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School drop-out – the phenomenon 
and its consequences

 Drop-out is a phenomenon when students leave school 
before completion of the educational level they started. 

 Persons who leave their education before acquiring 
a secondary school diploma have greater difficulty 
finding jobs, resort to crime more often and fall 
more easily into the vicious circle of social exclusion.

 Persons without a secondary school degree 
experience difficulties in earning a living; they are 
three times more likely to be unemployed and two 
times more likely to fall below the poverty line. 

 Unless it prevents and responds adequately to 
people dropping out from the education system 
with no fundamental qualifications, society suffers 
great costs – estimated at billions of dollars spent 
on unemployment programmes and social care for 
socially vulnerable persons.

The Situation in Serbia – A Need for Designing and Implementing 
a Systemic Approach to Drop-Out Prevention

Serbia has had a legal framework for inclusive education 
since 2009. Although the legislation provides for a num-

ber of measures (pedagogical assistants, interdepartmental 
commissions, etc.), drop-out prevention and intervention 
measures have yet to be systemically established, as well as 
support for their implementation in all schools. Local com-
munity measures dedicated to supporting students are rare 
(e.g. scholarship programmes, different forms of additional 
support). At the same time, cooperation of different stake-
holders at the local level is poor and insufficiently focused on 
education completion. 
Data on student drop-out are not collected systematically at 
the national level, nor at the level of the local community or 
schools, which prevents the creation of an adequate system for 
monitoring and early identification of students at risk of drop-
ping out, and the issue of bringing dropouts back into the ed-
ucation system has not yet been resolved in a systemic manner. 
According to UNICEF’s estimation, Serbia loses around EUR 
78,000 for each student who drops out of school before attain-
ing secondary school qualifications.
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Drop-out Prevention Model

COMPONENT 1

Measures and activities focused on individual students 
– identification of students at risk of dropping out, 
development and implementation of individual drop-out 
prevention plans for students. 

COMPONENT 2
Measures at school level – parental engagement, provision 
of peer support, development and implementation of 
modernised model of remedial teaching.

COMPONENT 3 Building school staff capacities and changing school 
culture – teacher training. 

“Not being interested 
in education” is the final 

manifestation of students’ poor 
living conditions and inadequate 
systemic solutions for minimising 

the negative effect of poverty – things 
over which the individual student has no 
control. Lack of interest in education is 
a process that begins in early stages, 
while leaving school is the ultimate 

consequence. This process of 
dropping out of school can 

be prevented!

Drop-out Factors with the Highest Risk Index 

Acceptance in school 
Behavioural problems 
 Receiving social benefits 
Absenteeism 
School achievement 
Socio-economic status
Other risk factors 

4.71
4.53
4.43
4.21
3.93
3.69
4.48

Local community Family

Lack of service for providing
assistance to poor people

Transition to subject teaching

Absenteeism

Lack of pedagogical
assistant

Rejection by peers

Discrimination

General
poverty

Complex procedures for
getting social benefits

Poor communication between
school and Centre for Social Work

Poverty

Lack of understanding
the significance of education

Migrations
and forced labour

DROP-OUT

School Macro factors

The most frequent factors that cause drop-out!As part of the project “Combating Early 
School Leaving in Serbia Through Ef-

fective Drop-out Prevention and Intervention 
Measures at the School Level”, a Drop-Out 
Prevention Model was designed and piloted in 
four elementary and six secondary vocational 
schools located in seven municipalities in Ser-
bia. Those schools are attended by more than 
7,000 students and employ approximately 700 
teachers. 

Analyses conducted within the project have shown that the level of stu-
dent drop-out risk is not uniform. Students attending schools located in 
poverty-stricken areas and secondary school students attending three-
year vocational education and training (VET) are the profiles at highest 
risk of drop-out.



Findings and Results of the Survey in Serbia

Results Achieved by Implementation of the Drop-Out 
Prevention Model in Ten Pilot Schools

ü Of all measures implemented within the pilot schools, individualised support 
measures for students at risk of dropping out proved to be the most effective.

ü Of the 450 students for whom an individual drop-out prevention plan (IDPP) 
was designed and implemented, only 25 left school – a total of 5%.

ü The absenteeism rate in secondary vocational schools decreased by approxi-
mately 30%, while a similar decrease in absenteeism was also recorded in elemen-
tary schools. 

ü The student drop-out rate decreased by 66%. Before the project implemen-
tation, an average of 221 students dropped out of the schools per school year, 
whereas 75 students left school after two years of the project implementation. 

ü The grade repetition rate in pilot schools decreased by 23%.

ü Peer engagement in drop-out prevention proved to be extremely ef-
fective.

ü An additional external evaluation at the end of the project, conducted 
by pedagogical advisors, identified significant progress in two im-
portant areas of school quality in all pilot schools: ethos and addi-
tional student support.

ü The process of internal school change, followed by the reduction of the 
drop-out rate in schools, was in fact a process of changing the teach-
ers’ role – from that of an expert in the subject they teach to one of a 
socially responsible person that takes care of their students.

ü As a result of the fact that pilot schools significantly developed internal 
cooperation, coordination and planning, as well as their acceptance of 
the view that a school also has a social role, these schools are being 
recognized in the local community as institutions that take care of 
students’ future and life prospects, thus raising their social reputa-
tion. Parents and teachers report on the improving reputation of these 
schools in the local community.

ü The results indicate that a school can also preventively counter the 
effects of factors commonly thought to be beyond its reach – severe 
poverty, serious family issues and behavioural problems.  

ü The fact that the project was successfully implemented in the poorest municipalities; in schools with a large number of students at 
high risk of drop-out; in inadequately equipped schools with poor infrastructure; and in schools predominantly attended by poor 
students, students who travel, refugee students and other students from vulnerable groups, the project demonstrates that the Drop-
Out Prevention Model can be implemented in any school in Serbia. 
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Individual Drop-Out Prevention Plan

As part of the early warning and 
intervention system, students at the 
highest risk of drop-out are identified, 
and individualised support measures, 
or individual drop-out prevention 
plans (IDPPs), are designed for 
them. Out of the above-mentioned 
450 students for which an IDPP was 
prepared, 359 students were at a high 
risk of drop-out.



Effective School Drop-Out Prevention Measures

Recommendations to Decision-Makers

Ù The developed Drop-Out Prevention Model opens possibilities for each student to remain and be successful 
in the education system until acquiring appropriate qualifications, in order to increase the employability level 
of students from vulnerable groups and their equal participation in the labour market, giving them a chance 
to break out of the vicious circle of poverty.

Ù Considering that the project results indicate that the implementation of the Drop-Out Prevention Model 
had positive effects in schools that operate in the hardest conditions, the most important recommendation 
is that the Model should be fully implemented in all schools in Serbia for the purpose of student drop-out 
prevention.

Ù The early warning and intervention system (EWIS) is the most important and successful component of 
the Model. Since EWIS draws on the already existing school resources and does not require any additional 
financial resources or changes in legislation, its introduction at the level of the entire education system in 
Serbia should be considered. 

Ù Continuous and regular assessment of students’ drop-out risk is very important for successful implementation 
of the Model, and secondary education should become mandatory (as envisaged in the Strategy for the 
Development of Education in Serbia until 2020).

Ù An individual drop-out prevention plan (IDPP) should be linked with the existing individual education plan (IEP), 
thus integrating all aspects of student support. It is essential to apply the principle “one child – one plan”.

Ù Since frequent absenteeism is one of the most important predictors of student drop-out, it is necessary to 
provide additional educational support to readmitted students and students from seasonal and labour 
migrant families. Support measures for students whose families frequently change their place of residence 
and who do not speak the language should also be developed. 

Ù Peer support, as a resource that is insufficiently used in Serbian schools, should become a mandatory part 
of schools’ effort to combat student drop-out.

Ù The current practice of conducting and organising remedial teaching does not fulfil its basic purpose, so 
systemic changes should be considered that would enable schools to have greater flexibility in conducting 
and organising remedial teaching. Local community measures (homework clubs, social centres) can be an 
excellent additional measure to the efforts made by schools.

Ù At the systemic level, it is necessary to define additional school quality standards in order to monitor the 
indicators related to student drop-out through external school evaluation, which would be an important step 
towards the introduction of a mandatory drop-out risk monitoring system.

As long as there is a single adult in school who cares about the student, the battle is not lost 
and there are great chances that the student will successfully complete his/her education.
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