CEDEFOP

Q)

.

Identification of learners at risk of early
leaving

Problem statement

Addressing problem: Recognising signs of early leaving from education and
training

Learners at risk of early leaving often present distress signs long before they leave. When
these signs are detected in a timely manner, there are greater chances of re-engaging
young people through relatively simple, timely, and proportionate interventions. Early
identification increases the likelihood that learners can be supported through timely and
proportionate interventions, leading to better outcomes while preserving their sense of
agency and dignity.

Each learner is different and so are the ways in which they signal that something is not
going well. Absenteeism, low academic attainment, and disruptive behaviour in the
classroom are commonly associated with risk of early leaving. However, subtler signals, like
emotional withdrawal, distress, declining motivation, social isolation, or sudden change in
engagement, can easily go unnoticed.

Practitioners are best placed to recognise distress signals and spot pupils at risk, as they are
in direct and regular contact with the learners and routinely track attendance and academic
progress. However, they often lack the dedicated time, training, or institutional support
needed to identify and act upon signs of risk in a systematic and efficient way. A whole-
institution approach, combining practitioner observation with structured data collection and
digital tools, is a key condition to identifying learners at risk of early leaving and to
eventually preventing early leaving.
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Addressing the problem

Tips: How can VET providers identify learners at risk of early leaving?

The following tips are intended for policy-makers and practitioners involved in the design
and implementation of VET measures and draw on Cedefop research into successful
interventions and existing early warning systems.

® Tip 1. Define the purpose of data collection

Before selecting indicators or designing data collection processes, it is important
to clearly define the purpose(s) that the early warning system is intended to
serve. The overarching goal is always to identify learners at risk of dropping out so
that timely and appropriate support can be provided. However, data collection
additionally can serve a range of other purposes such as:



¢ Monitoring trends in the risk of early leaving at institutional, local, regional or
national level;

Evaluating the effectiveness of measures aimed at preventing early leaving;
Deepening knowledge on protective and risk factors;

Informing staff professional development and curriculum development; and
Supporting learner transition between education levels or providers.

Defining the purpose(s) of data collection upfront, shapes all subsequent
decisions: which indicators to collect, how often, at what level of detail, and with
whom data may be shared. It also determines what data governance
arrangements are required.

For data to be comparable over time and usable for monitoring or evaluation of
measures, providers should consider:

e Using existing administrative data to minimise additional burden on
practitioners;

¢ Developing additional data collection tools (e.g. well-being questionnaires);

¢ Using flexible formats, so that the system can be updated as knowledge of
early leaving evolves or as the institutional context changes; and

¢ Aligning data collection with national or regional monitoring frameworks, so
that comparable data can be meaningfully aggregated.

® Tip 2: Choose relevant and multi-dimensional

indicators

Early warning systems are built around the selection of indicators that reflect
known risk factors. These indicators can cover information on family background,
academic attainment, behaviour and attitudes, health and well-being. The table
below presents the main indicators found in Cedefop’s research on early leaving
from VET. VET providers should choose the combination most suited to their
context and available resources.

FAMILY ENVIRONMENT ATTAINMENT, BEHAVIOUR HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
AND ATTITUDES
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FAMILY ENVIRONMENT ATTAINMENT, BEHAVIOUR HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
AND ATTITUDES

e Socio-economic e Academic e Health
status of family underachievement circumstances
e Migrant or ethnic (poor grades; grade (illness, substance
minority repetition) abuse, pregnancy)
background* e Absenteeism e Child poverty
e Family (including persistent indicators (hunger,
responsibilities (e.qg. lateness) inadequate sleep)
taking care of ¢ Disruptive e Personal, social and
siblings) behaviour or emotional well-being
e Lack of family withdrawal from (sense of belonging,
engagement and activities within or peer relations,
support outside the bullying)
e Housing instability curriculum e Mental health
or homelessness ¢ Negative self- concerns (anxiety,
e Parental perception linked to depression, trauma)
unemployment or education ¢ Digital well-being
precarious work performance issues (cyberbullying,
e Family experience e Absence of positive fatigue, addiction)
of early leaving future vision e Special education
e Lack of work needs, learning
readiness difficulties such as
e Disengagement neurodivergent
from digital or profiles
remote learning
e Sudden changes in
behaviour or
performance

* |In some countries, collecting data on ethnic or migrant background is not possible to due to legal
provisions. Providers should verify applicable data protection and equality legislation before including
such indicators.

When selecting indicators, VET providers should bear the following principles in
mind:

¢ No single indicator is sufficient to definitively identify a learner as ‘at risk’.
The combination and trajectory of indicators over time is most informative.

¢ Indicators should be sensitive to change: a sudden deterioration (e.g. a sharp
increase in absences or marked decline in grades) may be more significant
than a chronically low score.

¢ Qualitative observations made by practitioners regarding learner behaviour
and signs of disengagement (such as a learner becoming withdrawn,
changing friendship groups, or expressing hopelessness) are valuable and
should have a recognised place in the system.

e Transition points (e.g. start of a new school year or a work-based learning
placement; or moving between levels) are periods of heightened vulnerability
and should be monitored with particular attention.

® Tip 3. Involve the entire team of practitioners
ind

ata collection and analysis

Practitioners are best placed to collect data on risk indicators because they



observe and interact with learners directly and regularly. Teachers and trainers as
well as counsellors, work-based learning supervisors, and other professionals and
support staff, may each have access to different information regarding the same
learner. For this reason, effective identification of those at risk of dropping out
requires all of them to contribute.

Different practitioners contribute different kinds of information:

e Teachers and trainers observe changes in academic performance,
motivation, classroom behaviour, and peer relationships on a day-to-day
basis.

e Counsellors and health professionals are often the first to hear about
personal or family difficulties not visible in academic data.

¢ In-company trainers and employers are well-placed to detect problems
arising during work-based learning.

¢ Administrative staff often have sight of attendance and registration data and
can flag anomalies at an early stage.

Practitioners can also use structured tools to collect data on less visible indicators.
Well-being questionnaires, brief check-in surveys and structured observation
protocols can complement informal observation and ensure that quieter, more
withdrawn learners are not overlooked. These tools should be quick and practical
to use.

To facilitate practitioners’ involvement in data analysis and collection, it is
important to make data easily accessible to them. This means ensuring that data
systems are user-friendly, that relevant data is presented clearly, and that
practitioners receive guidance on how to use data to inform their practice.

® Tip 4: Protect the confidentiality of personal

data

Personal data protection is a major concern when developing an early warning
system. Such systems need to comply with legal frameworks for data protection
and make sure that:

e Data gathered is used for a legitimate purpose: to provide appropriate
support to learners at risk of early leaving. Only data strictly necessary for
the stated purpose should be collected and retained (data minimisation), and
personal data should be stored only for as long as necessary to provide
support to the learner concerned.

e Data is only accessed by professionals who have an immediate and direct
role in providing this support. Only practitioners working with a certain
student should have access to their data. Tiered access arrangements are
advisable, so that more sensitive data (e.g. on health or mental health) is
restricted to a smaller group of authorised staff (e.g. head teacher and
counsellor).

e Learners and, where applicable, parents or guardians should be clearly
informed about what data is collected, why, who can access it, and how long
it is retained.

An adequate follow-up of learners at risk of early leaving may require sharing data
with other relevant services (e.g. social services, health services, youth services,
or other). A legal basis for sharing must be established before any data is
exchanged and formal data sharing protocols and existing frameworks must be
respected.



Usually, data sharing will require arrangements to be put in place, including:

¢ Informing learners and, where appropriate, obtaining consent for data
processing beyond what is legally required for educational purposes. Where
consent is used, learners should receive clear information on how their data
may be shared and used by other entities. Before giving their consent,
students need to receive clear information on how data might be shared and
used by other entities.

e Signing protocols of collaboration to enable databases to be shared and used
by various organisations. The development of protocols for data sharing can
be a technically complex and lengthy process. It requires political leadership
to bring all actors on board, and close collaboration between policy officers
and technical staff from statistical and IT backgrounds.

Data should only be used by organisations providing support to young people, or
by researchers and evaluators assessing the effectiveness of support measures.
Part of the data can be transmitted to national or regional level authorities to
develop aggregated indicators at that level (for instance, this is often done with
data on absenteeism) or be used in research. For these purposes, data needs to
be anonymised. Specific ethical guidelines for the use of data should be followed
by all actors involved.

In many countries, it is not possible to share data on learners or contact young
people. In these cases, the use of anonymised data for research on the factors
related to early leaving, can enable the design of more targeted measures.

® Tip 5: Build practitioners' capacity to develop

and use early warning systems

Building practitioner capacity is a core condition for success, not an optional add-
on. Capacity building should be embedded in regular continuing professional
development and should not be treated as a one-off training event. Practitioners
need support from national and regional administrations, in several areas:

e Understanding of risk and protective factors: practitioners need a grounded
understanding of the evidence and factors influencing early leaving, and how
these interact differently for different learner groups.

¢ Data literacy: practitioners need support in collecting, interpreting and acting
on data, including understanding the limitations of data and the dangers of
over-interpreting individual data points or systemic bias in data.

¢ Use of digital tools: as data management systems and digital early warning
tools become more prevalent, practitioners need training in how to use these
tools effectively, critically and ethically (see also Tip 9).

¢ Legal and ethical literacy: practitioners need to understand the data
protection rules that apply to their work, the boundaries of their role, and
when and how to involve other services.

® Tip 6: Provide incentives and system-level

support for VET providers




The identification of learners at risk cannot be left solely to the initiative of
individual providers. National and regional administrations can play a critical
enabling role by creating the conditions under which providers can invest in
identifying and preventing early leaving sustainably and confidently. Practical
forms of support and incentivisation include:

e Recognising the time spent by practitioners on the design and development
of early warning systems and data collection, by formally incorporating these
activities into job descriptions and workload planning. In this way, these
tasks are not perceived and treated as burdensome additions to existing
duties.

¢ Providing dedicated funding or additional budget to VET providers who
demonstrate strong early warning systems and systematic monitoring of at-
risk learners.

e Sharing and celebrating good practices through national or regional events,
awards, or good practice repositories, to create positive recognition and
stimulate peer-learning.

¢ Providing useful and timely feedback to providers on their performance
regarding identifying and preventing early leaving (e.g. informing them on
their performance regarding different indicators compared to the national
average or to providers of similar characteristics).

¢ Developing national frameworks, templates or digital platforms that smaller
or less well-resourced providers can adopt and adapt, rather than building
from scratch.

e Supporting inter-provider learning networks and communities of practice,
particularly where VET providers are small or geographically dispersed.

® Tip 7: Use digital tools to support early

identification responsibly

The growing availability of digital data management systems and learning
platforms offers opportunities to make early warning systems more systematic,
timely and easier to use. Digital tools can strengthen existing monitoring and
identification processes by facilitating data collection, integration and
visualisation.

Digital tools can support the identification of learners at risk of early leaving in
several ways:

¢ Data integration: Digital systems can bring together information on
attendance, grades, assignment completion and learner engagement,
providing practitioners with a completer and more up-to-date picture of each
learner's situation.

e Automated alerts: Digital systems can generate notifications when
patterns associated with disengagement emerge, such as repeated
absences, declining attainment or prolonged inactivity in online learning
environments, helping practitioners initiate follow-up actions in a timely
manner.

¢ Digital dashboards: Dashboards can summarise and visualise learner-level
and aggregated information, supporting practitioners in reviewing risk
indicators and helping managers and policy-makers monitor trends and
identify vulnerable groups.

¢ Monitoring participation in blended and online learning: In digital and
hybrid learning environments, information on participation and engagement
can complement practitioner observations and provide additional insights
into learners' learning experiences.



o Data analysis: In some contexts, analytical tools may support the
identification of patterns associated with early leaving and inform
institutional planning and the allocation of preventive resources.

Digital tools should complement rather than replace practitioner judgement. Their
use should comply with data protection legislation, remain transparent, and avoid
reinforcing existing inequalities. Human oversight should be ensured at all stages,
and learners with limited access to digital technologies should not be
disadvantaged by the use of digital monitoring systems.

® Tip 8: Develop culturally responsive and

equity-aware identification practices

Early warning systemes, if not carefully designed, can inadvertently reproduce or
amplify existing inequalities. Learners from migrant and ethnic minority
backgrounds, learners with special educational needs and disabilities, learners
from lower socio-economic backgrounds, and learners with caring or work
responsibilities are groups for whom standard indicators and identification
approaches may need to be adapted to ensure equitable identification.

Data collection and monitoring systems must therefore foresee space for
differentiating between different subgroups (by gender, migrant background,
special educational needs, socio-economic status etc.). This would enable
providers to identify whether any specific group is systematically over- or under-
identified, and to take appropriate corrective action.

Early warning systems and data collection processes should also be sensitive to
language and speech barriers. Well-being questionnaires and other tools should
be available in learners’ home languages where possible, and cultural mediators
should be involved in the development and administration of tools for use with
specific communities.

In the end, VET providers, but also regional and national authorities, need to take
into account that individual-level interventions are insufficient when risk is driven
primarily by structural factors, such as poverty, housing instability or
discrimination. Early warning systems and efforts to mitigate risk at provider level
should be accompanied and supported by policies and services that support
learners in facing complex needs.

® Tip 9: Link the identification of at-risk learners
with

timely and appropriate measures

For identification to lead to meaningful outcomes, it must trigger an intervention.
If learners become aware they have been identified as ‘at risk’ but nothing
changes, trust in the institution is damaged and re-engagement becomes less
likely. The identification system must be connected to clear response pathways.

Such a pathway should include the following elements:

¢ A defined protocol that specifies what happens when a learner is identified as
at risk: who is responsible for initiating a response, within what timeframe,
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and with what resources.

e Regular, structured team meetings, where practitioners review data
together, share observations, and decide on appropriate measures on a
case-by-case basis.

e An established response framework including different levels matching the
intensity of the response to the severity and complexity of the risk profile and
the learner’s needs.

e Clear criteria and pathways for referral to specialist services outside the VET
provider (counselling, social services, health, mentoring), with established
relationships with those services in place before they are needed.

¢ A standard process for reviewing and updating the risk assessment as
learners’ circumstances change, including at key transition points.

® Tip 10: Use early warning systems data to

assess the effectiveness of measures

Data collected by early warning systems for the identification of at-risk learners
can also be used in the evaluation of the measures put in place to prevent early
leaving. In order for this to be possible providers should link individual risk
indicator data with records of support measures received by each learner, so that
changes in risk indicators can be examined in relation to the support measures
received.

Moreover, long-term observation and tracking of risk indicators for learners who
have received support, can be used to assess whether their risk profile improves,
stabilises, or deteriorates following the intervention.

Data drawn by early warning systems can be anonymised and aggregated to
identify patterns at class, year or institution level and help answer questions such
as: “are certain interventions consistently associated with better outcomes?”, and
“are certain groups of learners consistently under-served?”.

Once data is analysed, VET institutions need to organise reflection sessions with
practitioners to discuss teaching pedagogies and support measures and adapt
accordingly.

® Tip 11: Engage families and communities as

partners in identification and support

Families are often the first to notice when a young person is struggling, and they
can play a vital role in alerting practitioners and supporting re-engagement. Yet in
many VET systems, family engagement in the early warning process is limited or
inconsistent. Actively cultivating family and community partnerships strengthens
identification and increases the likelihood that at-risk learners will accept and
benefit from support.

For this reason, establishing clear and accessible channels through which families
can raise concerns about a learner’s well-being or engagement, can be of
paramount importance. Moreover, VET providers can adopt proactive
communication approaches with families when a learner is identified as showing
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signs of risk, and do so in a way that is respectful, non-stigmatising and focused
on solutions. Families can also be actively involved in the development of

individual support plans.

To efficiently communicate with families, information must be presented to them
in a clear and accessible way, including, when necessary, in languages other than
the language of instruction. Community organisations, cultural mediators, and
peer support networks can also help reach families from migrant or minority

backgrounds, where trust in formal institutions may be limited.

Expected outcomes

Effective systems for the identification of learners at risk of early leaving generate benefits
at the individual, institutional and system levels. The table below summarises the main
expected outcomes of a well-functioning identification system.

INDIVIDUAL

¢ Timely identification
before disengagement
escalates

e Learners receive tailored,
proportionate support

e Improved sense of
belonging

e Higher engagement and
motivation to learn

e Improved well-being

¢ Greater self-confidence
and awareness of personal
strengths, aptitudes and
interests

INSTITUTIONAL

e Systematic, evidence-
based early warning
processes

e Better coordination
across the practitioner
team

¢ Enhanced information
sharing and inter-
professional cooperation
e Practitioners are better
equipped and supported
to respond

e Stronger links between
identification,
intervention and
evaluation

e Strengthened
cooperation with
community-based
organisations to support
vulnerable learners

e Responsible, effective
use of digital tools and
data systems

e More timely and
informed decision-
making

e Improved capacity to
tailor support to
learners' needs

SYSTEM

¢ Reduced rates of
early leaving from VET
¢ Higher learner
participation rates

¢ Increased completion
rates and reduced drop-
out rates

e Improved
national/regional
monitoring of at-risk
populations

¢ Greater equity and
inclusion in VET
systems

e Stronger evidence
base for designing
effective measures

e Better inter-agency
collaboration around at-
risk youth

e More ethical and
legally compliant use of
learner data




Related resources

Statistics and data

Ll Statistics and data

Latest data on education and training to achieve the EU 2020
target on early leaving from education and training

The Education and Training Monitor presents a yearly evaluation of education and
training system across Europe. The report brings together the latest data, technical
reports and studies, as well as examples of policy measures from different EU
countries. The 2019 Monitor analyses the targets and benchmarks adopted under the
strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training Education and
Training 2020.
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Ll Statistics and data

Migrants and ethnic minority VET students are at greater risk
of early leaving

The dropout from VET rate is higher for migrant or ethnic minority students than other
students in several EU countries.
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Hungary — Netherlands

Ll Statistics and data

Early leavers from education and training

European Parliament, Infographic Lifelong Learning Briefing

Young adults whose highest level of education is at or below lower secondary school
level are considered early leavers from education and training.

B EU level
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Good practices

CroCooS - Prevent dropout!
Early Warning System for
preventing and reducing
dropout from school

CroCooS - Prevent dropout! project
identified elements of a comprehensive
institutional early warning system
(EWS) and tested its applicability in
national contexts. The final product of
the project is the CroCooS Knowledge
Centre, which is a complex system
linking closely the Resource Pool
(theoretical background in easy-to-
understand language), the Guidelines
(how to build an institutional EWS) and
the EWS-Toolkit (several tools can be
used in the school to prevent dropout).

=== Denmark — Hungary

== Netherlands &&= Serbia == Slovenia

Tools

OrientadYEL

Supporting educational and social
inclusion of young early leavers and
those at risk of early leaving through
mechanisms of orientation and tutorial
action.

== Germany [M Portugal I I Romania

Z_ Spain EE! United Kingdom

Stay@School - The School
Inclusion Project Transfer of
Innovation. Educational
Products.

The project Stay @ school developed
several tools to help teachers assess
the risk of school dropout, including
questionnaires for students, teachers
and parents.

I I Belgium [ I Italy I § Romania

Z_ Spain

LYCAM questionnaire

Lycée, ca m'intéresse

The LYCAM (Lycée, ca m'intéresse)
questionnaire, developed by the French
Ministry of Education aims at helping
practitioners to identify secondary
school students’ difficulties, motivations
and personal views of school.

I | France
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Training programme for VET
teachers developed within
the framework of the STAY
IN project

The STAY IN project proposes a training
programme for VET teachers and youth
workers. Its module 1 discusses
indicators to identify learners at risk of
early leaving

— Austria mm Bulgaria <+ Finland

Germany [ I Italy — Netherlands

¥ Portugal B Turkiye

Risk of NEET Indicator Tool
(RONI)

This tool has been developed to assist
secondary schools to identify students
at risk of becoming NEET once they
leave compulsory education.

ZI= United Kingdom

Publications

Capacity building for
students, companies and
vocational schools involved
in apprenticeship-training
(QuABB)

Qualifizierte Ausbildungsbegleitung in
Betrieb und Berufsschule (QuABB)

The project QUABB (Capacity building for
students, companies and vocational schools
involved in apprenticeship-training) provides
a collection of tools for the identification
of apprentices at risk of early leaving,
and guidance to trainers, VET teachers
and parents to deal with this situation.

== Germany

1 Publications

School-based Prevention
and Intervention Measures
and Alternative Learning
Approaches to Reduce Early
School Leaving

This study shows that early warning
systems usually cover more visible
cognitive and behavioural indicators like

01 Publications

Developing indicators for

early identification of young
people at risk of temporary
disconnection from learning

Information about what type of
indicators are being used in practice.
The UK Local Government Association
commissioned a study that has
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students’ grades, truancy or
transgressive behaviour. This causes at-
risk students who do not display such
signs to remain undetected. The
authors insist on the need to also
monitor students’ emotional well-being.

Download the report here.

== Netherlands === Poland
I8 Portugal =— Spain E= Sweden

2= United Kingdom

analysed the indicators used by English
local authorities to identify young
people at risk of becoming youth not in
employment, education or training
(NEET).

You can read the full study here.

Zl= United Kingdom

[ Publications

PREDIS - Prevention of early
dropout of VET through
inclusive strategies of
migrants and Roma

Needs analysis report

This report analyses the inequality in
learning and employment outcomes of
native born youth and youth with a
migration and Roma background.

Download the report here.

—= Austria ™ Germany [ I Italy

I | Romania gm Slovenia

1 Publications

Profiling youth labour
market disadvantage:
Review of approaches in
Europe

This tool reviews the approaches used
by countries of the European Union to
profile disadvantaged young people
trying to enter the labour market. The
objective of the tool is to identify the
features of profiling systems that are
effective in supporting disadvantaged
young people in finding employment.

Download the publication here.

B EU level

[ Publications

Natives and immigrants
enrolled in Spanish
intermediate vocational
education and training: a
comparative study

Antoni Cerda-Navarro, Francesca Salva-

Mut, Rubén Comas-Forgas & Mercée
Morey-Lopez

This article looks at the differences and
similarities between Spanish-born and
immigrant students enrolled in the first

1 Publications

UNESCO’s book “Safe to
learn and thrive”

Report advocating for ending violence in
and through education

The book addresses the critical issue of
violence in educational settings. It
highlights the prevalence and various
forms of violence, including physical,
sexual, psychological abuse, bullying,
and neglect, and their impact on
learners and educators.
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year of Intermediate Vocational
Education (IVET) programmes in Spain.

I— Spain

International

[ Publications

Pathways to school success:
A comprehensive roadmap
A practical guide for implementing the

Council Recommendation on ensuring
school success for all

This report from the European
Commission’s Working Group on
Schools, Sub-group on Pathways to
School Success is a practical guide for
ensuring school success, aiming to
reduce underachievement, prevent
early school leaving, and promote
inclusion and well-being. It emphasises
a whole-school approach, early
detection of at-risk students, holistic
assessments, and professional
development.

B EU level

Quick wins

1 Publications

Early identification of
learner needs

Pathways to school success - Policy brief

This policy brief examines how early
identification of learner needs is a
cornerstone of inclusive education and a
key condition for ensuring school
success for all.

I EU level

Using data to identify at-
risk learners

A VET school in the Centre Region of
Portugal has created an internal
electronic monitoring system to monitor
truancy.

¥ Germany [l Portugal

Using data to make the
right decisions

In the city of Hasselt in Flanders
(Belgium) data on school absenteeism
is used to inform school-specific action
plans.

I | Belgium

Source URL: https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/en/tools/vet-toolkit-tackling-early-leaving/intervention-
approaches/identification-learners-risk-early-leaving
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