at a much slower pace than 
anticipated. 

That said, in many European countries young people appear remarkably 
resistant to the wide range of interventions established and, in certain areas and 
contexts, the number of people failing to make successful transition to 
employment is increasing. This is particularly relevant in the context of the 
current economic crisis as youth unemployment is likely to remain high over the 
coming months. Even when the recovery begins, competition for jobs is likely to 
be intense. Low-skilled individuals, including early school leavers, can find 
themselves ‘trapped’ as higher qualified and skilled peers secure the few jobs 
available. 

While successful practice in aiding the learning-to-work transition has been 
identified, more needs to be done. This study has identified a number of 
principles underpinning the effective delivery of guidance to prevent early school 
leaving or to support the transition, regardless of the context in which the 
guidance is delivered. Some of these factors are pertinent to both preventive as 
well as remedial measures. 

The analysis presented in this report suggests that coordination, a strategic 
overview, long-term/sustainable funding are often missing and are too focused on 
project-based approaches. There is growing recognition that effective practice in 
efforts to prevent early school leaving comprises a professional approach, joined-
up structures, personalised guidance, and thinking ‘outside the box’ when 
considering ways of supporting young people in their transition from education to 
the world of work. 

One of the key conclusions from the study is that coordinated approaches 
must be combined with outreach work in order to identify and reach those 
individuals who are in most urgent need of support (hardest-to-help groups). 
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Community groups, mentors and organisations representing minority and 
disadvantaged groups can play an important role here by providing informal and 
non-formal guidance. It is vital that all young people, including the most 
hardtoreach and disadvantaged, are able to access appropriate and good quality 
guidance. If guidance is to have a significant impact across all young people, it 
must have the necessary strategies and resources in place to reach those who 
are often ignored by mainstream measures because they are not easy to reach. 

It is not enough simply to support young people: front-line support staff need 
to be appropriately selected, trained, coordinated and then continuously 
supported. This includes professionals as well as volunteers from a range of 
different agencies, organisations and schools working with young people. 
Support staff should also be provided with opportunities to exchange experiences 
with their peers. Further, the study has found that initial and continuing teacher 
training should become an important part of the overall policy approach to 
encouraging school completion, as dissatisfaction and difficulties with school-
level processes are some of the main reasons young people drop out early. 
Access to good quality, initial and continuing teacher-training is made all the 
more important by the fact that, in many countries, teachers are responsible for 
delivering career guidance and play a central role in identifying young people 
experiencing difficulties in school. This is also highlighted by the new Strategic 
framework for education and training in the EU (Education and training 2020). 

A difficult challenge for guidance professionals and other teaching staff 
involved in providing guidance services to at-risk young people is learning how to 
establish a good working relationship with the young people in question. The 
partnership between parties needs to be based on mutual trust and respect but 
also needs to place the interests of the young people first. 

Further, the study has found that parental involvement plays a key role in 
motivating and supporting young people in education and training. Evidence from 
literature and the case studies shows clearly that not only can parental 
involvement have a significantly positive impact on the young person’s education 
and development, it can also benefit the parents themselves, the school and the 
wider community. Young people who are supported and encouraged to succeed 
in their education and training by their parents are less likely to disengage from 
school. In many cases, it can also build a solid foundation for learning throughout 
life. Parental and community involvement is particularly beneficial for young 
people at risk of disaffection with the education and training system and can 
provide an effective framework of support to facilitate (re)integration. Regarding 
career guidance, involving parents in the process can ensure that they have a 
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wellinformed, and supportive rather than controlling influence on their children’s 
career choices. 

This study has identified a number of effective ways of promoting parental 
involvement: keeping parents and local communities informed of school news 
and events, providing parents with regular information on how their child is doing 
at school, and informing parents of what the school expects of them (such as 
attendance at parents’ evenings). However, while good practice exists, there is 
evidence to suggest that the influence of national and European policies 
promoting parental involvement has not always filtered down to the school level. 

Another important component underpinning many of the successful case 
studies is a multi-agency approach to delivering career guidance and personal, 
social and academic support for young people. Such an approach reduces over-
reliance on single guidance providers and offers an opportunity to provide a more 
holistic guidance service. It also prevents the chances of young people ‘slipping 
through the net’, or missing out on support appropriate to their needs due to lack 
of coordination across the range of support services offered. Adequate funding is 
particularly important for such an approach to work, as the creation of a true 
partnership between a range of different actors, agencies and professionals 
takes time and resources. The potential long-term benefits can, however, be 
significant, as an integrated, strategic approach can maximise synergies between 
guidance initiatives and external partners. 

Another key ingredient of successful guidance for at-risk groups is involving 
young people in the design of the policies and approaches. Relatively few 
examples were found of policies taking this approach to design or delivery of 
activities, although their involvement has the potential to bring some of the 
greatest benefits. This was illustrated by the Notschool.net case study, which 
fundamentally changed its system of guidance delivery following feedback from 
young people. 

Successful guidance policies take into consideration the specific situation of 
each individual, rather than adopting a ‘blanket’ or ‘one size fits all’ approach. 
Consequently, the policies recognise that early school leavers are a 
heterogeneous group, from diverse backgrounds and with varied needs and 
aspirations. While guidance is a universal right, tailored approaches ensure that 
each individual receives support appropriate to their level of ability and additional 
needs, and can help to maintain the sustained participation of the young person. 

Finally, it is evident from this study that guidance is an indispensable 
ingredient in any policy that seeks to speed up education-to-work transition and 
reduce the economic and social costs associated with early school leaving. 
Guidance provided through informal and non-formal means can prove vital in the 
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absence of professional guidance, but access to formal guidance should be 
available to all, especially those at-risk. Smooth and rapid education-to-work 
transitions are likely to become increasingly important as the EU faces a decline 
in its working-age population from 2020 (as indicated in the European 
Commission’s Communication on New skills for new jobs). 

The conclusions concern the three specific themes of this study; preventive 
approaches, reintegration measures and working-life familiarisation. 

 
 

7.1. Preventive approaches 
 
Successful preventive approaches take a long-term view, are systematic and 
comprehensive, and are adequately targeted, funded and resourced. Early 
interventions, as soon as signs of difficulties are detected, are critical to avoid the 
cumulative development of problems that increase the chances of the young 
person dropping out. It is increasingly argued that prevention begins with 
providing high quality pre-school education, accessible for all. 

Early interventions in the school context work through careful monitoring of 
young people’s attendance, behaviour and achievement patterns. Where 
underachievement or poor behaviour and attendance patterns are identified, 
these should first be addressed using the resources available at the school. If 
unsuccessful, bespoke support can be accessed through support networks such 
as counsellors, mediation services, careers information centres, outreach 
workers, mentors and peer support systems. The decisive feature that underpins 
this work is the fact that the support should not be forced on the young person 
and the guidance provided is high quality, multi-dimensional, impartial and 
person-centred. 

As the case study and literature evidence demonstrates, effective preventive 
approaches focus on guiding young people through key transition points, such as 
supporting transition from one level of education to another, and into 
employment. A relationship with a trusted support worker, such as a mentor or a 
personal adviser, is one of the most effective ways of helping a young person 
through a transition point. Such support, however, is not available to many young 
people due to the high delivery costs. 

Area-based approaches have the potential for reducing the level of early 
school leaving, although the criticism levied at them is that the funding tends to 
be spread too thinly to make a real impact. The Dutch area-based approach, 
which offers secondary schools financial incentives to introduce activities 
supporting school completion, seems effective. The activity is centred around 
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flexibility, as local solutions are sought and decided on by each municipality with 
a network of relevant partners, and they centre on guidance, early identification 
of at-risk groups and providing alternative learning opportunities. 

Collecting and sharing quality data is essential. It was evident from the 
analysis of good practice examples that many preventive approaches lack formal 
evaluation evidence to demonstrate their success. Much of the evidence is 
anecdotal. High-quality monitoring and evaluation systems are essential to show 
whether a project is working well or whether improvements could be made and to 
ensure that provision is continually evolving in line with changing contexts. 
Further, only some of the guidance-oriented developments reviewed result from 
an in-depth, systematic assessment of the needs of their users, although they 
often require huge investments of public funds. 

Many project promoters also face a dilemma concerning the difficulties 
associated with targeting particular groups. For example a number of mentoring 
projects reviewed as part of this study (e.g. the Rise and follow your dreams 
project in Denmark and scholarship and mentoring projects in Hungary) have 
expanded their targets from minority groups to all young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. While these projects now have the potential of 
benefitting a greater range of young people, there is anecdotal evidence to 
suggest that some of the new projects are not necessarily then able to reach all 
of those in need of most acute support. However, given the nature of the client 
group for such projects, time is required to develop appropriate links and develop 
trust based relationships. 

Evidence also implies that local and ‘target-group specific NGOs’ can play a 
very important role in identifying, reaching and supporting those in greatest need 
of guidance and support. This has been apparent, for example, from the Roma 
mentoring projects in Hungary and other eastern European and Balkan countries. 

 
 

7.2. Reintegration measures 
 
Research shows that disengagement results from a range of factors, all of which 
need to be addressed before it is possible for young people either to return to 
learning or integrate into the labour market. This study has found that the 
reintegration of a young, disengaged person into mainstream education, training 
or employment begins with an assessment of their needs and aspirations. The 
process then continues with their participation in learning and continuous review 
of their progress through to employment. It is important that the journey does not 
end when the young person enters employment but that support is received 
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through to their first steps into the mainstream. This progression pathway is 
illustrated in Figure 6. 

Figure 6. Supported reintegration journey 

Source: GHK Consulting, 2009. 

Outreach workers, mentors, role models, guidance professionals and others 
who work with young people can encourage and impact upon re-engagement, 
though re-engagement itself comes when the young person takes personal 
responsibility for learning and career development objectives. Professionals and 
others can support young people, but cannot force participation. Targeted 
support at an early stage can often prove most effective. Role models and 
mentors can help to raise aspirations, revive an interest and enthusiasm for 
learning and widen the horizons of the young person through highlighting the 
benefits associated with participation. Those young people who are in need of 
support can be identified at an early stage through tracking, linked to soft contact 
and re-engagement before young people become completely disengaged. 

Young people’s appetite for learning can be stimulated through holistic, 
tailored approaches, specific to their needs. Support systems such as the relay 
classes (France) and holistic interventions such as youth schools (Lithuania) and 
Youthreach (Ireland) can be delivered over different timescales, depending on 
the nature of support required. Such projects aim to stimulate interest through the 
offer of alternative learning opportunities and/or environments which do not 
necessarily resemble formal schooling, at least in the early stages. This might 
include providing young people the freedom to choose the subjects they want to 
study from a wide variety of topics, or using alternative methods of learning. 

The initial assessment of the young person’s needs, aspirations and 
motivations is crucial. It is essential to ensure that the support delivered is 
appropriate to the young person’s needs and that it is provided by appropriate, 
experienced and knowledgeable professionals. It should also act as the first 
stage in what should be a continuous review of progress and examination of 
learning goals. For example, in the UK Notschool.net project, the review of 
progress (academic, social and personal) takes place on constantly to ensure the 
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support measures and learning opportunities provided are suitable. Young 
people should be integrated into the review process as it provides opportunity to 
highlight their successes and encourages them to take responsibility for their own 
learning. 

Strengthening a young person’s ability to deal with problems and barriers is 
important to strengthen their ability to understand that they are likely to face 
setbacks. This is particularly important for those young people who are 
unsuccessful in their chosen activities, since they can often find that their 
expectations have been raised but not fulfilled. In addition, the costs associated 
with continued disengagement are high. 

While assisting a young person to become re-engaged is a key output of 
guidance, it is only part of the process. Ensuring that they remain engaged is 
vital. Despite the importance of after-care, the research has shown that it is not 
always available. This is often the case where guidance providers have been 
contracted to provide a service that has a clear end point. Should this occur, 
community outreach workers and personal advisors from career information 
centres who provide a holistic service to young people can provide after-care. It 
is important that any support measures provide young people with the details of 
where they can get further help, or equip them with the skills they need to find out 
where support can be accessed. 

The reintegration journey highlights that guidance is a continuum which 
provides support for the passage from disengagement to re-engagement. It is 
through appropriate support measures, tailored to the needs of the individual and 
delivered by a range of actors, that young people can be re-engaged and 
subsequently make the transition into the labour market. 

 
 

7.3. Education-to-work transitions 
 
The demographic time-bomb is also important in terms of the time taken to make 
education-to-work transitions. In the future, this process may need to speed up 
as the retiring baby boomers leave the labour market in greater numbers. 
Transition comprises two interrelated elements that help young people take 
career decisions: the development of career management skills and the 
opportunity to familiarise oneself with the world of work. 

Helping young people to develop the skills to manage their careers and take 
decisions that allow them to access and operate in the labour market throughout 
their working lives, at a level commensurate with their skills and abilities, is 
critical to shortening the time taken to make the transition from education to work. 
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Equipping young people with the capacity to appreciate their skills and 
competences and allow them to understand how they need to continue to 
develop throughout their working lives is a means through which lifelong learning 
is embedded. 

While career management is relatively new as a visible or defined concept, it 
is based on sound and wellestablished principles: young people need to be able 
to understand themselves, their skills, competences and aspirations and match 
these to available opportunities. Developed in a soft learning environment, the 
validation approaches identified in Section 6.2.4 demonstrate how career 
management skills can be embedded in other activities which make their 
acquisition palatable to disengaged youth and so lead to a recognised output. 
The importance of such skills is necessary given the proliferation of information 
sources available: young people require the critical analysis skills to identify what 
information is relevant to them and when to seek additional support from 
guidance professionals. 

There has been a transformation and expansion of guidance delivery 
mechanisms and options. These now range from multi-agency service centres, 
addressing the guidance needs of young people in a holistic manner, to 
sophisticated, integrated online information and communication tools. The study 
showed that, while barriers to accessing Internet-based systems remain, they are 
used extensively and increasingly to deliver information, advice and guidance. 
Efforts to harmonise and integrate web-based information services and link them 
to labour market information are improving the quality of information and making 
navigation easier and career information more easily available to a wider 
audience. Use of innovative online tools such as blogs, chat facilities, podcasts 
and videocasts offer new and alternative methods of communicating information 
about jobs and careers to existing and new target groups. While careers advice 
information is sufficient for many, this is not the case for most disaffected young 
people, who need to be supported in a more holistic manner and often a one-to-
one basis or in some cases through group guidance. 

Validating non-formal and informal learning can enable young people to 
record the types of activities they have been engaged in and help them to 
consider future career options, building foundations for developing career 
management skills. Validation methods can be used to support young people 
from vulnerable backgrounds when they are guided by trained professionals. 

Programmes, such as Ammattistartti allow young people to try different 
career options and routes, visit work and training places and access professional 
career guidance and other support options to explore different career and job 
opportunities before selecting their study or employment route. These have the 
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potential to aid smooth transition from one education level to another and from 
education to employment. 

Familiarisation with the world of work is important for all young people, 
particularly for those who have become disengaged from education and training. 
It enables young people to learn by doing, and offers a kinaesthetic learning 
style, which may suit those who have become disenchanted with traditional 
schooling. 

Work experience allows young people to get a real taste of the working 
world. It can help them to identify what they are really interested in and to 
eliminate career options which do not suit them. For those young people who 
have become disengaged from education and/or society, work experience can 
allow them to start afresh and gives them the opportunity to learn, use and gain 
recognition for skills and competences, which may not be taught or sufficiently 
recognised in traditional academic routes. Perhaps most important, work 
experience is a valuable addition to a young person’s portfolio of skills and 
experience and can enhance employability. In the current economic climate, this 
is a particular asset. 

Equally important is practical support for companies to take on young 
trainees, as previous crises have shown that employer investment in initial 
training, mainly through the provision of apprenticeship places, reduces at times 
of crises. 
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8. Recommendations 
 
 
 
These points are structured around generic recommendations from the study and 
the four key priority areas set out by the 2008 Council Resolution on better 
integrating lifelong guidance into lifelong learning strategies (Resolution of the 
Council ..., 2008) to help support the lifelong career transitions of European 
citizens. 
 
 

8.1. General recommendations from the study 
 
Guidance should not be seen as one of many approaches to supporting 
transition: it should be seen as an integral part of any approach to tackling this 
problem and be embedded in preventive, corrective and transitional 
management. Therefore, it is important that guidance moves from an implicit to 
an explicit policy response. 

Guidance should also be seen as a continuum: it is not about supporting a 
young person at a specific point in their life only, but is something that extends 
over time and out into the community and the workplace. This stems from the 
complex nature of the world of work today, in which career preparation is no 
longer limited to a career for life but is characterised by shorter-term career 
cycles. Individuals, therefore, need to be equipped with transferable skills and the 
ability to manage their own career path. 

Underpinning the delivery of guidance services, young people need to be 
empowered through a relationship which sees them as resourceful individuals 
with a lot of untapped potential, rather than as trouble-makers or underachievers. 
Practitioners have an important role to play in promoting high expectations, as 
educational and career aspirations developed during teenage-years can have 
lifelong significance, influencing future occupational and socioeconomic 
outcomes. It is important to recruit and support the continuing development of 
talented and committed individuals for such roles. 

In the context of early school leaving, the job of guidance counsellors, 
teachers and others is to influence individual behaviour positively by helping to 
raise young people’s aspirations, support them with their education and career 
efforts and identify problems before they escalate too far. To influence their lives 
more broadly they need time, flexibility and training – both initial training as well 
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as opportunities for continuing training – to develop the skills necessary for 
working with disaffected young people. 

There is a need to invest in transition support and after-care. This is an area 
where there is underinvestment at present. Such an approach supports the view 
that guidance is a continuum. 

As has been seen with the Education and training 2010 targets, there is a 
need to take a long-term view and commit adequate resources to prevent early 
school leaving. Bespoke guidance solutions are normally, although not 
necessarily, more expensive than mainstream provisions, hence both time and 
resources are required to put in place and deliver such services. However, there 
is merit in seeing expenditure on such policies as an investment rather than as a 
cost, given the high costs associated with disengagement. 

Person-centred approaches are important, though in the initial stages 
guidance may be led by professionals working with young people. At some point 
during the continuum, responsibility for re-engagement needs to be taken on by 
the young person concerned: such an approach gives young people the skills to 
take responsibility for their own progress and cope with setbacks. It also gives 
them a sense of independence and having control over their own destiny. 

 
 

8.2. Priority area 1: encourage lifelong acquisition of 
career management skills 

 
It is important that teachers and trainers have the necessary skills to help young 
people to develop career management skills and apply them in both the transition 
into work and throughout their working lives. An understanding of career 
management needs to be integrated into mainstream education and training, with 
the acquisition of appropriate skills as a key output. CMS also need to be part of 
IVET and any alternative curricula for young people at risk. 

Concerns have been raised that the guidance offer that accompanies IVET is 
not at an equivalent standard to that in mainstream education. There is a need to 
ensure that the same quality service offer is available to young people pursing a 
vocational route. 

Consideration needs to be given to how CMS contributes to employability. 
Theoretically, CMS helps reduce the transition (though this needs to be proven), 
hence providing such skills to the at-risk/excluded should improve employability 
and promote equity and inclusion. 

There is merit in considering whether national frameworks for CMS are 
appropriate and required. 
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While there is evidence of good practice in developing career management 
skills, this should be transferred across Europe. Peer learning activity(ies) could 
provide an opportunity for this transfer: the peer learning activities have so far 
concentrated on the role of CMS in the school curricula and in the services 
provided by the public employment services. 

While various studies demonstrate that work experience is a positive 
experience, it would be worth discovering what difference such experience 
makes in the education-to-work transition. For example, does work experience 
shorten the process? Does it contribute to career development and/or salary 
progression? 

In the context of demographic change, working life familiarisation should be 
promoted as a two-way process: an opportunity for young people to acquaint 
themselves with the world of work as well as an opportunity for employers to 
familiarise themselves with the local talent pool. 

 
 

8.3. Priority area 2: access for all to guidance services 
 
It is important that young people are aware of guidance support on offer and 
understand what difference it might make. Providing information to individuals 
and communities to demonstrate the benefits of guidance is essential to 
increasing support and aiding re-engagement. Given the current demographic 
change taking place in Europe and the increasing demand for skilled labour in 
the move towards 2020, empowering individuals, families and indeed 
communities to request support is paramount, particularly among communities 
that may be marginalised, e.g. Roma and immigrant communities. 

Given the proliferation of information sources, it is important to consider how 
guidance professionals support young people in accessing information. 
Signposting to useful sources is important to ensure that young people are not 
deterred by sifting through a range of irrelevant sources. Accessibility is also 
crucial, including aspects like the language used, etc. 

 
 

8.4. Priority area 3: quality assurance in guidance 
provision 

 
Consideration needs to be given to developing quality standards in recruitment, 
training and development of guidance staff. 
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Further research could be beneficial to demonstrate the costs and benefits of 
guidance and its role in prevention, reintegration and facilitating transitions. While 
effective practice illustrates how guidance can be used, cost-effectiveness 
evidence will help make the case for developing such services. High-quality 
monitoring and evaluation systems are essential to show whether a project is 
working well or whether improvements could be made and to ensure that 
provision is continually evolving in line with changing contexts. 

Support should be impartial, multi-dimensional, realistic and specific and 
provided by experienced and knowledgeable advisers who understand the world 
of work and the range of different learning opportunities available for young 
people. These advisers should be able to signpost young people to other, more 
appropriate organisations when they cannot help. 

More evaluation is need of preventive approaches. It is important to develop 
new initiatives based on knowledge of what works and such evaluation needs to 
communicate effectively the costs and benefits associated with these 
approaches. 

Greater emphasis should be placed on ensuring that teachers providing 
guidance and guidance practitioners know the local and the wider labour market 
context and so are to provide wellinformed and targeted guidance services. 

 
 

8.5. Priority area 4: encourage stakeholder 
cooperation  

 
To cope and thrive in this challenging work, guidance practitioners should seek to 
establish good working partnerships with other professionals (psychologists, 
career guidance counsellors, etc.) and agencies working with the young person. 
Such a network can prove a valuable source of support for both the young 
person and the practitioner. 

While there is evidence of multi-agency approaches identified in the case 
studies, such approaches are not present in all countries. An aim for the future is 
to ensure that comprehensive multi-agency approaches or true partnership-
working becomes the norm, accessible for all young people. 

Preventive strategies need to operate within a strategic and integrated 
approach to minimising drop-out. Multi-agency, joined-up approaches are 
required to ensure that young people do not fall through the cracks in service 
provision. The examples identified in this report need to be communicated to 
policy makers, to ensure that they learn from practice and do not reinvent the 
wheel. 



Guiding at-risk youth through learning to work 
Lessons from across Europe 

 
151

The role of young people in policy dialogue needs to be developed and 
expanded. Too often, guidance partnerships are based on collaboration between 
different agencies and leave out the service users: young people ideally placed to 
provide constructive feedback on the effectiveness and operational practices of 
guidance services. Policy-makers need to ensure that they create the time and 
provide appropriate space to involve young people in the policy process: getting 
input from youth organisations on new policies, investing in evaluation, and 
organising feedback sessions or questionnaires to find out what young people 
actually think about the guidance services they have used and how they would 
improve them. 

In light of the current economic crisis it is important that employers, 
especially SMEs, are given the necessary support to be able to offer 
apprenticeships and traineeships. Financial constraints have led many employers 
to reduce significantly the number of apprentices and trainees they are able to 
take on. In some cases, companies have ceased their traineeship programmes 
altogether. This is where dedicated coordinators from schools, VET 
establishments and reintegration programmes can offer real added value, for 
example by coordinating placements and helping young people to adjust to them. 
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List of abbreviations 
 
 
 
BBC British Broadcasting Corporation 
BVJ Berufsvorbereitungsjahr 
Cedefop European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training 
CES Croatian Employment Service 
CMS Career management skills 

CREA Special Centre for Research in Theories and Practices for 
Overcoming Inequalities  

DCSF Department for Children, Schools and Families  

DOTS Decision-learning, opportunity awareness, transition learning 
and self-awareness 

EEA European Economic Area 
EENEE European Expert Network on Economics of education 
ELGPN European Lifelong Guidance Policy Network 
ESF European Social Fund 
ETF European Training Foundation 
EU European Union  
HEI Higher education institutes  

IAWM Institution of Vocational Training for Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises 

ISKUR Public Employment Services (Turkey) 
IVET Initial vocational education and training 

MONE Directorate for Special Education, Guidance and Counselling 
(Turkey) 

NGO Non-governmental organisation 
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
PES Public employment services 
PLYA Project learning for young adults 
PPRE Programme personnalisé de réussite éducative 
RAM Guidance and research centres (Turkey) 
RMI Revenu minimum d’insertion  

RVCC The Portuguese system of recognition, validation and 
certification of competences 

SME Small and medium-sized enterprises 
SNJ National Youth Service 
VET Vocational education and training 
VLC Voluntary labour corps 
WRE Work-related education 
YGC Youth guidance centre  
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Guiding at-risk youth through learning to 
work: lessons from across Europe 
 
The global economic crisis has given greater focus to improving 
guidance services for at-risk youth to support social inclusion, active 
participation in lifelong learning and smooth integration into working 
life. This Cedefop report draws attention to guidance measures and 
initiatives applied across Europe to aid school completion and 
education-to-work transitions of young people who risk dropping out of 
mainstream education and training or who already have done so.  

The study suggests that coordinated approaches should be 
combined with outreach work to identify and reach those individuals 
who are in most urgent need of support. The partnership between 
different actors needs to be based on mutual trust and respect but 
also needs to place the interests of the young people first. Guidance 
professionals and teaching staff providing guidance services should 
learn how to establish a good working relationship with at-risk youth. 
Further, parental involvement, together with competent teachers, 
guidance practitioners, youth and social workers, labour-market 
actors, and healthcare providers, are considered essential support in 
the young person’s transition.  

The findings of this Cedefop study should encourage future 
action in the Member States on improving guidance service provision 
to at-risk youth. The overall goal across the European Union is to 
create good conditions for supporting young people’s smooth 
transition from adolescence into a meaningful adulthood, with career 
and learning opportunities, partnership and parenthood, financial and 
residential independence. 
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