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To begin with the young person



Early school leaving in Ireland

• a structural feature of education system

• National rates

• 1% from primary school

• 3%+ no qualifications

• 18-19% less than upper secondary

• 25% less than 5Ds in Leaving Certificate

• Females stay longer than males, outperform in exams

• Educational retention strongly mirrors social background

• Early school leaving a particular problem amongst older 
workers

• These are robust figures, sustained over a decade despite 
heavy investment in preventive measures

• Our motto: ‘One system, two modes’…



Why do young people leave school early?

• A matrix of factors is in play –

• Given –eg SENs, ethnic/cultural factors, etc

• Ecological , eg

• families, 

• school (2/3 of participants cite school-based reasons) 
and vice versa, 

• neighbourhoods, 

• peers, 

• social class

• Developmental

• Susceptibility/Resilience

• Nothing unusual in many lives, but some have significant 
difficulties to deal with

• Social reproduction overarches all

• Every story is unique 



Why is this of concern?

• Future skills needs/competitiveness

• Educational inequality

• Labour market history & social exclusion

• Correlations and associations



What do the young people tell us?

• Key narratives have broken down –importance of pathway 
planning

• More choice/less structure

• Leaving school often a rational and self-affirming decision 

• Don’t feel respected, listened to or valued

• Need to belong and the importance of relationships

• Self-esteem –low or high… or sometimes both?

• Different ways of learning, participating, not necessarily slow 
learners

• Pragmatic learners; ‘usefulness’

• They want to move on but often don’t know how to

• One good relationship; one bad relationship –the importance 
of mentoring



2008/9: Early school leaving: What are we doing about it?

• First response: Prevention

• DEIS –the School Support Programme (SSP)

• Home School Community Liaison Scheme

• School Completion Programme

• Also: Learning Support/Resource Teachers, 
Traveller supports

• NEWB

• NEPS

• NCSE

• etc



Out of-school measures

• YOUTHREACH (Centres, CTCs, Justice); 

• Youth services and projects –different mechanisms

• Youth Information Centres, Young Peoples’ Services and 
Facilities Fund

• Other FÁS, Failte Ireland, Teagasc provision, etc; Local 
Employment Services

• Probation initiatives
• Garda projects
• Drugs Task Force projects
• Springboard projects 
• Projects supported by Area-based Partnerships
• PEACE projects & similar (Border area)
• Family Support projects (Barnardo’s)
• Neighbourhood Youth Projects (HSE)
• Steps Advice and Counselling Services
• Ireland Fund projects
• Etc!



What is Youthreach?

• Principal national response in Ireland targeting those who 
have left school early

• Aim: to provide early school leavers (16 -20 years) with 
the knowledge, skills and confidence required to 
participate fully in society and progress to further 
education, training and employment.

• National programme, local delivery –funded by Government, 
part of suite of lifelong learning actions

• Inter-Departmental, inter-agency

• Delivered in 150 centres for education/training –these are 
small out-of-school units, fulltime and part-time staff



Who is it aimed at?

• early school leavers, ie

• young people aged 15-20 with

• poor qualifications or none and who are unemployed

• (Exceptions can be made)

• 15% are lone parents; 10+% Travellers

• Allowance is paid (age and attendance related)



Youthreach: a synthesis of three traditions

incorporates best practice from education, training, youth work



Programme fundamentals

• One centre –one plan: the importance of 
planning, integration

• One learner –one plan: the importance of 
coordination, continuity, consistency, collaboration

• These are delivered through:

• Quality Framework (www.youthreach.ie) 

• Webwheel process/key worker model 
www.youthreach.ie/webwheel

• Inter-agency collaboration

• Overall approach

http://www.youthreach.ie/
http://www.youthreach.ie/webwheel


The Quality 

Framework



Presenting difficulties 2007

Total number of participants surveyed 2739

Literacy and numeracy problems 864

Dysfunctional family background 1377

Substance misuse problems 756

Need for sustained psychological support 829

Specific learning needs 490

Physical disability 37

Intellectual disability 136

Poor physical health, eg. persistent illness/poor nutrition 468

Formally cautioned by police 483

On probation 145

Two or more of any of the above 704



From 

From Maslow and Lowery, 1998



From dependence to independence

Instability, 
disorder, 
dysfunctions, 
detachment

Foundation

Stability, Integration

Engagement and 

attachment
Progression Transition



Global set of needs



The National Framework of Qualifications award-types and awarding 

bodies



Entry educational levels

Male Female Total

Less than Basic Literacy 156 88 244

Basic Literacy 253 152 405

Less than Junior Certificate 431 472 903

Junior Certificate 424 567 991

Above Junior Certificate 57 139 196

Total 1321 1418 2739



Levels of learner achievement

Certification Awarding body No. receiving certification

Full award NFQ Level 3 FETAC 543

Full award NFQ Level 4 FETAC 249

Full award NFQ Level 5 FETAC 206

Minor awards (levels 3,4,5) FETAC 1303

Junior Cert (partial) SEC 60

Junior Cert (full) SEC 137

Leaving Cert Applied SEC 151

Leaving Certificate SEC 53

Other Various 110

ECDL ECDL 104



Progression

Destination Male Female Total

Employment 107 114 221

Education 39 82 121

Skills training/Traineeship 19 28 47

Apprenticeship 19 5 24

Other Training 10 27 37

Unemployment 39 45 84

Other 1 32 33

Not known 12 18 30

Death 2 0 2

Total 248 351 599



Issues arising



Mainstreaming

• The mainstreaming challenge –to change the 
mainstream, not shoehorn ourselves into the 
mainstream

• Must be as good as equivalents - second chance 
does not mean second class –hence QFI

• Performance indicators for qualitative outcomes?



Resources and supports

• Special needs, disabilities - no support from 
NEPS, NCSE, not officially from NEWB, etcé

• Competition for resources is constant; resources 
not allocated on the basis of what is required to 
get the job done…

• Resources –structural deficiencies, ‘short termism’ 

• Staff –availability, size, skills base, burn out, 
fatigue, IR issues, etc

• External environment –very varied!



The perils of a project infrastructure

• In Ireland we have built a project infrastructure, 
delivering services that should have been delivered 
by social and education services through projects. 
Consequence? Poor service infrastructure

• Need also to evaluate and realign plethora of ‘third 
sector’ provision



Multitudes of actors

• Children meet:

• Teachers, Guidance counsellors, resource teachers etc

• Instructors, tutors, Centre co-ordinators, Directors

• Youth workers

• Advocates (FAS-funded); Mediators (LES)

• Garda Juvenile Liaison Officers

• Probation Officers

• Social workers, Community Care, outreach workers…

• Education Welfare Officers

• Family Welfare Conference Co-ordinators, FWC 
facilitators, FWC mentors

• Psychologists (NEPS, Health Boards), psychiatrists…

• Legal representatives, GALs

• Court officers…

• Etc



Spend more money or spend money better?

Within education system alone…

• 2007 expenditure on DEIS measures: €700m

• Expenditure on children with special education 
needs €800m



Last words

• Interagency work won’t compensate for intra-
agency shortcomings

• Social reproduction –an overwhelming influence, 
in education as elsewhere

• Clarity, consistency, cohesion, continuity

• One child, one plan

• Twenty years on…

• After heroism…



Prevention and response - a continuum
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Websites

• www.youthreach.ie

• www.youthreach.ie/webwheel

• www.education.ie

• www.nqai.ie

• www.fetac.ie

• www.fas.ie

http://www.youthreach.ie/
http://www.youthreach.ie/webwheel
http://www.education.ie/
http://www.nqai.ie/
http://www.fetac.ie/
http://www.fas.ie/

