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Modern European society is beset by various problems. Early school leav-
ing is regarded as being one of the most pressing. In the last two decades, 
it has been placed high on the European Union policy agenda and vari-
ous promising solutions to the problem have been identified and policy, re-
search and practical approaches to address it developed and implemented. 

This scientific monograph, as part of the three interconnected mono-
graphs: Early school leaving: Contemporary European Perspectives, Early 
school leaving: Cooperation Perspectives, Early school leaving: Training 
Perspectives, may be seen as one of them. 

Three monographs have been prepared as the scientific base within 
the TITA project (Team cooperation to fight early school leaving: Training, 
Innovative Tools and Actions). Each monograph covers in detail one of the 
three main pillars of the TITA approach – early school leaving, team co-
operation and educators training. The three-year project forms part of the 
programme Erasmus+, Key Action 3 in whose framework the European 
Commission conducts policy experiments in order to test and improve pol-
icy implementation systems, structures and processes that have a poten-
tially significant impact on the future EU policy agenda. The monograph 
offers valuable scientific insights into the topic of training perspectives of 
early school leaving also to the wider interested research, policy and prac-
tice community in the EU and beyond. 

Preface
Urška Štremfel and Maša Vidmar
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Early school leaving (ESL) in the European Union (EU) is recognised as 
an urgent and serious problem for individuals and society as a whole. It rep-
resents the waste of both individual life opportunities and social and eco-
nomic potential (European Parliament, 2011). In this context, reducing ESL 
is essential for achieving several key objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy. 
Decreasing it addresses the ‘smart growth’ aims by improving education 
and training levels as well as the ‘inclusive growth’ aims by targeting one of 
the biggest risk factors in unemployment, poverty and social exclusion. The 
Europe 2020 strategy therefore includes the headline target to bring the 
share of early school leavers (ESLers) (persons aged between 18 and 24 who 
leave education and training with only lower secondary education or less, 
and who are no longer in education and training) below 10% by 2020, from 
14.4% in 2009. That EU 2020 headline target was also acknowledged as one 
of the five priority areas of the strategic framework for European coopera-
tion on education and training (ET 2020). 

Although considerable effort to tackle ESL at the levels of the EU and 
member states has already been made (not only in the ET 2020 frame-
work, but also of its predecessor ET 2010), the 2012 Joint Report of the 
Council and the Commission on the implementation of ET 2020 noted 
that the EU is not on track to meeting the headline ESL target by 2020. The 
Education Council (2011) confirmed that all of the efforts so far to address 
ESL have not been effective and efficient enough and that further and new 

1.1 Team Cooperation to Fight Early School 
Leaving: Training, Innovative Tools 
and Actions
Urška Štremfel and Maša Vidmar
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approaches are needed. Further, the European Commission (2011) recog-
nised that, while the factors leading to ESL vary from country to country, 
the causes of ineffective policies can be boiled down to three typical issues: 
a) the lack of a comprehensive strategy; b) the lack of evidence-based poli-
cy-making; and c) insufficient prevention and early intervention measures. 
On that basis, the Education Council (2011) recommended the development 
of a framework for coherent, comprehensive cross-sectoral strategies and 
evidence-based policies against ESL so as to provide a range of school-wide 
and systemic policies that target different factors leading to ESL. 

The Education Council invited the European Commission to support 
member states’ strategies through the exchange of experience and good 
practices, and to facilitate effective peer learning, networking and experi-
mentation with innovative approaches to measures aimed at reducing ESL 
and improving the educational outcomes of children and students from 
groups at risk of ESL (Education Council, 2011). Member states are thus 
supported in exploiting all opportunities of the common EU cooperation 
in the field, taking advantage of the existing and developing new tool kits, 
which will enable the EU as a whole to achieve the agreed target. 

Taking the above EU initiatives into consideration, the TITA (Team 
cooperation to fight early school leaving: Training, Innovative Tools and 
Actions) project contributes to accomplishing the EU headline ESL target 
by addressing one of the key policy messages identifying the critical con-
ditions for successful policies countering ESL (Thematic Working Group, 
2013): to promote and support multi-professional teams in schools to ad-
dress ESL by building on evidence-based policies and practices. 

TITA’s evidence-based approach to ESL 
The TITA scientific base consists of three sections (European perspectives 
of ESL, Cooperation perspectives of ESL,Training perspectives of ESL) pre-
sented in three interconnected monographs. It was prepared in line with 
the European Commission’s (2007) understanding of evidence-based edu-
cation. The European Commission (ibid.) believes that such education en-
ables the member states and EU institutions to identify the most effective 
education policies and practices, and allows for their effective implemen-
tation. Evidence-based education provides the foundations for modernis-
ing education systems. The improved use of knowledge that occurs as edu-
cation policies and practices are developed in turn improves the quality of 
both the content of education policy and governance in the education field. 
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This means decision-making in the area of education must be strategically 
oriented towards improving education based on research and evidence. In 
the process, policy decision-makers, experts and stakeholders should join 
forces in the search for ways to develop new knowledge that will, based on 
high-quality education, contribute to the EU’s economic competitiveness 
and social cohesion (ibid.: 12, 13). 

The TITA project consortium brings together educational experts and 
researchers, policymakers and practitioners from European countries in 
a collaborative research and implementation process that enables the evi-
dence-based approach to ESL to be fully realised. By identifying the main 
factors that trigger ESL and reviewing the phenomenon’s characteris-
tics at the national, regional and local level of the consortium countries, 
it provides an accurate understanding of the scope and reasons behind 
ESL; namely, the preconditions for establishing targeted and effective evi-
dence-based policies and practices regarding ESL.1 

TITA also considers the European Commission’s (2011) recommen-
dation that policy experiments be based on precise information in order to 
better target measures, monitor their development, while constantly adapt-
ing them and drawing policy lessons from their results. By providing in-
depth information on the contextual factors of ESL in the member states 
making up the consortium, the TITA scientific base also takes into con-
sideration Edwards and Downes’ (2013: 47) thinking that “one implication 
of recognising the local sensitivity of interventions is the need for practi-
tioners to work with data in order to make evidence-informed decisions 
about adjusting practices”. Although Dale (2010) states that establishing 
the relative importance of factors, and the nature of the causal links and 
mechanisms, is a crucial step in enabling policymakers to formulate evi-
dence-based, and possibly targeted, pre-emptive ESL measures, the TITA 
scientific base focuses more on describing and conceptualising new ways of 
1 For example: a) the collection of evidence allows for the analysis of the biggest rea-

sons underlying ESL for different groups of students, schools, and local, regional 
and national systems; b) the combination of data on ESL and contextual data (e.g. 
socio-economic information) can help in targeting measures and policies at differ-
ent groups of students, as well as specific local, regional and national communities; 
c) gathering and analysing information on the motivation and non-cognitive skills 
of ESLers and their employment and career perspectives can also assist in the tar-
geting of measures and policies; d) evaluation of the effectiveness and efficiency of 
the existing policy measures aimed at curtailing ESL is an important basis for im-
proving strategies and programmes for increasing pupils’ chances of school success 
(Council, 2011). 
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working with ESLers than on assessing measurable outcomes of policy ex-
periments (Edwards & Downes, 2013: 48). 

Fields of TITA (scientific) backgrounds 
The overriding goal of the TITA project is to support the implementation of 
innovative policy solutions at the institutional level to reduce ESL, in line 
with the priorities set out in Europe 2020 and ET 2020. By promoting and 
supporting multi-professional teams in schools, it provides scientific sup-
port, tools for actions and training to address ESL. Therefore, the project 
presents innovative responses to the generally identified problem of com-
mon EU cooperation in the field of education, and thereby addresses the 
European goals. 

Promoting and supporting the development of multi-professional 
teams in schools at the EU level is identified as a key to successful strategies 
to cut ESL. To work on ESL with other professionals and to establish stu-
dent-centred measures, education staff needs to understand ESL, the ba-
sic principles of multi-professional cooperation and develop or strengthen 
special skills. Accordingly, the TITA comprehensive scientific base pro-
vides a detailed evidence-based understanding of: a) early school leaving 
(as the core policy problem the TITA project addresses), presented in the 
monograph Early school leaving: Contemporary European Perspectives; 
b) cooperation (as a promising solution to reducing ESL), presented in the 
monograph ESL: Cooperation Perspectives and training (as a tool for arriv-
ing at solutions), presented in this monograph.  

This monograph focused on training perspectives of ESL considers 
the training of the teachers as well as other members of multi-professional 
teams. First, some relevant domains of the teacher’s professional and per-
sonal development are presented with a special focus on training to facili-
tate cooperation in multi-professional teams. The second subsection looks 
at training to establish cooperation with students. Here, the focus is on 
non-cognitive approaches which, in addition to traditional ‘academic sup-
port’ measures, are recognised as providing crucial support when address-
ing ESLers’ difficulties, which may be social, personal or emotional in na-
ture. These resilience-building approaches are acknowledged for not only 
building feelings of confidence, but they also have a (direct and indirect) 
effect on the academic performance of students. In the third subsection, 
some innovative forms of training for teachers and other educational staff 
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are presented, which may serve as a basis for developing new forms of train-
ing to prevent ESL. 

Methodological aspects of the TITA scientific base 
Reflecting the TITA project’s underlying rationale, its scientific base is 
based on an interdisciplinary approach (policy analysis, theory of organ-
isations, pedagogy, andragogy, psychology, philosophy). By considering a 
wide range of research evidence, it provides a holistic approach to ESL, its 
understanding and targeting policies. The TITA scientific base was pre-
pared using the following sources and methods: 

Theory and literature review 
A thorough review of existing theoretical and empirical research on ESL, 
multi-professional cooperation and training in order to provide compre-
hensive theoretical bases and a multidisciplinary background to develop 
policy experiments and elaborate on its results. In that framework, scientif-
ic monographs and articles high in academic quality and based on sound 
evidence are the main source of the reviews. 

Review of primary sources (official documents) 
A review of official sources that form the policy framework for address-
ing ESL at the levels of both the EU and the consortium countries (France, 
Spain, Luxembourg, Switzerland). The chief source of the investigation 
in this framework entails EU strategies, Council recommendations and 
Commission communications, as well as national laws, strategies and oth-
er legislative documents. 

Review of existing (good) practices 
An analysis of existing (good) policies and practices and measures in or-
der to expose ‘what works’ when tackling ESL in different environments 
and which approaches are worthwhile learning from when developing new 
(school, local, national) approaches to ESL. Data for the analysis are gath-
ered by different sources (mainly the DG EAC and EACEA websites, ESL 
project websites, national reports etc.). While the focus of the TITA scien-
tific base is ESL in the EU, we also refer to practices outside Europe, which 
strengthens the evidence base, and suggest alternative solutions. 
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Synthesis of the quantitative information available on ESL
Data were gathered and analysed from different points of view (longitudi-
nal analyses, comparison between member states, different regions and lo-
cal environments in the EU). Strong disparities in ESL levels might indicate 
specific structural problems in certain geographical areas or educational 
tracks and help identify national, regional and local specificities of the phe-
nomenon. The primary sources are EU qualitative reports, country reports, 
inspection reports, as well as EU and OECD (Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development) indicators. 

Secondary analyses of data from international comparative 
assessment studies

Secondary analyses of data emerging from international comparative as-
sessment studies are made in areas where existing studies do not provide 
sufficient information on ESL that is of special importance to the TITA pro-
ject. These data can provide an additional strong and robust evidence base 
for tackling ESL at the level of the consortium countries. These data can 
provide an important insight into factors that cause ESL (identification and 
prevention) and effective school and policy practices that contribute to re-
ducing it (intervention). In addition, such data are not only able to explain 
the big differences between EU member states in attaining the EU bench-
mark, but can also identify the factors that help cut ESL in the member 
states which are making the best progress in that regard. 

In order to provide a comprehensive review of the ESL phenomenon, 
the TITA scientific base consists of scientific review articles that are organ-
ised in the sections and subsections already described above. Each scien-
tific review article consists of the title, a key message in which the article’s 
main idea is highlighted, an abstract in which the substance of the article is 
summarised, and the core of the article which elaborates on specific TITA-
related content. 

Based on the wide and deep pool of knowledge contained in the TITA 
scientific base, the authors have summarised its main findings in Practice 
Briefs (Scientific Abstracts on Early School Leaving). These Briefs summa-
rise key (policy) messages of each scientific review article and make rec-
ommendations for practice deriving from the scientific findings. The TITA 
consortium believes it is important for strong and robust evidence to be 
presented to practitioners, policymakers and other interested members of 
the public in an easy-to-read format to attract their attention to the topic 
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and enhance the opportunities to translate TITA’s innovative measures 
into ESL policies and practices at the school, local, regional, national and 
international (EU) levels.

Possible uses of the TITA scientific base 
The TITA consortium contends that ESL policies and practices should be 
evidence-based and adaptable to local, regional and national conditions. 
Developing such policies requires a strong political commitment but also 
solid knowledge of ESL processes among the wide range of actors involved. 
The TITA scientific base has therefore been prepared as: 

−	 Scientific input for the TITA consortium when preparing and im-
plementing evidence-based and targeted policy experiments for 
addressing ESL by promoting and supporting multi-profession-
al teams in schools and for successfully conducting other project 
tasks.  

−	 Scientific input for practitioners, implementing policy exper-
iments in three consortium countries (France, Luxemburg, 
Switzerland). To work on ESL with other professionals and es-
tablish student-centred measures, education staff need to under-
stand ESL and develop or strengthen special related skills. The 
scientific and comprehensive database on ESL, as summarised in 
the Briefs for Practitioners, has been prepared in order to support 
these ends. 

−	 Scientific input for policymakers at the national and EU levels 
(European Commission) to understand the policy relevance of 
the project results. From the policy point of view, the TITA sci-
entific base establishes the foundations for the effectiveness, ef-
ficiency and conditions for the scalability of the policy experi-
mentation results and enables the transnational transfer of good 
practices. Ultimately, the TITA consortium believes that use of 
proposed and tested measures has the potential to act as a major 
catalyst for integrating effective and efficient ESL measures into 
education systems across the EU.

−	 Scientific review of ESL for other interested actors. The comprehen-
sive TITA scientific base is freely available to other interested ac-
tors so they can exploit it in support of their particular require-
ments and interests. Although an enormous amount of research 
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has already been done on ESL, NESSE (2010) identified the need 
for a more comprehensive review of what is known about ESL. 
The TITA scientific base is an attempt to respond to that need. 

Scientific review articles, published as chapters of this monograph, 
are published also at the website of the TITA project (http:// titapro-
ject.eu). Design of the website enables searching and reading the articles 
interactively. 
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Synopsis
The teacher’s social and emotional competencies are linked to 
healthy student-teacher relationships which, in turn, create better 
student social, emotional and academic outcomes, including lower 
levels of ESL. Such competencies of the teacher can be acquired in 
pre-service or in-service teacher education.

Summary
Social and emotional competencies (SEC) are characterised by a 
high level of self-awareness (e.g. recognising one’s own emotions), 
social awareness (e.g. understanding that others may have different 
perspectives), good regulation of one’s own emotion and behaviour, 
relationship skills and responsible decision-making (C ASEL, 2013). 
Teachers’ SEC are vital for students’ (social, emotional, academic) 
outcomes and teachers’ own well-being. However, the teacher’s SEC 
are often overlooked in educational research and teacher trainings.

A review of scientific findings in this article shows that teachers’ SEC 
are crucial for developing healthy student-teacher relationships and 
a positive classroom climate, both of which are factors protecting 
against ESL. Students who perceived the relationship with teachers 
negatively were found to be at greater risk of ESL (Lessard et al., 2004; 
Wahlgren et al., 2015). Further, teachers with interpersonal skills 

2.1.1 
The Importance of the Social and Emotional 
Competencies of Educational Staff 
Maša Vidmar
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facilitate fewer disciplinary problems in the classroom (Crosnoe et 
al., 2004) which decreases the risk for ESL. We highlight the role 
of teachers’ relational competence, which can be viewed within the 
general framework of teachers’ SEC. Relational competence is de-
fined as the teacher’s knowledge, attitudes and skills that enable 
them to establish and develop relationships with their students that 
are characterised by trust, respect, empathy and tolerance (Longva 
& Klokkehaug, 2013). Relational competence entails the following: 
respect for the other’s individuality, own authenticity in contact with 
the student and responsibility for the relationship with the student 
(Juul & Jensen, 2010). It allows teachers to understand students’ mo-
tivations and respond to their needs. As such, relationally competent 
teachers are more proactive and authoritative; they notice changes 
in students’ engagement and use emotional expressions and verbal 
support to promote enthusiasm for learning. It also supports effec-
tive ways of dealing with stress and encourages self-awareness and 
self-management. 
Over the past decade, relational competence has become part of pro-
fessional development interventions (Sabol & Pianta, 2012) and in-
itial teacher education training (Nielsen, 2017). Thus, the topic of 
teachers’ relational competence is emerging as relevant for quality 
education, including ESL. It is therefore extremely important to be 
aware that teachers’ relational competencies can be systematically 
supported and developed as part of the struggle against ESL.
Key words: teachers, social and emotional competence, relational 
competence, early school leaving

Introduction
In the last decade, there has been growing theoretical, empirical and pub-
lic attention to the promotion of students’ social and emotional compe-
tencies (Greenberg et al., 2003; Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & 
Schellinger, 2011; OECD, 2015; Schonert-Reichl, Hanson Peterson, & Hymel, 
2015; Sklad, Diekstra, De Ritter, & Ben, 2012; Weare & Nind, 2011; Zins, 
Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004), including mindfulness and other 
contemplative practices (Greenberg & Harris, 2012; MLERN, 2012; Roeser 
& Eccles, 2015). Studies show that giving attention to these aspects reduc-
es ESL (e.g. Cornelius-White, 2007) and bolsters students’ academic perfor-
mance, life success as well as active citizenship, health-related behaviours, 
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subjective well-being and other domains (e.g. see the review in Durlak et 
al., 2011; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Nevertheless, not many education 
systems provide guidance to teachers on how to develop the students’ social 
and emotional competencies (OECD, 2015).

It is suggested that teachers’ own social and emotional competencies 
(SEC) are vital for developing the social and emotional competencies of 
students (Schonert-Reichl, Hanson-Peterson et al., 2015) as well as for stu-
dents’ learning and development in general (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; 
Jensen, Bengaard Skibsted, & Vedsgaard Christensen, 2015; Jones, Bouffard, 
& Weissbourd, 2013). To better understand the role of teachers’ SEC and 
well-being in education, almost a decade ago Jennings and Greenberg 
(2009) proposed a theoretical model supported by an extensive literature 
review. Teacher’s SEC influence students’ classroom outcomes via three 
mediators: (1) the quality of the student-teacher relationship; (2) modelling 
SEC for students; and (3) classroom management (ibid.). Taken together, 
this helps create a healthy classroom climate which in turn fosters students’ 
social, emotional and academic outcomes, including staying at school (see 
Figure 1). Various contextual school or community factors (not depicted in 
the figure; e.g. principal leaderships) may also impact teachers’ SEC. 

Figure 1. The relationship between teacher social and emotional competencies and 
classroom and student outcomes (Adapted from Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). 
The relations shown in bold represent the focus of this article 

In this article, we review the literature on the role of the teacher’s SEC 
for the student-teacher relationship and ESL. We start by conceptualising 
social and emotional competencies, then we review the scientific findings 
linking the teacher’s SECs to the quality of student-teacher relationships 
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and examine the links to student outcomes with a focus on ESL. We high-
light one specific SEC – relational competence – and its potential for tack-
ling ESL. Finally, we conclude by outlining some implications for teacher 
education.

Methodology
This scientific review article is based on computerised literature searches 
conducted in the Arizona State University library’s search engine using the 
key words: teacher’s social and emotional competence, relational compe-
tence, student-teacher relationship, early school leaving, drop out etc. In 
the next step, we examined references cited in the articles (i.e., “backward 
search” procedures).

Social and emotional competencies (SEC) 
SEC are a broad construct denoting a wide array of competencies, ranging 
from specific (e.g. managing emotions, managing stress) to more general 
ones, for example emotional intelligence (emotion knowledge and expres-
sion/regulation, empathy, perspective taking), interpersonal skills (under-
standing social cues, interpreting others’ behaviour, interacting positive-
ly with others) to cognitive regulation (focusing and shifting attention, 
inhibiting dominant/inappropriate impulses and activating appropriate, 
cognitive flexibility) (Jones et al., 2013). In research and practice, CASEL’s 
(2013) five competency clusters for students and teachers (Schonert-Reichl, 
Hanson-Peterson et al., 2015) are most often used: self-awareness, self-reg-
ulation, social awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision-mak-
ing. Socially and emotionally competent teachers have a high level of 
self-awareness (e.g. they recognise their emotions, emotional strengths 
and weaknesses), have social awareness (e.g. they understand others may 
hold different perspectives, are aware of the effect of their own emotion-
al expressions on others), take responsible decisions in which they consid-
er how their decisions will impact everyone and exhibit prosocial values, 
they are good at managing (regulating) emotions and behaviour as well as 
establishing and maintaining relationships (e.g. regulate their behaviour in 
emotionally challenging situations in a way that supports a positive class-
room climate and their own health, set limits firmly and respectfully).

According to the model presented in Figure 23, the teacher’s SEC es-
tablish a cyclical process; when positive, this results in positive outcomes 
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for all, but when the teacher’s SEC are low this makes all phases of the cycle 
become more negative, leading to teacher burnout (Jennings & Greenberg, 
2009).

Why are teachers’ SEC important: 
The student-teacher relationship and teacher well-being

The idea of the teacher’s SEC being important reflects the fact that learn-
ing in schools is relational (Schonert-Reichl, Hansons-Peterson, et al. 2015) 
and teaching is an emotional practice (Hargreaves, 1998). Thus, the teach-
er’s SEC influence teacher-student relationships and the centrality of rela-
tionships in human development is revealed in many theories and stud-
ies (e.g. Bowlby, 1969; Vygotsky, 1978; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 
1978). SEC allow teachers to understand students’ motivations and respond 
to their needs. Teachers are more proactive and authoritative, they notice 
changes in children’s engagement and use emotional expressions and verbal 
support to promote enthusiasm for learning (Jennings, 2015). Teachers who 
are calm, positive and content are more likely to respond warmly and sen-
sitively, even when students behave in a challenging way (Jones et al., 2013). 
The wealth of correlational and longitudinal studies conducted in different 
countries with students of different ages suggests that teacher-student re-
lationship patterns are linked to students’ social, emotional and school-re-
lated adjustment and functioning; moreover, improving and strengthen-
ing the child-teacher relationship can have a dramatic impact on children’s 
outcomes as well as the teachers’ own mental health, job satisfaction, sense 
of efficacy (for a review, see Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003).

Several longitudinal studies show that a teacher’s report of a sup-
portive relationship with a student has positive effects on students’ be-
havioural and academic adjustment (e.g. Birch & Ladd, 1996; Curby, 
Rimm-Kaufman, & Ponitz, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Hughes, Cavell, 
& Jackson, 1999; Ladd, Birch, & Buhs, 1999; Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 
2003; O’Connor & McCartney, 2007; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004; Valiente, 
Lemery-Chalfant, Swanson, & Reiser, 2008). Results of international stud-
ies (e.g. PISA in OECD, 2013 & OECD, 2017) also support these findings. 
Namely, in all countries and economies students from a similar socio-eco-
nomic background and with an equal performance who reported better 
student-teacher relations (greater teacher support, fairness of the teacher) 
also reported a stronger sense of belonging to their school. And, on the 
contrary, different studies show that student-teacher conflict or other types 
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of poor relationships negatively affect students’ academic adjustment (e.g. 
Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017; Portilla et al., 2014; Troop-Gordon & Kuntz, 
2013) and achievement (Anderman, 2003; Pittman & Richmond, 2007). 
Similarly, Bryk and Schneider (2004) found in their 7-year study of 400 el-
ementary schools that the quality of social relationships among the school 
community – principals, teachers, students and parents – is central to their 
functioning, and strongly predicts positive student outcomes. Hattie (2009) 
in his review listed student-teacher relationships as being highly influen-
tial for student achievement and the effect of high quality relationships be-
tween the teacher and students seems to have lasting positive effects on 
students’ learning and motivation (Hattie & Yeates, 2014). Teacher-rated 
teacher-student closeness, conflict and dependency predicted student en-
gagement (Doumen, Koomen, Buyse, Wouters, & Verschueren, 2012). A 
student-teacher-relationship-based intervention conducted in a high-risk 
school environment impacted the student’s academic achievement (but not 
their social and emotional adjustment, although some promising trends 
were observed; Murray & Malmgren, 2005). Along the same lines, in the lit-
erature review commissioned by the Norwegian Ministry of Education it is 
concluded that the ability to form and maintain quality relations between 
the teacher and students and an overall view of students as having poten-
tial teaching skills (along with solid didactical competencies and classroom 
management skills) seem to make a difference in the classroom (Nordenbo, 
Larsen, Tiftikci, Wendt, & Østergaard, 2008). It is important to note that 
there is minimal agreement between the student and teacher ratings of 
their student-teacher relationships (Murray, Murray, & Waas, 2008). 

Student-teacher relations have an exceptionally powerful influence 
over teachers’ job satisfaction (OECD, 2014) and are also related to teach-
ers’ sense of efficacy (Yoon, 2002). Many teachers and student teachers find 
relations and interaction with the pupils to be the most difficult aspect of 
teaching (Jensen et al., 2015). Thus, in addition to the promotion of social, 
emotional and academic outcomes in students, another line of scientific in-
terest in the teacher’s SEC and student-teacher relationship stems from the 
increasing concern for teachers’ well-being (e.g. Spilt, Helma, Koomen, & 
Thijs, 2011; Vesely, Saklofske, & Leschied, 2013), especially in the context of 
the growing demands placed on teachers. Teachers and schools are now ex-
pected to have much broader areas of responsibility than in the past, e.g. 
taking individual aspects of students’ development into account (includ-
ing different languages and student backgrounds, disadvantaged students 
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and students with learning or behavioural problems – the inclusion par-
adigm), leading the learning process in the classroom (including the use 
of new technologies and advances in student assessment), contributing to 
the school’s development and maintaining connections with the local com-
munity and wider world (OECD, 2005). This can lead to stress and burn-
out (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). A meta-analysis of effects and causes in 
teacher stress revealed the strongest association between external stressors 
(e.g. student behaviour, school structure, colleagues, personal life) and the 
teacher’s (negative) emotional response, confirming the central role of the 
teacher’s SEC (Montgomery & Rupp, 2005). 

The link with ESL
Theoretical models of ESL (e.g. Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Fall & Roberts, 
2012) and longitudinal studies (e.g. Jimerson , Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 
2000) establish that personal, family-related and school-related factors 
contribute to ESL. Although the former influence the probability of ESL, 
school-related risk factors have received a lot of scientific attention as they 
represent the best targets for intervention (Lessard, Poirier, & Fortin, 2010). 
The student-teacher relationship is one such school-level variable found in 
many (but not all) studies as a determining factor relating to the student’s 
choice to stay at school or drop out. 

In a study by Battin-Pearson et al. (2000), low school bonding at the 
age of 14 (i.e. low commitment to school, low attachment to teachers, low 
attachment to school) predicted ESL at age 16 indirectly via poor academic 
achievement. Students who perceived their relationship with teachers neg-
atively were found to be at greater risk of ESL, an effect even more pro-
nounced for boys (Lessard, Fortin, Joly, Royer, & Blaya, 2004). Along the 
same lines, Crosnoe, Johnson and Elder (2004) found that the affective di-
mension of student-teacher relationships (students’ positive views of their 
teachers) contributed significantly to higher academic achievement and 
fewer disciplinary problems. Some studies did not find the importance of 
student-teacher relationships to be an ESL factor as perceptions and atti-
tudes of students to their teachers were generally similar whether or not 
they were at risk of dropping out of school (Lessard et al., 2010). Low per-
ceived teacher support significantly contributed to school maladjustment 
(Demaray & Malecki, 2002).

The integral role of the student-teacher relationship for ESL was also 
found in qualitative studies of individual stories of potential early school 
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leavers  (ESLers) and those who already dropped out. Finding a teacher who 
cared and was supportive made students feel acknowledged, which helped 
in prolonging their stay at school. On the other hand, a sense of being al-
ienated from their teacher and escalated conflicts with teachers directly re-
sulted in pivotal moments in leaving school (Lessard et al., 2008). Similar 
findings were reported by Tidwell (1988) and Murray and Mitchel (2013). 
Clandinin et al. (2010) conducted interviews with 19 young people who had 
already dropped out of high school. Some participants felt as if their teach-
ers did not care about or support them, resulting in negative relationships 
while, on the other hand, support and understanding underpinned posi-
tive relationships. Similarly, the perceived care and support from teachers 
in complex models of indirect effects (i.e. via identification with school, be-
havioural engagement, academic engagement, academic achievement) con-
tributed to lower ESL levels (Fall & Roberts, 2012). On the contrary, in an-
other study ESL boys reported no particularly negative experiences with 
their schools, teachers or the way they were treated (Beekhoven & Dekkers, 
2005). 

We may conclude that in the case of ESL the teacher-student relation-
ship is an area worthwhile strengthening. Research by Wahlgren, Mariager-
Andersson and Hovmand Sørensen (2015) suggests that the development 
of teachers’ socio-pedagogical competence has a positive effect on dropout 
rates and is therefore a good starting point. In a 3-year development pro-
ject, teachers improved their ability to create networks among students, to 
talk to students, to read the social interaction of a group and to give aca-
demically relevant feedback, which led to more positive relationships and 
lower dropout rates. 

What is the next step?
Given the fundamental role of educators’ SEC demonstrated above, it is 
clear that these competencies need to (and can) be built, developed and 
trained1. This is not to undermine the importance of substantive knowl-
edge and knowledge about teaching methods, class management and child 
development, but to put it on an equal footing. However, there is a false 
assumption that all educators naturally possess SEC; an assumption that 
needs to be overcome (Jones et al., 2013). For example, in the USA analyses 
of state-level teacher certification requirements reveal that the promotion 
1 It is important to note that a supportive school culture is also very important for en-

hancing teachers’ SEC (Jones et al., 2013).
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of teachers’ SEC is given very little emphasis in teacher education stand-
ards (Schonert-Reichl, Hanson-Peterson et al., 2015). Practices and policies 
to support and promote teachers’ SEC are vital, including teacher pre-ser-
vice and in-service training or programmes. 

A limited but growing number of interventions/programmes is de-
signed to support teachers’ SEC (e.g. RULER, MTP, CARE, SMART, see 
Jones et al., 2013 for details). For example, a recent study (Schonert-Reichl, 
Roeser et al., 2015) showed the ‘value-added’ of a combined programme 
for cultivating students’ socio-emotional competencies – one in which ed-
ucators receive support for their SEC and then implement a socio-emo-
tional learning programme for students. In another study, the mindful-
ness-based  programme CARE for Teachers improved teachers’ SEC (e.g. 
emotion regulation) as well as the quality of their classroom interactions 
(Jennings et al., 2017). 

However, while these interventions are promising, what really needs 
to happen is that SEC become embedded in day-to-day interactions at 
school for everyone – students, teachers, staff and administrators (Jones et 
al., 2013). This means that SEC must develop in the context of daily life in 
the classroom/school as emotional and social challenges and other teach-
ing opportunities arise. 

Focusing on a specific SEC of the teacher:  
Relational competence 

An attempt to achieve the ‘all-present-social-and-emotional-competence’ 
is seen in the Danish Relational Competence project (2012–2016; Nielsen, 
2017) that drew together multiple stakeholders, levels and perspectives (i.e. 
teacher students, faculty professors, in-service teachers, pupils, experts 
from non-government organisations).

Relational competence is a concept proposed by Juul and Jensen (2010) 
and can be viewed within the general framework of the teacher’s SEC (see 
CASEL, 2013; Jones et al., 2013). Relational competence is defined as the 
teacher’s ability to see an individual student as a unique being and to thus 
attune their own actions (behaviour) without abandoning their leadership 
role and authenticity in their contact with the student. As stated by Juul 
and Jensen (2011), the basis for high-quality relationships is that students/
children are understood and treated as individuals – as autonomous per-
sons who play an active role in building and maintaining relationships. 
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This process is not only about a communication technique, but about the 
dialogue which is based on the sincere wish and competence of the adults 
to react openly and with sensitivity; it is “an ability to meet students with 
openness and respect, to show empathy and be able to take responsibil-
ity for one’s own part of the relation” (Jensen et al., 2015). The adult has 
to consider both: his inner reality and their understanding of the child. 
The quality of the relationship depends on how authentic adults (teachers) 
are in such communication and how included the children (students) feel. 
Moreover, it is the professional’s ability and will to take full responsibility 
for the quality of the relationship (Juul & Jensen, 2010; for a more detailed 
description, see Vidmar & Kerman, 2016).

The concept of teachers’ responsibility for the student-teacher relation-
ship refers to the fact that student-teacher relationships are asymmetrical 
(Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlam, 2003) and that teachers are responsible for cre-
ating contact and for the quality (reciprocity, dynamics) of the relationship. 
Thus, when a positive, supportive and accepting relationship with a student 
or a group of students does not develop, the teacher asks himself what is he 
doing that hinders this positive relationship from being built (and adapts 
his/her behaviour accordingly). Teachers are role models for how to com-
municate. Thus, teachers need to know how to form, maintain, improve 
and strengthen quality relationships; how to work consciously and system-
atically by viewing the relationship as a space for development and learn-
ing. The teacher is responsible for creating contact with the child, as well 
as the reciprocity and dynamics of the conversations. The teacher holds the 
biggest responsibility for a creating good interaction and good learning en-
vironment, and for engaging in development-supporting relations (Jensen 
et al., 2015; Juul & Jensen, 2010, 2011). 

Teachers’ relational competence was systematically developed with-
in the longitudinal cooperative Relational Competence project (Nielsen, 
2017). The project aimed to develop educators’ relational competence (in-
cluding attentive presence of mind (mindfulness) and empathy); educators 
from different levels were involved: (1) the teacher-educator level (profes-
sors at the faculty of education); (2) the teacher-education level (pre-ser-
vice teachers, i.e. students); and (3) the school level (in-service teachers and 
other professional staff in schools) (Nielsen, 2017). The fact the relational 
competence training took place over the course of 4 years and was aimed 
at the participants’ personal development ensured that the training’s ef-
fects would be better integrated and internalised. Moreover, the fact that 
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not only student teachers but also their professors at the faculty and teach-
ers working in schools participated in the training increased the chances 
of sustainability. The results show that the training actually increases fu-
ture teachers’ relational competence, but that learning and development 
takes time – after the first two years of the project, the researchers deduced 
that it had increased relational competence (Jensen et al., 2015). Participants 
were aware of the possibility to distance themselves from the teacher’s role 
and became both more aware of and actually involved the pupils, their re-
actions and experiences in the teaching as well as put greater attention on 
their own reactions and approaches and recognised them as key factors 
in teaching (Jensen et al., 2015). The participants learned how to effective-
ly manage students via different exercises (Laursen and Nielsen, 2016). The 
study’s final results show that participants acknowledged the importance 
of the relationships and the concrete tools and approaches for developing 
these relationships with students as well as the role of continuous reflec-
tion, although so-called inner exercises created challenges for some partic-
ipants (Nielsen, 2017). 

Conclusion
Social and emotional competencies are characterised by a high level of 
self-awareness (e.g. recognising one’s own emotions), social awareness (e.g. 
understanding that others may hold different perspectives), good regulation 
of one’s own emotion and behaviour, relationship skills and responsible de-
cision-making. Students develop their SEC in everyday interactions with 
their teachers and other educational and non-educational staff at school. 
Thus, teachers’ SEC are crucial for developing healthy student-teacher rela-
tionships and a positive classroom climate, both of which are factors pro-
tecting against ESL; the teacher’s SEC are also vital for the teacher’s own 
well-being. 

Relational competence can be viewed within the general framework of 
SEC. It includes the knowledge, attitudes and skills that enable someone to 
establish and develop learning relationships characterised by trust, respect, 
empathy and tolerance (Longva & Klokkehaug, 2013). As such, on one hand 
relational competence allows teachers to function effectively in class as 
they can adjust their behaviour to the situation (Juul & Jensen, 2010) and, 
on the other, they are more able to engage, inspire and motivate students. 
Further, they know how to become more available when students need help 
with learning and understanding the material being taught. Relationally 
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competent teachers are able to identify and promote young people’s spe-
cial interests and skills to acknowledge that schools value the diversity they 
bring. Relationally competent teachers are present in their relationship with 
students and do not escape into the omniscient position of the subject they 
teach. Relationally competent teachers go beyond autocratic and rigid be-
haviour management in response to misbehaviour – they take responsibil-
ity for the misbehaviour. Within this framework, what is happening is not 
used as a diagnostic tool (what is wrong with a child, how to fix it), but as 
a reflective tool (what is the happening telling me). In this way, the educa-
tion experience is personalised and can also help identify any academic and 
personal problems (Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Burke Morison, 2006). We may 
therefore conclude that in the case of ESL teachers’ relational competence 
is extremely important. And not only does the teacher’s relational com-
petence support the development of more positive and close relationships 
with the students, which in turn motivates them to remain in school, but 
it also increases the teacher’s own quality of life and will to more effective-
ly face the different problems that emerge during the educational process. 
Over the past decade, relational competence has become part of profession-
al development interventions (Sabol & Pianta, 2012) and initial teacher edu-
cation training (Nielsen, 2017).

By using the above conclusions as a starting point, researching and ac-
knowledging behaviour and thinking patterns which affect teaching effica-
cy and potential realisation are becoming essential for enhancing relational 
competence. It is important is to realise that teachers’ and students’ em-
pathy, awareness and self-accord can be strengthened and systematically 
developed by adopting specific approaches (Jensen, Juul, Høeg, Bertelsen, 
Stubberup, & Hildebrandt, 2016) in and outside the learning process.
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Synopsis
The Circular Emotional Reaction (CER) model helps teachers and 
other professionals working in schools understand their own un-
pleasant emotions they experience during teaching and teamwork. 
The knowledge about emotions helps them regulate their emotional 
reactions and establish better relationships with other professionals 
or students so as to prevent ESL. 

Summary
Teachers’ close work with students and team colleagues sometimes 
also generates stressful situations that may trigger unpleasant emo-
tions. It is thus important for teachers to be able to understand and 
regulate their own emotions efficiently. Emotional intelligence was 
shown in some studies to be a relevant predictor of teamwork ef-
fectiveness (e.g. Jordan, Ashkanasy, Hartel, & Hooper, 2002). 
Emotionally intelligent individuals can better sense, understand and 
respond appropriately to emotional reactions shown by other team 
members. Moreover, different studies and theories show empirical 
and theoretical evidence that teachers’ emotions play an important 
role in teaching and teacher-student relationships (e.g. Cornelius-
White, 2007; Roorda et al., 2011). Teachers who are socially and emo-
tionally competent develop supportive relationships with students, 
create activities that build on students’ strengths and help students 

2.1.2 
Team Members’ and Teachers’ 
Understanding of their own Unpleasant 
Emotions in the Process of Teamwork 
or Teaching 
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develop the basic social and emotional skills necessary to partici-
pate in classrooms (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Teachers’ focus-
ing on building students’ emotional and social competencies was 
shown to increase school attendance and reduced the likelihood of 
ESL (Wilson, Gottfredson, & Najaka, 2001).
Different theorists conceptualise emotions as multicomponential 
processes (e.g. Frijda, 1986, 2001; Lazarus, 1991; Planalp, 1999). The 
model of Circular Emotional Reaction – the CER model (Milivojević, 
2008) describes seven steps which explain different phases in the pro-
cesses of the emotion arising and forming the emotional reaction. 
The model has been found to be well accepted and helpful for teach-
ers and other professionals to better understand their own emotions 
(MIZŠ, 2010; MIZŠ, 2011; MIZŠ, 2012; MIZŠ, 2013) and thus improve 
their relationship with one another and with students. 
School professionals’ familiarity with the CER model can have a pos-
itive effect on ESL as it can help improve cooperation between pro-
fessionals in multi-professional teams, as well teacher-student rela-
tionships. Effective multi-professional teams and the establishment 
of quality relationships between students and teachers are both rec-
ognised as important protective factors against ESL.
Key words: model of circular emotional reaction, teachers’ unpleas-
ant emotions, student-teacher relationship, self-reflection, emotion-
al competencies, teamwork

Introduction
Emotions are an integral part of teachers’ professional lives. Close work 
with students and team colleagues every day generates new stressful sit-
uations that trigger pleasant or unpleasant emotions. Research into emo-
tions in education encompasses different areas, such as: (a) the role of stu-
dents’ emotions in learning; (b) the development of emotions in children 
and students; and (c) emotions and the power of relationships in the class-
room. Only recently has there been growing interest in researching teach-
ers’ emotions and their impact on the quality of instruction (Frenzel, 2014; 
Pekrun, Frenzel, Goetz, & Perry, 2007). Meta-analyses of the research on 
teachers’ emotions in the classroom show a considerable degree of correla-
tions between teachers’ emotional skills in the teacher-student relationship 
and some academic (e.g. academic achievements), behavioural (e.g. cooper-
ation with the teacher) and emotional (e.g. emotions students experience in 
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school) outcomes of students (Cornelius-White 2007; Roorda et al., 2011). 
Research results show that teachers themselves need the social and emo-
tional skills required to communicate effectively with students and other 
professionals and to handle stressful situations that can occur in and out-
side of classrooms (Brackett et al., 2009). 

The aim of the present article is to review literature on the role of emo-
tions for team effectiveness, teachers’ emotions and their potential role in 
tackling ESL and to present the theory of circular emotional reaction (CER) 
(Milivojević, 2008). This theory helps teachers and other professionals 
working in schools understand the origins of emotional reactions and thus 
improve their relationships with other professionals and students (MIZŠ, 
2010; MIZŠ, 2011; MIZŠ, 2012; MIZŠ, 2013). 

Methodology
The article is based on a literature review that entailed searching in the 
PsycINFO, ERIC, Proquest, Science Direct and Google scholar search da-
tabases. Key words used in the literature search were teachers’ unpleasant 
emotions, negative emotions, student-teacher relationship, self-reflection, 
emotional competencies, teamwork, early school leaving etc. For the pur-
poses of this article, we mainly took scientific papers and some online sci-
entific books into consideration. 

Emotional competencies and teamwork effectiveness
The idea that emotional competencies can positively impact workplace out-
comes has seen emotional intelligence (EI) increase as an important issue 
among management practitioners and researchers (Goleman, 1995; Joseph 
& Newman, 2010). EI is defined as the ‘ability to monitor one’s own and 
others’ feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them, and to use this 
information to guide one’s thinking and actions’ (Salovey & Mayer, 1990, 
p. 189). High-emotional intelligent individuals treat their own and others’ 
emotions as valuable data in navigating workplace situations (Barsade & 
Gibson, 2007), thus helping them to maintain good interpersonal relation-
ships at work and enhance their job performance. Different studies have 
demonstrated a positive relationship between emotional abilities and job 
performance (e.g., Elfenbein, Der Foo, White, & Tan, 2007; Matsumoto, 
LeReoux, Bernhard, & Gray, 2004; Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Lopes et al., 
2006). 
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One indicator of a person’s effective interpersonal functioning at work 
is teamwork effectiveness, or the extent to which a person can work well 
with other team members and effectively attend to their needs (Welbourne, 
Johnson, & Erez, 1998). Teamwork effectiveness is greater when team mem-
bers effectively exchange information and resources. Moreover, the team is 
more effective when its members actively collaborate with one another and 
respond to other team members’ needs and requests. 

EI was shown in some studies to be a relevant predictor of teamwork 
effectiveness (e.g. Jordan, Ashkanasy, Hartel, & Hooper, 2002). Emotionally 
intelligent individuals can better sense, understand and respond appropri-
ately to emotional reactions shown by other team members. To illustrate, a 
high emotional intelligent individual who sees that conflicting task opin-
ions among team members have caused too much anger and frustration 
among team members may suggest ways to stop these counterproductive 
behaviour and unpleasant emotions. Another example would be a high EI 
member perceiving that team morale is low, and suggesting a break to re-
gain the right and productive work atmosphere. Similarly to these illus-
trations, Wolff, Pescosolido and Druskat (2002) found that emotional per-
ceptiveness (operationalised as self-reported empathy) was associated with 
behaviours that facilitated group task coordination. Other studies found 
that teams of individuals with higher EI reported lower levels of conflict in-
tensity due to the formation of emotionally intelligent team climates and 
the use of more collaborative and integrative conflict resolution meth-
ods, which led to better team functioning (Ayoko, Callan, & Hartel, 2008; 
Jordan & Troth, 2004). These findings suggest that EI relates positively to 
teamwork effectiveness. 

The CER theory presented in this article can be a way to improve the 
EI of team members. It can help them better understand the emotional 
reactions that occur in teamwork. For example, when presented to teams 
of preschool teachers who work together every day they reported gaining 
a different perspective on their co-worker’ emotional reactions. They felt 
they had become more tolerant and understanding when a co-worker had 
an angry reaction, they tried to accept the reaction and help the co-work-
er through understanding and giving time and space to calm down (MIZŠ, 
2010; MIZŠ, 2011; MIZŠ, 2012; MIZŠ, 2013).
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The role of teachers’ emotions in teaching, the teacher-student 
relationship and preventing ESL 

Different studies and theories provide empirical and theoretical evidence 
that teachers’ emotions play an important role in teaching and teacher-stu-
dent relationships (e.g. Cornelius-White, 2007; Roorda et al. 2011). Teachers 
who are socially and emotionally competent develop supportive relation-
ships with students, create activities that build on the students’ strengths 
and help students develop the basic social and emotional skills necessary 
to participate in classrooms (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). A meta-analy-
sis (Wilson, Gottfredson, & Najaka, 2001) of 165 studies comparing the ef-
fectiveness of different school programmes (focused on teachers building 
students’ emotional and social competencies) pointed to increased school 
attendance and a reduced likelihood of ESL. Moreover, the quality of the 
teacher-student relationship has been shown in many studies to be an im-
portant predictor of ESL (e.g. Battin-Pearson et al., 2000). 

The power of emotions in the teaching process and the difficulties 
teachers have in regulating their own emotions, especially negative/un-
pleasant ones, is an important issue to be considered.

Negative emotions focus attention on the particular stimulus that trig-
gered them (Derryberry & Tucker, 1994). They lead to mobilisation and syn-
chronisation of the brain’s activities, intruding and flooding the conscious-
ness (LeDoux, 1996). Students’ misbehaviour usually triggers a teacher’s 
negative/unpleasant emotions that distract and divert the teacher’s atten-
tion from the instructional goals so as to solve their own internal emotion-
al reaction. Teachers’ emotions can also influence their categorising, think-
ing and problem-solving (Isen, 1993). Studies show that high anxiety can 
reduce the limited resources of working memory (Eysenck & Calco, 1992) 
due to intrusive thoughts and worry. The loss of working memory resourc-
es obstructs task-relevant processing (Ashcraft & Kirk, 2001). Accordingly, 
a teacher at the beginning of their teaching career who is highly anxious 
about their lesson plans and misbehaving students is less likely to suc-
cessfully cope with the challenges that occur every day in the classroom. 
Teachers’ emotions impact their approaches to teaching (student-focused 
vs. content-focused approaches) (Trigwell, 2012) and their students’ ap-
proaches to learning, which is shown in students’ achievements, attitudes 
to school, school attendance and ESL (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000).

Further, students are often aware of and influenced by teachers’ neg-
ative emotions. Although teachers may often try to hide their feelings, 
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students are mostly aware of their teachers’ emotions. There are many ways 
that emotions can be communicated involuntarily and voluntarily. For ex-
ample, when kindergarten teachers felt and expressed anger or exaspera-
tion, the children in their group showed signs of emotional upset and were 
less prone to conforming to teachers’ demands (Kounin, 1977). There were 
significant positive correlations between elementary and secondary stu-
dents’ reports of teachers’ use of aggressive techniques (e.g. yelling at stu-
dents who misbehave) and subsequent student disruption and level of mis-
behaviour (Lewis, 2001). 

Although teacher anger can be problematic, it may also have positive 
consequences in the classroom. Averill, for example (1982), argued that an-
ger serves to communicate and enforce accepted standards of classroom 
conduct. Teachers express anger over student failures attributed to a lack 
of effort (Clark, 1997; Clark & Artiles, 2000; Graham, 1984, 1990) and ex-
press sympathy or pity for failures attributed to a lack of ability. These ex-
pressions of teachers’ emotion then influence students’ attributions regard-
ing the causes of their successes and failures (Graham, 1984; Weiner, 2000). 
This is important because failure attribution influences achievements and 
engagement in school work (Wagner, Spratt, Gal, & Paris, 1989; Willig, 
Harnisch, Hill, & Maehr, 1983) which may result in other school-related 
problems such as school attendance and ESL (e.g. Lan & Lanthier, 2003). 
Attributing one’s failures to a controllable cause such as low effort is more 
motivationally adaptive than attributing one’s failures to an uncontrolla-
ble cause such as low ability (e.g. Graham, 1984, 1990). A study revealed that 
many elementary school students believe their errors made their teachers 
unhappy. An intervention designed to help teachers understand this phe-
nomenon and promote students’ self-regulated learning reduced the share 
of students believing that errors made their teachers unhappy from 47% to 
33% and reduced the share reporting that their errors made themselves un-
happy from 64% to 37%. In addition, the share of students choosing easy 
tasks dropped from 50% to 26% (Perry et al., 2002). 

It is not only negative/unpleasant emotions but also teachers’ expres-
sion of positive emotions, especially caring, that affect students of various 
ages. Middle school students who believed that teachers cared about them 
were more motivated, less likely to be involved in delinquency and more 
likely to be helpful, cooperative and to follow classroom rules and norms 
(Wentzel, 1996). Third-, fourth-, and fifth-grade students’ interactions with 
their teachers were influenced by how much the students thought their 
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teachers liked them (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). As noted above, we may 
conclude that understanding one’s own emotions as well as understand-
ing students’ emotions is an important element of the teaching and learn-
ing process and an important part of teachers’ professional development.

As we can see, emotional competencies, emotional regulation and un-
derstanding of how emotions arise can have a considerable important im-
pact on relationships in work teams and in teacher-student relationships. 
Below we present an emotional theory or a model that helps adults under-
stand the physiological and psychological processes that occur during an 
emotional reaction. 

The Circular Emotional Reaction (CER) Model
Although social and personality psychologists do not agree on what emo-
tions are, many theorists conceptualise emotions as multicomponential 
processes (e.g. Frijda, 1986, 2001; Lazarus, 1991; Planalp, 1999). The emo-
tional process consists of a number of changes in a variety of subsystems 
(or components) of the organism. These components typically include ap-
praisal, subjective experience, physiological change, emotional expression, 
and action tendencies.

One of the theories/models of emotions that consider all these com-
ponents is the model of Circular Emotional Reaction (the CER model) 
(Milivojević, 2008). It explains why different people can react with different 
emotions in the same situation and helps comprehend that they themselves 
can regulate their own emotions. Based on many workshops and supervi-
sion work conducted over the past decade, the model has proven to have 
great applied value for teachers and other educational staff (MIZŠ, 2010; 
MIZŠ, 2011; MIZŠ, 2012; MIZŠ, 2013). When self-reflecting on the teaching 
process or teamwork on the basis of the CER model, teachers easily real-
ise it is not the students’ or their colleagues’ (inappropriate) behaviour that 
triggers their unpleasant emotions. They can better understand that these 
emotions are triggered on the basis of their own evaluation of the situation 
and thus they are the only ones who can control this process and their own 
reactions.

The model is based on the cognitive therapy approach and transac-
tional analyses approach to understanding and regulating emotions. It also 
shows similarities to the Process Model of Emotion Regulation (Gross, 
1998; Quoidbach, Gross, & Mikolajczak, 2015). The CER model and its ap-
plication to practice in an educational setting are described below.
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Milivojević (2008) defines emotions as human expressions that arise 
in situations which people evaluate as significant. Every emotion has its 
purpose and therefore there are no good or bad (positive or negative) emo-
tions, only pleasant and unpleasant emotions. Emotions tell us that some-
thing important (obviously subjective for each one of us) is going on and 
we should act on it. This is also the source from which this concept of emo-
tions has evolved, since the Latin word emotion can be literally translated 
as ‘beginner’, ‘the one who moves something’ (ei movere, to move). If expe-
riencing and expressing emotions is placed in a social context, in a context 
of communication with another person or a group of people, then express-
ing emotions becomes a message which is transferred from the person that 
experiences and feels to another person. The main message carried by the 
expressed emotion is that the given content is very important to the person 
who experiences the emotion.

Figure 2. The circular emotional reaction (CER) model (Milivojević, 2008)

                                                                1. STIMULUS 
                                                                                SITUATION 

 

                  8. ACTION                                                                 2. PERCEPTION 

(action toward the stimulus situation)              (the notice of the stimulus situation)  

 

                    7. THINKING                                                               3. APPERCEPTION  

       (thinking and choosing                                  (linking the stimuli situation 
        the behavioural reaction)                                 to prior similar experiences) 
 
 

              6. ACTION TENDENCY                                                   4. VALORISATION 

             (readiness for action)          (attributing the significance of the stimulus situation; 
                                                        attributing the nature (positive or negative) of the       
                                                                                   stimulus situation) 
 

 

                                                              5. PHYSIOLOGICAL  
                                                                             REACTION 
                     (physiological processing of the significant information)
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The CER model in Figure 2 explains the cognitive, physiological and 
behavioural processes that occur in the course of a person’s pleasant and 
unpleasant emotion. Moreover, it explains the processes that lead to the 
emotion and the processes that happen subsequently and presents them in 
a circular sequence. 

Stimulus situation
A stimulus situation is defined as a change in a person’s environment (e.g. 
a student raises his/her hand during instruction in the classroom). It can 
be also defined as a current imbalance in the person’s harmony with his/
her environment. A stimulus situation can also be generated by a person’s 
memory of a situation or his/her imagination of a situation in the future.

Perception
The author defines perception as the creation of a mental representation 
of a stimulus situation. The mental representation of a stimulus situation 
is produced through the senses and can be created consciously or subcon-
sciously. This is a very physiological process of merely perceptual processes 
take place at the level of senses (seeing, hearing, smelling…) (e.g. the teach-
er sees the image of the student with his/her hand raised).

Apperception 
The mental representation per se does not yet mean anything to the person 
that creates it, it has a neutral connotation. It needs to be decoded in the 
context of the person’s knowledge, experiences, representations, attitudes, 
beliefs, values (e.g. the teacher recognises who is the student with the raised 
hand) etc. to be analysed and obtain a meaning for the designated person. 
This happens in the process of apperception. The author defines this decod-
ing structure as the person’s frame of reference. The decoding of the stim-
ulus situation happens almost instantly, automatically, so it is difficult for a 
person to distinguish between the mere perception of the stimulus and its 
decoded meaning (apperception) for them. 

Valorisation
The decoding/interpretation of the stimulus situation (apperception) is fol-
lowed by valorisation of the situation. If a person estimates the situation as 
important for his/her life, an emotion will arise (e.g. based on the teacher’s 
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previous experiences with the student with the raised hand (usually he/she 
only speaks in the classroom to contradict the teacher and disturb the in-
struction), the teacher estimates that the situation is important for him/her 
because the student will disturb the lecture, he/she will have to stop the in-
struction and deal with the student’s comment; he/she starts to feel upset 
and tensed and oriented towards his/her own feeling). Accordingly, if he/
she estimate the situation as unimportant, there will be no emotional re-
action (e.g. the teacher estimates the situation is unimportant for him/her 
personally because he/she encourages students to express all their opinions 
and understand that this student’s arguing with him/her is a way of ex-
pressing some other issues, which the teacher is trying to understand; he/
she remains calm and oriented towards the student). 

The significance of the situation is also valorised according to wheth-
er the stimulus situation threatens or endorses someone’s personal values.   
If the situation endorses an individual’s values, he/she will react with pleas-
ant emotions. However, if the situation threatens his/her values, the indi-
vidual will react with unpleasant emotions. Hence, the arising of emotions 
depends on the individual’s value system. That is why different people may 
react in different ways to the same stimulus situation.

Like the process of apperception, valorisation also happens very quick-
ly, automatically. It seems that the emotion arises by itself, that it is auto-
matically triggered by the situation. That is why it is difficult to understand 
that we create our emotions ourselves, that it is we who decide that the sit-
uation is important enough for us to feel a certain emotion.

Physiological emotional reaction
A physiological emotional reaction is the biological reaction to what we 
perceive as important for us (e.g. the teacher’s heart starts pounding, their 
breathing becomes deeper, their muscles tense – the physical reactions for 
anger). It includes different bodily sensations, arousals, stimulations, vis-
ceral and motor reactions. The function of these processes is to prepare the 
body to react quickly to the stimulus situation. In other words, these pro-
cesses mobilise our bodily energy for possible quick action.

Action tendency
The physiological emotional reactions in the body activate one or more spe-
cific behavioural programmes. The person feeling the emotion is now moti-
vated for a specific type of behaviour (e.g. the teacher feels like he/she needs 
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to angrily shout at the student, saying that he/she is only allowed to speak 
if he/she will talk about a topic related to the lesson). The author defines 
this motivation as the action tendency or action potential, action disposi-
tion. Subjectively, this feels like the inner impulse for action, while objec-
tively it can be seen as a specific body position (emotional habitus) and as a 
particular facial expression. In specific urgent or dangerous situations, this 
action tendency is directly followed by the actual action of the person (e.g. 
the teacher actually shouts at the student). However, in most situations this 
phase is followed by mental operations including reasoning about which 
action can lead to a wanted result.

Thinking 
The emotional reaction in the body transmits to the mind the information 
that there is something very important going on. This results in setting the 
solving of the situation as the top priority of all mental processes. The au-
thor names this function of the emotions as prothymia or the prothym-
ic effect of the emotion (from the Greek pro – before, and thymos – mind, 
meaning mental alertness, preference, preparedness). The emotion selec-
tively stimulates and activates only those mental perceptions and process-
es that are strictly relevant for the present stimulus situation that triggered 
the emotion (e.g. all the teacher can think about in this moment (while ex-
periencing anger) is how to stop this inner tension that the emotional reac-
tion creates; he/she is unable to focus on the lesson in the way he/she had 
focused before the emotional reaction; his/her brain is only focused on the 
anger he/she feels). The sole goal is to find the best action to achieve the 
wanted result, which is to end the emotional reaction. 

Action
Action or adaptive behaviour is the final phase of the CER model. When 
experiencing an unpleasant emotion, the goal of the action is to stop the 
emotional reaction. On the other hand, when experiencing pleasant emo-
tions the adaptive behaviour is directed to stabilising, reinforcing or seek-
ing the environmental change that triggered the pleasant emotion.

If the stimulus situation that spurred the unpleasant emotion can be 
changed, the adaptive behaviour is directed to changing the situation and 
regaining the equilibrium with the environment (such as in the case of an-
ger; e.g. the teacher sends the student out of the classroom to prevent him/
her from disturbing the lesson) or it may also be directed towards avoiding 
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or escaping the situation (e.g. in the case of fear). When the stimulus situ-
ation cannot be changed or avoided (e.g. with sadness when losing a loved 
one), the adaptive behaviour is directed to changing the person’s valorisa-
tion of the situation or, in other words, towards changing their frame of 
reference. 

Unlike unpleasant emotions which are triggered by an imbalance be-
tween a person and their environment, pleasant emotions are a person’s re-
action to the establishment of a new kind of balance between the two. They 
reflect better environmental conditions for the person. Pleasant emotions 
are thus defined as a sign that the environment has changed according to 
the person’s values or wishes and direct the person’s actions to seeking the 
environmental change that triggered the pleasant emotion.

Application of the model to pedagogical practice
When teachers and other school workers are presented with the model, the 
most important thing they realise is that they are completely in charge of 
their emotions. For example, when a student misbehaves during instruc-
tion, the teacher now understands that they are the only one who decides 
whether to be angry at the student or not. The student has no control over 
the teachers’ emotions. This realisation brings great comfort to teachers and 
motivates them to try to change their perspective about class management 
and own emotions. The teacher feeling less unpleasant emotions during in-
struction impacts his/her teaching approaches and relationships with stu-
dents. Better teacher-student relationships correlate positively with higher 
achievement, higher school attendance and lower ESL rates (Ragozzino et 
al., 2003; Roorda et al., 2011). 

A similar example can be described for teamwork. When a team mem-
ber, for instance, impolitely argues with others in the team about an is-
sue, by knowing the CER model the other team members understand they 
do not need to respond with anger. They can decide to stay calm and also 
help the angry team member to calm down and discuss the issue peace-
fully. This kind of EI in teamwork increases teamwork effectiveness (e.g. 
Jordan, Ashkanasy, Hartel, & Hooper, 2002) and more collaborative and 
integrative conflict resolution methods that lead to better team functioning 
(Ayoko, Callan, & Hartel, 2008; Jordan & Troth, 2004).
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Conclusions
Emotions play an important role in regulating a person’s relationship 
with their environment. Teamwork or the class, school environment pres-
ent even more challenges and stimulus situations that may trigger emo-
tions. Being able to understand the nature of one’s own emotions and try-
ing to adequately regulate them is considered emotionally intelligent and 
socially desirable. Moreover, different studies show that emotionally more 
competent team members contribute to team effectiveness (e.g. Jordan, 
Ashkanasy, Hartel, & Hooper, 2002), whereas emotionally more compe-
tent teachers develop better relationships with their students (Ragozzino et 
al., 2003; Roorda et al., 2011), which also affects students’ general attitude to 
the school. As we already established, better relationships between teachers 
and students correlate positively with higher student achievements, high-
er school attendance and lower ESL rates (Ragozzino et al., 2003; Roorda et 
al., 2011). All things considered, the issue of developing emotional compe-
tencies should be a priority for all school professionals.

The CER model presented in this article represents an option for un-
derstanding human emotions. The model has proven to be very effective, 
especially in the school environment. Teachers and other school profession-
als reported finding it particularly useful in dealing with anger and frustra-
tion in relationship with students or colleagues (MIZŠ, 2010; MIZŠ, 2011; 
MIZŠ, 2012; MIZŠ, 2013). Teachers understanding that it is their own valori-
sation of the situation that triggers their anger or frustration in the relation-
ship with a student made them feel in control of their own emotions and 
less hopeless and dependent on students’ behaviour. They also started to 
analyse their beliefs and values related to teaching and the teacher-student 
relationship to become aware of potential dysfunctional beliefs that may 
unnecessarily trigger their anger or frustration. Hence presenting teachers 
and other school professionals with the CER model could help them better 
regulate their emotions and establish better relationships with one anoth-
er and with their students. As the quality of teacher-student relationships 
has been proven to be an important predictor of ESL (Ragozzino et al., 2003; 
Roorda et al., 2011), this should also have an impact on preventing ESL. 
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Synopsis
The continuing professional development (CDP) of teachers is one of 
the most important approaches for preventing ESL. Improving ed-
ucators’ competencies (e.g. communication, discipline management 
and cooperation competencies) implies improving students’ educa-
tional experience and reducing their risk for ESL. CPD should in-
tertwine the different modes (e.g. study groups, self-reflection etc.) 
taking teachers’ motivation, interests and their stage of professional 
development into account.

Summary
Regardless of the quality of (future) teachers’ and other educators’ 
formal preservice education, it cannot be expected that it can pre-
pare them for all situations that will occur during their education 
practice. Therefore, education systems are trying to provide oppor-
tunities for their continuing professional development so as to estab-
lish high education standards and well-qualified staff (OECD, 2009). 
In order to examine the related issues on the international level, 
the TALIS (Teaching and Learning International Survey; 2009) has 
adopted a definition of professional development among teachers as 
“activities that develop an individual’s skills, knowledge, expertise 
and other characteristics as a teacher”. In the last few decades, several 
professional development models have been developed accordingly 

2.1.3 
Teachers’ Professional Development
Tina Vršnik Perše, Maša Vidmar and Tina Rutar Leban
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(such as Day, 2007; Huberman, 1997) that recognise several stages 
of professional development. The understanding and supporting of 
teachers and other educators at various stages of their professional 
development is one of the key factors for improving the education-
al process and students’ experiences with their studies. Professional 
development can be ensured through different approaches such as 
seminar courses, supervision, self-reflection etc. and combinations 
of several approaches seem to be the most effective for gaining com-
petencies for preventing ESL. The research has proven (Bradshaw et 
al., 2008a, 2008b; Burke, 2008; Koster et al., 2005; Pantic & Wubbels, 
2010; Trent & Slade, 2001; Zhu, 2013) that mostly professional de-
velopment in the field of improving the quality of students’ school 
experiences, students’ decision-making competencies and prosocial 
connections are the kinds of professional development programmes 
that effectively prevent ESL. To make such improvements, the devel-
opment of teachers’ competencies for creating a supportive educa-
tion environment, such as social and emotional competencies, com-
munication competencies, discipline and cooperation are essential.
Key words: educators, teachers, professional development, early 
school leaving

Introduction
The profession of teachers and other educators is nowadays considered 
one of the most complex professions and its features and requirements are 
changing and developing year after year. There is thus no straightforward 
approach to achieving the competencies required for the optimal perfor-
mance as an educator. The Council of the European Union issued Council 
conclusion on the professional development of teachers and school lead-
ers (2009) with regard to several previous Council conclusions, objectives, 
decisions, resolutions and recommendations. This conclusion emphasises 
that teachers’ knowledge, skills and commitment along with the quality of 
school leadership are the most important factors for achieving high quality 
educational outcomes. Further, given the increasing demands placed on ed-
ucators and the growing complexity of their roles, educators need access to 
effective personal and professional support throughout their careers, par-
ticularly when they first enter the profession. Based on a Eurydice report 
(European Commission, 2015), it was determined that both the European 
Commission and the Council of the European Union stress the need to 
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improve teacher education, continuing professional development in educa-
tion, and the teaching profession’s attractiveness. In relation to continuing 
professional development (CPD), relatively large proportions of teachers in 
all age groups, and irrespective of their experience and school subjects, ex-
pressed a moderate or high level of training needs in areas that would al-
low them to develop more appropriate, diversified and innovative teaching 
practices (European Commission, 2015). 

Thus, the role of a continuum of educators’ professional development 
consisting of initial teacher training and CPD should be endorsed so as to 
keep up with the demands. One of these demands incudes tackling early 
school leaving (ESL). The Council of the European Union (2015) highlights 
the CPD of all educators as one of the most important approaches for re-
ducing ESL. 

The aim of this paper is therefore to investigate the definitions and 
models of educators’ professional development and to analyse the relation-
ship between educators’ professional development and the possibilities for 
preventing and reducing ESL.

Methodology
We conducted a review of the literature by searching in the ERIC, 
SpringerLink, Wiley, Sage, Proquest, and Science Direct search engines for 
information about educators’ professional development, professional devel-
opment models, characteristics and their relationship to ESL. We included 
four types of documents: scientific papers, scientific monographs explain-
ing the theoretical background, scientific research reports along with EU 
documents and reports on the subject matter.

Defining professional development
Definitions of teachers’ and educators’ professional development general-
ly vary widely. The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) (2015) defines pro-
fessional development as the development of competencies or expertise in 
one’s profession; the process of acquiring the skills needed to improve per-
formance in a job. The first mention of the term professional development 
according to the OED (ibid.) dates back to 1857, although the concept of ed-
ucators’ professional development has only started to develop since the 20th 
century. The earliest mentions of the need for school staff’s professional de-
velopment came to the forefront in the 1960s in the USA (Murphy-Latta, 
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2008). Until the early 1970s, learning opportunities for educators were 
mainly referred to as “in-service education” and university courses and 
seminars were largely being referred to (Joyce & Calhoun, 2010). TALIS 
(OECD, 2009; 2014) confirms these traditional methods are still predomi-
nant. Traditionally, educators have had a fairly narrow view of professional 
development and regarded (or still do) professional development as special 
events that are restricted to several isolated days. Contributing to this nar-
row view are policies that require educators to accumulate a certain num-
ber of professional development hours or credits each year (Guskey, 2000). 
Super (1984) was among the first researchers on professional development 
to define the term in a slightly broader way as developing a concept of pro-
fessional self through several stages, albeit he focused on initial training 
during adolescence and early adulthood. 

However, by the end of the 20th century the concept of educators’ pro-
fessional development has developed considerably. Day’s (1999) definition 
of CPD encompasses all behaviours intended to bring about changes in the 
classroom:

Professional development consists of all natural learning experiences 
and those conscious and planned activities which are intended to be of di-
rect or indirect benefit to the individual, group or school, which contribute, 
through these, to the quality of education in the classroom. It is the process 
by which, alone and with others, teachers review, renew and extend their 
commitment as change agents to the moral purpose of teaching; and by 
which they acquire and develop critically the knowledge, skills and emo-
tional intelligence essential to good professional thinking, planning and 
practice with children, young people and colleagues throughout each phase 
of their teaching lives (Day, 1999, p. 4).

Day and Sachs (2004) unified the definition of CPD as a term used to 
describe all activities in which teachers/educators engage during the course 
of a career that are designed to enhance their work. Guskey (2000) also de-
fined professional development as those processes and activities designed 
to enhance the professional knowledge, skills and attitudes of educators so 
that they might, in turn, improve the learning and well-being of students. 
He also defined the characteristics of professional development as an inten-
tional, ongoing and systematic process. 

In the international TALIS survey, the OECD (2009, 2010) defined 
professional development as a system of activities for developing an indi-
vidual’s skills, knowledge, expertise and other characteristics as a teacher, 
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including initial training, induction courses, in-service training, and con-
tinuous professional development within school settings. TALIS (OECD, 
2009; 2014) also determined that participation in professional develop-
ment is a common feature and that, on average, between countries in low-
er secondary schools teachers have 16 years of teaching experiences and 
more than 80% are permanently employed. Since the career of an educa-
tor is clearly a stable path and the majority stays on it one way or another 
throughout their entire working life, it is extremely important to emphasise 
that being/becoming a (good) educator requires an intentional, systemat-
ic ongoing process of development to maintain the motivation throughout 
the entire career and to develop the competencies needed to meet students’ 
changing needs, although this sometimes also occurs unintentionally. Not 
only does the process need to be continuous, it must also meet the differ-
ent needs of educators at various stages of their career and in different ed-
ucation systems.

Models and stages of professional development
Several professional development models have been designed to support 
efforts to provide opportunities to maintain a high standard of education 
practice, with these models being based on different concepts and there-
fore applying dissimilar approaches. The models typically take the stages of 
professional development into account. The most noteworthy models will 
be introduced in this paper in order to indicate the specifics of the different 
stages of educators’ professional development and link them with possibil-
ities for reducing ESL. The model of the professional development of teach-
ers and other educators that is most often cited was developed by Fuller 
(Fuller et al., 1969; Fuller & Brown, 1975) who identified the stages as: con-
cern for self (primary survival as a teacher); concern for the task (which fo-
cuses on actual performance) and concern for impact (relating to a positive 
influence on students).

Huberman (1989, 1997) produced a more detailed model of teacher ca-
reer development that describes several interrelated phases linked to the 
years of teaching, and can also be attributed to other educators. This model 
has influenced most of the later work on this subject matter. Day (2007) re-
cently established a six-phase professional development model with similar 
characteristics but with slightly different focuses of the phases. Hargreaves 
(2005) also produced a model of the professional development of teachers 
(and other educators), but only three phases were established there. In the 
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table below, we present the stages of these three models in a comparative 
perspective. 

Table 1. Comparative presentation of the stages of professional development

Years of 
teaching 

experience
Huberman (1989, 1997) Day et al. (2007) Hargreaves (2005)

1
Survival and discovery Commitment: support and 

challenge
Early career

2
3
4

Stabilisation Identity and efficacy in the 
classroom

5
6

Mid-career

7

Experimentation/
Activism or Reas-
sessment/
Self-doubts

8

Managing changes, growing 
tensions

9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

Work-life transitions, challen-
ges to motivation and com-
mitment

17
18
19

Serenity/Conservatism

20

Later career

21
22
23
24

Challenges to sustaining mo-
tivation

25
26
27
28
29
30

31 > Disengagement (serene 
or bitter)

Sustaining/declining moti-
vation

Huberman’s model (1989, 1997) introduces five stages. During the ini-
tial phase (Survival and discovery), teachers face high demands concerning 
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how and what to teach and how to manage the classroom. He also high-
lighted the sense of survival as a key characteristic of this phase. In the sec-
ondary phase (Stabilisation), teachers gain confidence in their competen-
cies. They make a commitment to the profession and shift the focus from 
themselves to meeting the students’ needs and developing their own ed-
ucation style. During the phase he named Experimentation/Activism or 
Reassessment/Self-doubts, teachers follow separate scenarios but can also 
transfer from one scenario to another. After stabilisation, teachers either 
start experimenting with various segments of their work (such as differ-
ent materials, methods, strategies, institutional changes etc.) or exhibit 
more negative attitudes to teaching, they experience monotony and self-
doubts about continuing their career as a teacher. During the quaternary 
stage (Serenity/Conservatism), teachers also follow separate scenarios but 
can transfer from one to another. When experiencing serenity, teachers are 
more relaxed, feel self-acceptance and are also less emotionally engaged or 
have more relational distance. Under the other scenario, teachers express 
greater conservatism, rigidity, a reluctance to accept innovations and com-
plain about different circumstances regarding the education. Near the end 
of their teaching career, Huberman (1989, 1997) postulates a gradual with-
drawal and disengagement from work commitments (Disengagement – se-
rene or bitter). 

Day et al. (2007) formulated an even more detailed model with six 
phases of teachers’ professional development. It differs from Huberman’s 
model (1989, 1997) by its different emphasis during the first stage of pro-
fessional development where Day et al. (2007) stressed two sub-groups of 
teachers are categorised: a) those developing a sense of efficacy; and b) those 
with a reduced sense of efficacy. Both should be motivated to join in profes-
sional development activities to stimulate their active participation. Other 
stages have similar emphasises as Huberman’s (1989, 1997) with two groups 
of teachers developing: those with a positive attitude to change and teach-
ing, and those focusing more on tensions and disappointment although 
Day et al. (2007) concentrated more on the motivation of teachers and oth-
er educators.

Hargreaves provides a denser model (2005). The model focuses more 
on the characteristics of teachers in different stages of CPD, such as en-
thusiastic, optimistic and adaptive during the early career, open to chang-
es and confident during mid-career, and tired, resistant and resilient to 
change during their later career. 
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Regardless of the model applied, it is evident that the professional de-
velopment stages when teachers have already developed their identity as 
educators are the most important phases for developing the competencies 
required for preventing and reducing ESL. Further, regardless of the model 
during the last stages of CPD the approaches with the greatest influence on 
changing teachers’ perspectives and practice should be more emphasised, 
such as active research and guided self-reflection. These are equally effec-
tive in all stages of CPD but during earlier stages other approaches are also 
welcomed by the teachers and other educators that are not well accepted by 
educators in later CPD stages.

We also argue that another phase of professional development during 
the initial teacher training is important and may be referred to as Gaining 
basic knowledge, developing identity and experience. During this phase, 
future educators are gradually beginning to identify with their future pro-
fession and to transfer their point of view from the students’ perspective to 
that of educators. 

It is interesting (but not encouraging) that TALIS (2009, 2013) iden-
tified that, on average, the amount of professional development attended 
by teachers decreases with the age of the teachers. Richter (2011) reported 
that the uptake of in-service training had a curvilinear pattern, with the 
highest uptake in mid-career (around age 42), confirming the hypothesis 
that teachers primarily pursue formal learning opportunities during the 
mid-career phase of experimentation, activism and managing changes. The 
results also showed (Richter, 2011) that teacher collaboration follows a lin-
ear pattern, with older teachers collaborating less frequently than young-
er teachers although older teachers used professional literature more fre-
quently than younger teachers. Richter (2011) claims that the finding that 
teachers collaborate more at the start of their career than in the middle or 
at the end may be attributable to younger teachers still being more eager 
to learn from and draw on the professional expertise of more experienced 
teachers. It also holds important implications for professional development 
concerning ESL since the collaboration of teachers and other educators has 
been shown to be one of the most important factors for reducing the pos-
sibilities of ESL.

Clearly the priorities of teachers change over the years of their career 
and professional development. Considering these findings, no group of ed-
ucators should be omitted from efforts to be actively involved in profes-
sional development, but the focuses and approaches should also take the 
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professional development phase of each educator into account. Besides 
involvement in professional development activities, it is also crucial how 
these professional development activities are implemented. It is essential 
that such activities are carried out that enable educators at different stages 
of their professional development to improve their knowledge and compe-
tencies in order to prevent the ESL of students at risk.

How to implement professional development?
Educators are committed to focussing on both content knowledge (what to 
teach) and pedagogical knowledge (how to teach). In recent decades, there 
has been strong support (e.g. Krauss et al., 2008, Loughran et al., 2012; 
OECD, 2014) for the belief that teachers should acquire in-depth pedagog-
ical knowledge, including notions about teaching and learning, alongside 
their knowledge of the subject matter taught. Therefore, educators’ profes-
sional development needs to incorporate all those aspects and should be 
put into effect through different strategies. It should include less tradition-
al approaches so as to develop not only the knowledge but also the beliefs, 
attitudes, values and commitment, thus making the programme more at-
tractive for educators. 

Guskey (2000) introduced seven major modes of professional devel-
opment that are still prominent in today’s professional development pro-
grammes: training, observation/assessment, involvement in a development/
improvement process, study groups, inquiry/action research, individually 
guided activities, and mentoring. These could all be implemented in more 
flexible programmes, e.g. as face-to-face-based activities, ICT-based activ-
ities or as a combination of both, while all of the above modes can also be 
combined with each other. Given the complexity of the possible combina-
tions, seeking the best modes to fit all educators in their different profes-
sional development phases and different education systems is not the most 
productive approach. Professional development should incorporate the in-
tertwining of modes considering the motivation and interests of each edu-
cator and their stage of professional development. 

Improving individuals’ knowledge and competencies must be comple-
mented by the use of different strategies, models, changing the beliefs and, 
more specifically, with effective collaboration among teaching staff to pro-
duce better learning for both staff and students (OECD, 2009). This would 
enable better education experiences which are also essential for improving 
the prevention of ESL. 
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Since teaching is much more than the task of transmitting knowledge 
to students, and involves values or assumptions concerning education, 
learning and society, the concept of teacher competencies is likely to reso-
nate differently in various national contexts (European Commission, 2012). 
Therefore, implementation of CPD should also be designed so that it can be 
adapted to local (national) specifics such as understanding, traditions and 
characteristics related to ESL.

Professional development of educators and ESL
ESL is not a new phenomenon (Attianese, et al., 2015) and several focuses 
concerning ESL were applied in the past. Lately, an inclusive paradigm and 
shift of focus from the individual (who is leaving education) to the signs pri-
or to the leaving have produced a need for educators to be able to react ac-
cordingly. The complexity of the phenomenon is illustrated by Burke (2008) 
who reported the main reasons for students withdrawing from school in-
cluded uninteresting classes, truancy, too much freedom and not enough 
rules in their life (i.e. family-related reasons). Other reasons include the re-
lationship with teachers and poor academic achievements. Trent and Slade 
(2001) emphasised that students’ dissatisfaction and lack of motivation in 
school is partly due to the impact of teachers and their teaching, and ar-
gued there were too many unsuitable teachers who either created or exacer-
bated the problems. Research also indicates that schoolwide models of pro-
fessional development (Positive Behavioural Interventions and Supports 
– PBIS) improve schools’ organisational environment and reduce students’ 
behavioural problems considerably (Bradshaw et al., 2008b) through im-
proved cooperation between educators and the improved cooperation of 
teachers with the student and their parents. This is likely to translate into 
better motivation for education, increased academic performance and a re-
duction of ESL rates.

The challenge for teachers and other educators is thus to implement 
strategies and methods that will reduce the influence of those reasons, 
thereby helping students to meet their potential and stay focused on their 
education. Since most educators were not qualified to do so during their in-
itial training, the need for CPD that enables an understanding of the ESL 
phenomena and the development of the competencies to effectively con-
front these issues has emerged.

Trent and Slade’s (2001) research thus highlighted that teachers play 
an important role in the quality of students’ school experiences, academic 
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achievement and attitudes to school authority. Therefore, a straightforward 
relationship is implied whereby improving educators’ competencies on a 
schoolwide level that imply improving students’ educational experience 
would reduce these ESL risk factors. These competencies relate to the indi-
vidualisation of teaching, working with mixed classes and the efficient use 
of ICT (Peklaj, 2010).

A review of the literature confirms that teachers’ and other educa-
tors’ social and emotional competencies (such as relational competence, 
communication competence, cooperation competence and competence of 
self-reflection) are vital for their performance and were significant predic-
tors of overall innovative teaching performance as reported by the teachers 
themselves together with their educational and technological competencies 
(Durlak et al., 2011; Koster et al., 2005; Pantic & Wubbels, 2010; Zhu, 2013) 
and in that sense also vital for preventing ESL. As indicated, an innovative 
teaching performance, social, emotional and communication competen-
cies along with an understanding of ESL phenomena are some of the most 
important factors that can reduce the proportion of students who consider 
the classes uninteresting, of those without good relationships with teachers 
and those with poor academic achievements, which are among the key rea-
sons for ESL according to Burke (2008). The CPD programmes should fo-
cus on tackling these.

Conclusions
Teachers’ professional development is a concept that, even though it is to-
day an important issue, only began to develop in the late 20th century. This 
issue is being addressed by research, policy and practice and is therefore 
one of the fastest developing concepts regarding teachers and other educa-
tors and their work. According to research (Day, 2007; Hargreaves, 2005; 
Huberman, 1997), educators are shaping their professional identity and 
work performance during their professional careers and several stages are 
reported. Whatever model of CPD is taken into consideration, when devel-
oping programmes for the professional development of educators different 
needs reflecting their professional development phase should be considered 
as a major concern for the developers. The combination of different modes 
of CPD (such as training courses, action research, self-reflection etc.) seems 
to be the most appropriate way to address the specifics of each teacher or 
educator and each education system.
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It has been proven that professional development is a process influ-
enced by different characteristics and that it is also a factor of influence for 
several types of outcomes (Durlak et al., 2011; Loucks-Horsley et al., 1998). 
An important implication is that the professional development of educa-
tors relates to developing their competencies that are crucial for improv-
ing the educational experience for both them and their students. Bradshaw 
et al. (2008a, 2008b) showed that schoolwide models of educators’ profes-
sional development concerning the promotion of effective decision-mak-
ing, self-control skills and prosocial connections are effective approaches 
that may hold implications for reducing ESL. Therefore, building up such 
educator competencies through professional development is vital for influ-
encing the high-risk factors for ESL.

References
Attianese, A., Augenti, A., Casale, M. F., Chiatante, A., Geraci, M. A., Macrì, 

F. , Tancredi, A. (2015). New methodologies against early school leaving. 
Publications Universitat Oberta La Salle: Andorra.

Bradshaw, C. P., O’Brennan, L. M., & McNeely, C. A. (2008a). Core competen-
cies and the prevention of school failure and early school leaving. In N. 
G. Guerra & C. P. Bradshaw (Eds.), Core competencies to prevent prob-
lem behaviors and promote positive youth development. New Directions 
for Child and Adolescent Development, 122, 19–32.

Bradshaw, C. P., Koth, C. W., Bevans, B. K., Ialongo, N., Leaf, P. J. (2008b). The 
impact of school-wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS) on the organizational health of elementary schools. School 
Psychology Quarterly, 23(4), 462–473. 

Burke, K. (2000). What to do with the kid who . . .: Developing cooperation, 
self-discipline, and responsibility in the classroom (3rd Edition). London: 
Corwin Press, Sage Ltd.

Council of the European Union. (2009). Council conclusions on the profession-
al development of teachers and school leaders. European Commission, 
Brussels. Retrieved from www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/
docs/.../en/.../111471.pdf

Day, C. (1999). Developing teachers: The challenges of lifelong learning. London: 
Falmer Press.

Day, C., & Sachs, J. (2004). Professionalism, performativity and empowerment: 
Discourse in the politics, policies and purposes of continuing profession-
al development. In C. Day & J. Sachs, J. (Eds.). International handbook on 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/.../en/.../111471.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/.../en/.../111471.pdf


t e ach er s’ profe ssiona l de v elopm e n t

75

the continuing professional development of teachers. Maidenhead, Birks, 
Open University Press.

Day, C., Sammons, P., Stobart, G., Kington, A., & Gu, Q. (2007). Teachers mat-
ter: Connecting lives, work and effectiveness. New York: McGraw Hill.

Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, 
K. B. (2011). The impact of enhancing students’ social and emotional 
learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal interventions. Child 
Development, 82, 405–432.

European Commission. 2012. Supporting teacher competence development 
for better learning outcomes. Education and Training. Luxembourg: 
Publications Office of the European Union.

European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice. 2015. The teaching profession in 
Europe: Practices, perceptions, and policies. Eurydice Report. Luxembourg: 
Publications Office of the European Union.

Fuller, F. (1969). Concerns of teachers: A developmental conceptualization. 
American Educational Research Journal, 6, 207–226.

Fuller, F. & Bown, O. (1975). Becoming a teacher. In K. Ryan (ed.), Teacher edu-
cation (74th Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of Education. 
Part 2, pp. 25–52). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Guskey, T. R. (2000). Evaluating professional development. Thousand Oaks: 
Corwin. 

Hargreaves, A. (2005). Educational change takes ages: Life, career and gener-
ational factors in teachers’ emotional responses to educational change. 
Teaching and Teacher Education, 21, 967–983. 

Hargreaves, D. H., & Fullan, M. (2012). Professional capital: Transforming 
teaching in every school. New York, London: Teachers College Press.

Huberman, M. A. (1989). The professional life cycle of teachers. Teachers 
College Record, 91(1), 31–57.

Huberman, M. A. (1997). Qualities of instruction and varieties of qualitative re-
search. Faculty of Education and Psychology, University of Geneva.

Joyce, B. R. & Calhoun, E. (2010). Models of professional development: A cele-
bration of educators. Thousand Oaks: Corwin. 

Koster, B., Brekelmans, M., Korthagen, F. A. J., & Wubbels, T. (2005). Quality 
requirements for teacher educators. Teaching and Teacher Education, 
21(2), 157–176.

Kraus, S., Brunner, M., Kunter, M, Baumert, J., Planck, M., Blum, W., Neubrand, 
M., & Jordan, A. (2008). Pedagogical content knowledge and content 



76

knowledge of secondary mathematics teachers. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 100(3), 716–725.

Loucks-Horsley, S., Hewson, P. W., Love, N., & Stiles, K. E. (1998). Designing pro-
fessional development for teachers of science and mathematics. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Loughran, J., Mulhall, P., Berry, A. (2012). Understanding and developing sci-
ence teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge. Series Professional Learning, 
v.12. Sense Publishers: Rotterdam, Boston, Taipei.

Murphy-Latta, Terry (2008). A comparative study of professional development 
utilizing the Missouri Commissioner’s Award of Excellence and indica-
tors of student achievement. Dissertation. Retrieved from http://grad-
works.umi.com/32/97/3297825.html

OECD. (2009). Creating effective teaching and learning environments: First 
results from TALIS. Paris: OECD.

OECD. (2014). New insights from TALIS 2013. Teaching and learning in pri-
mary and upper secondary education. Paris: OECD. 

Pantic, N., & Wubbels, T. (2010). Teacher competencies as a basis for teach-
er education – views of Serbian teachers and teacher educators. Teaching 
and Teacher Education, 26, 694–703.

Peklaj, C. (ed.). (2010). Teacher competencies and educational goals. Aachen: 
Shaker Verlag.

Richter, D., Kunter, M., Klusmann, U., Lüdtke, O., & Baumert, J. (2011). 
Professional development across the teaching career: Teachers’ uptake 
of formal and informal learning opportunities. Teaching and Teacher 
Education, 27(1), 116–126.

Super, D. E. (1984). Career and life development. In D. Brown and L. Brooks 
(eds.). Career choice and development: Applying contemporary theories 
and practice, 192–234. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

The Oxford English Dictionary (2015). Retrieved from http://www.oed.com/ 
Trent, F., & Slade, M. (2001). Declining rates of achievement and reten-

tion. The perception of adolescent males. Evaluations and Investigations 
Programme, Higher Education Division. Department of Education, 
Training and Youth Affairs. The Flinders University of South Australia. 

Zhu C., Wang D, Cai Y. H., & Engels, N. (2013). What core competencies are 
related to teachers’ innovative teaching? Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher 
Education, 41(1), 9–27.

http://www.oed.com/


77

Synopsis
Self-reflection of educators is a key factor of their professional devel-
opment. It can also influence educators’ perspectives, notions and 
practice regarding the education of students at risk of early school 
leaving (ESL). Therefore, self-reflection should be implemented as an 
important element of ESL prevention but with a consideration of its 
possible downsides. 

Summary
This paper focuses on educators’ self-reflection as a professional de-
velopment tool. The individual’s ability to reflect and assess their be-
haviours and abilities affects their choices, aspirations, motivations 
and coping mechanisms (Frydenberg, 2011) and this ability should 
therefore be promoted and developed, especially among educa-
tors. An overview of the development of the concept of self-reflec-
tion in education (from Dewey, 1933 to Korthagen, 2004) highlights 
the most important models of self-reflection. The definitions regard-
ing self-reflection and related approaches in education (such as core 
reflection and critical reflection) reveal the process’ attributes and 
the relationship to early school leaving (ESL). In the article, the im-
portance of self-reflection as an element of educators’ professional 
development is addressed while some contemporary approaches of 
self-reflection are also discussed since it has been determined that 

2.1.4 
Educators’ Self-reflection
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self-reflection can help educators analyse their own competencies, 
their own teaching practices and their own evaluation strategies. 
This analysis is a good foundation for changing their perspectives, 
notions and practice regarding their education experiences and con-
sequently for preventing ESL.
Video-based self-reflection is introduced here as one of the latest 
methods of self-reflection linked to improving competencies regard-
ing the prevention of ESL. As with other professional development 
approaches, such as lessons, courses, supervision, coaching or others 
also when using (video) self-reflection, some considerations and pos-
sible negative effects need to be taken into account. The paper anal-
yses and discusses the possibilities of self-reflection and the related 
approaches and methods and establishes that it can have a great in-
fluence on educators’ practice involving interactions with students 
at risk of ESL and on preventing ESL if used with evidence-based 
considerations.
Key words: educators, self-reflection, professional development, pre-
venting ESL

Introduction
In more recent EU documents on education, the reduction of ESL is of-
ten tackled as a comprehensive task that must address the entire education 
spectrum, including educators’ awareness of the scope and challenges of 
ESL (European Commission, 2013). Awareness of the scope and challenges, 
what triggers ESL and the practices to prevent it are mostly left up to edu-
cators and their skills and competencies (although individual and systemic 
factors also importantly contribute to ESL). These aspects are typically not 
achieved through formal education process of future educators but evolve 
during the process of their professional development.

Developments in teacher education and professional development re-
quire a rethinking of how best to build linkages between theory and prac-
tice and, in this context, reflection has become a keyword in the education 
of teachers (Korthagen, 2014). The individual educator’s ability to reflect 
and assess their behaviours and abilities affects their choices, aspirations, 
motivations and coping mechanisms (Frydenberg, 2011). In order to be-
come aware and improve educators’ behaviours, coaching and self-reflec-
tion have been shown to have positive and promising results with signifi-
cant effect sizes and nowadays especially video self-reflection is recognised 
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as a powerful tool (Osipova et al., 2015). Self-reflection is thus recognised 
as an important method of professional development with the possibili-
ty to tackle contemporary educational issues, including reducing ESL. 
Currently, the approach to implementing self-reflection in every educators’ 
practice is not systematic and is left more up to each individual. 

Despite the numerous scientifically recognised advantages of engag-
ing in self-reflection as a systematic approach to professional development, 
there are also downsides that need to be considered. Košir and colleagues 
(2015) demonstrated that, in the interaction with perceived workload, re-
flection can actually be a maladaptive personal characteristic. It seems that 
in the circumstances of a high workload, reflection works as an additional 
stressor and contributes to intensified stress levels. Therefore, it is impor-
tant that self-reflection is applied with a consideration of all characteristics 
of each educational experience (students, educators, content…).

The research into self-reflection tends to focus on two of its core as-
pects, one that centres on rumination (that is a negative, chronic and per-
sistent self-focus motivated by perceived threats, losses or injustices to the 
self and contributing to neuroticism and depression) and a more healthy 
form of self-reflection (motivated by curiosity or epistemic interest in the 
self and associated with openness to experiences and the promotion of 
self-knowledge and positive mental health) (e.g. Trapnell and Campbell, 
1999). The latter aspect is referred to in this paper. 

The purpose of the paper was to analyse the characteristics of educa-
tors’ self-reflection and to discuss its possibilities in terms of changing edu-
cators’ practice in general and in the context of ESL prevention. Conceptual 
issues and several models and methods of educators’ self-reflection were 
therefore introduced.

Methodology
We conducted a review of the literature by searching in the ERIC, 
SpringerLink, Wiley, Sage, Proquest, and Science Direct search engines for 
information about teachers’ self-reflection, video self-reflection, the devel-
opment of the concept and its relationship to ESL. We included four types 
of documents: scientific papers, webpages presenting educators’ self-reflec-
tion, scientific monographs explaining the theoretical background for en-
gaging in educators’ self-reflection along with EU documents and reports 
on the subject matter. 
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Self-reflection: conceptual issues
The definition of self-reflection has been developing since about the 17th 
century when the first known use of the term self-reflection was document-
ed in the Merriam-Webster Dictionary (n.d.) as a careful thought about 
one’s own behaviour and beliefs and as related to self-examination, defined 
as a careful reflective examination of one’s own behaviour and beliefs to see 
whether they are good or bad (also introspection). This definition can eas-
ily be related to educators and their professional development with regard 
to improving competencies for reducing ESL. Educators’ careful thinking 
about their teaching and the related beliefs offers an opportunity to recon-
sider and improve their performance as educators. Sellars (2014) also pro-
vides a broad definition that reflection or self-reflection can be defined as 
deliberate, purposeful, metacognitive thinking and/or action in which ed-
ucators engage in order to improve their professional practice and to es-
tablish such a practice that would enable all students to be successful. The 
Encyclopaedia of Child Behaviour and Development defines self-reflection 
as related to self-evaluation and describes self-evaluation as a key regula-
tory process through which an individual compares self-generated or ex-
ternally provided performance information against personal standards or 
goals (Cleary, 2011). If such goals are set in order to establish a supportive 
environment for all students to succeed, the comparison of one’s own per-
formance should emphasise such actions of the educator that in the future 
would establish a more supportive environment for more students. In the 
Encyclopedia of Adolescence, self-reflection refers to the capacity to exer-
cise introspection and the willingness to learn more about one’s purpose, 
essence and true self (Levesque, 2011). These can also help greatly in learn-
ing about one’s performance, emotions and notions, followed by altering 
them so as to improve their own education practice according to the goal 
of reducing ESL.

However, the definitions are not straightforward since interpretations 
vary by scientific discipline and also by the purpose of using this termi-
nology. The concept of self-reflection regarding its use in education also 
has some specifics. The question remains if self-reflection is (or should be) 
a systematic or spontaneous process, which characteristics are (should be) 
included in this process, and which methods and approaches are (should 
be) used.

When self-reflection is used as a method for improving educators’ 
work performance it can be addressed as one of the three cyclical phases 
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of self-regulatory processes: forethought, performance and self-reflection. 
Therefore, self-reflection can also be perceived as a process that occurs af-
ter learning (or other) efforts and is designed to optimise a person’s reac-
tions to their outcomes (Zimmerman, 2008). The methods of self-reflection 
can have different intentions, but they can generally all be used to improve 
self-regulated learning on one hand and as a principle of assessment on the 
other. As regards educators’ self-reflection, these principles can also be used 
for both purposes depending on the paradigm whether educators’ work is 
being assessed or they are trying to improve their work. Since this is a cy-
clic model, self-reflection again influences forethought and also the work 
performance, so both purposes are eventually tackled. In terms of reduc-
ing ESL, forethought may be interpreted as preparing for education inter-
actions (i.e. teaching, mentoring…) and classroom management in terms 
of supporting all students. The second phase is the actual educational expe-
rience, followed by self-reflection (critical evaluation) on the success of the 
prepared plan and its implementation. Afterwards, based on these observa-
tions there come planning and preparing for further education experienc-
es that would engage all students. 

Changing pedagogies to include more relevant (life-related, practical, 
vocational) experiences for students and develop more individualised ap-
proaches as well respectful inclusive relations is crucial to keep students en-
gaged in school (Rogers, 2016). Thus, reflection and self-reflection can be 
understood as a key element of educators’ professional development (but it 
is not the only element or better than others) in order to acquire better ap-
proaches and competencies for meeting students’ needs and creating a sup-
portive education environment for all students in order to reduce ESL. Ever 
since Schön (1983) presented self-reflection as a powerful tool for profes-
sional development, research has proven that teachers who reflect on their 
practice are more likely to change their practice to better meet the needs 
of their students (Osipova et al., 2011). When educators observe some crit-
ical indicators that could lead to a student’s ESL, a subsequent self-reflec-
tion could lead to more supportive actions of the educator that would pre-
vent the student dropping out.

Different models of educators’ self-reflection 
Dewey (1933) was one of the first to research reflection in relation to the pro-
fessional work of educators. His research was about linear models of think-
ing and the interaction of thinking, experience and reflection. His work 
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has influenced several researchers regarding the concepts of reflection and 
self-reflection, such as Schön (1983) and Kolb (1984). 

Dewey (1933, p. 9) defines reflective thinking as “active, persistent, and 
careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the 
light of the grounds that support it, and the further conclusions to which it 
tends”. He recognised five steps of thinking or reflection: (i) a felt difficulty; 
(ii) its location and definition; (iii) suggestion of possible solution; (iv) de-
velopment by reasoning of the bearings of the suggestion; and (v) further 
observation and experiment leading to its acceptance or rejection, that is, 
the conclusion of belief or disbelief.

One can recognise Dewey’s influence on the characteristics Schön 
(1983) established regarding educators’ reflection, where it was conclud-
ed that skilled practitioners are reflective practitioners and apply their ex-
perience as a basis for assessing and revising their existing theories to de-
velop more effective strategies. Schön (1983) identified a framework for 
thinking and becoming aware of one’s own implicit knowledge and learn-
ing from experience, but he aimed to determine the development of ed-
ucators’ reflective practice rather than explicitly explain reflection as a 
step-by-step process. Nevertheless, he recognised three levels of reflec-
tion (setting a problem, framing the experiment, deciding on a course 
of action). Another important contribution he made was the recognition 
of three types of reflection: reflection-in-action (reflecting during the ac-
tion or interaction, i.e. while teaching), reflection-on-action (reflection 
on a previous event, i.e. reflection about previous educational experience) 
and reflection-for-action (planning and reflecting before an action, i.e. re-
flection before an educational experience for the purpose of planning) 
(Schön, 1987). 

Based on previous models, Kolb (1984) developed a model of reflection 
that comprises four stages: (i) reflective observation; (ii) abstract concep-
tualisation; (iii) active experimentation; and (iv) concrete experience. Kolb 
(1984) believes that this is a cyclic process that can be entered at any stage, 
but it can only have a learning effect when all four stages are carried out. 
Because Kolb’s model incorporates the characteristics developed in previ-
ous models and also represents an upgrade of them, it is introduced here in 
greater detail.
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Figure 3. Kolb’s model of learning and reflection 
(Adapted from: Kolb, D. A., Boyatizis, R. E. and Mainemelis, C. 2001, p.229) 

Attributing the effects of reduction of ESL to Kolb’s model for the pro-
fessional development of educators would mean the educator is involved 
in reflective observation (of their own performance, of the performance of 
others, of how supportive the learning experience is…), then they should 
engage the abstract conceptualisation (which could be induced by a men-
tor or tutor). After that, educators should be allowed to autonomously ex-
periment with new approaches to produce a more supportive learning en-
vironment for all students and, based on that, to analyse the experience and 
their feelings about it. Again, a reflective observation on the educational ex-
perience follows.

Tripp (1993) also added to the contemporary understanding of re-
flection, self-reflection, reflective teaching and using reflection for edu-
cators’ professional development. He describes reflection as a component 
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of professional judgement that is developed through a diagnosis of their 
practice and critical incidents. Tripp (1993) claims that being aware of what 
something means to us is of little practical value unless we do something 
about it by creating a critical incident. This critical incident acts as both an 
agenda for further action and a way of evaluating and interpreting it. This 
cycle can be used instantly during teaching in an informal or more formal 
way. It can also be used in professional development in terms of reducing 
ESL since creating (or observing) and analysing critical incidents would 
enable educators to establish understanding and usage of good (and weak-
er) practices.

Ziecher and Liston (1996) developed an understanding of reflective 
teaching which emphasises five key features and where a reflective teacher:

1. examines, frames and attempts to solve dilemmas of classroom 
practice;

2. is aware of and questions the assumptions and values they bring 
to education;

3. is attentive to the institutional and cultural context;

4. takes part in curriculum development and is involved in school 
change efforts; and

5. takes responsibility for their own professional development. 

These authors (Ziecher & Liston, 1996) believe that viewing educators 
as reflective practitioners assumes that educators can both pose and solve 
problems related to their educational practice, including ESL.

Of course, the reflection and self-reflection of educators may have dif-
ferent perspectives and comprise several characteristics. Accordingly, con-
tinuing changes in understanding and interpreting the meaning and con-
tent of educators’ reflection and self-reflection is expected. Thus, a model of 
critical reflection was developed (Brookfield, 1995) that views it as a process 
where those who are performing the self-evaluation actively engage with a 
(most often first-hand and meaningful) situation with the intention to “in-
tegrate the understanding gained into experience in order to enable bet-
ter choices or actions in the future as well to enhance overall effectiveness” 
(Rogers, 2001, p. 41).
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Self-reflection of educators today: The ALACT model of core 
self-reflection and its implications for ESL

Recently, Korthagen (2004) developed a model of so-called core self-reflec-
tion through which an individual can become aware and improve their op-
tions for transforming their already acquired knowledge, experience, cog-
nitive structures, feelings, emotions, motivation to learn and an engaged 
attitude to work etc. The model is based on several already presented mod-
els of reflection developed in the 20th century but it highlights new aspects 
of educators’ professional development such as their professional identity, 
mission and core qualities. It has been developing for almost two decades 
and today it is one of the most referenced contemporary models on educa-
tors’ self-reflection, especially with the link to educators’ professional de-
velopment and the possible implications for preventing ESL. 

Figure 4. Korthagen’s ALACT cycle of reflection (Adapted from Korthagen, 2014, p. 75)

Korthagen and Kessels (1999) describe four phases of self-reflection 
(the ALACT model) which are suitable for facilitating and developing an 
(active) reflective attitude to one’s professional activities and professional 
development, based on an analysis of one’s own practice and cognition that 
guide an individual’s thinking, actions, evaluation and comprehensive ac-
tivities: 1. Action; 2. Looking back on the action; 3. Awareness of essential 
aspects; 4. Creating alternative methods for action (also see Figure 4). The 
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fourth phase is followed by a fifth labelled Trial, which at the same time 
functions as phase 1 – Action. During phase 2 of the model, teachers reflect 
on their thinking, feeling, wanting and doing, as well as on the same as-
pects in their pupils. The aim is to become more aware of how they are re-
acting during their teaching, what their feelings and needs are along with 
the feelings and needs of their pupils (Korthagen, 2005). 

Korthagen’s ALACT model is also relevant to improving educators’ 
competencies and reflecting on already established practices in order to re-
duce ESL. The first phase (Action) can be considered as teaching or coun-
selling a student with high-risk factors for ESL by using a certain approach. 
During the second phase (Looking back on the action), educators reflect on 
their thinking, feeling, wanting and doing during the first phase, and on 
the same aspects in their students. During the third phase (Awareness of 
essential aspects) educators focus on becoming aware of the aspects that are 
important for improving their further education practice. The fourth phase 
(Creating alternative methods of action) is when educators can plan for the 
future education experience with the same student or other students based 
on their observation during the second phase. The fifth phase (Trial) repre-
sents the period when an educator tries to implement what was created and 
planned during the third phase, i.e. tries to use another approach with the 
same student or with other students. This is simultaneously also the first 
phase (Action) since the educator then looks back on this trial, reflects and 
the cycle begins from the start. 

Korthagen and colleagues (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999; Korthagen, 
2004; Korthagen, 2005; Korthagen & Vasalos, 2010; Korthagen, 2013; 
Korthagen, 2014) established that the ALACT model of self-reflection is a 
helpful process model, but it does not support the practitioner in knowing 
what to reflect on, and that this can easily make the reflection somewhat su-
perficial. Especially in complex and recurring problematic situations, such 
as preventing ESL, a reflection which only focuses on one’s previous and 
future behaviour is counterproductive. In order for more transformation-
al changes to take place, deeper layers of educators’ understanding need to 
be touched on. For this reason, Korthagen et al. supplemented the ALACT 
model with a model describing possible contents of reflection at six differ-
ent levels – the Onion model (Korthagen & Vasalos, 2010).

The “onion model” or “a model of levels of change” presents various 
levels that can be influenced by self-reflection (individuals’ behaviour, com-
petencies, beliefs, identity and mission) (see Figure 5; Korthagen, 2004). 
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Figure 5. Korthagen’s Onion model – the model levels of reflection 
(Adapted from Korthagen, 2014, p. 76)

The link with ESL can be explained on each level. The environment for 
each educator means reflecting on the way students react (e.g. students at 
risk of dropping out) as well as the whole classroom and school climate and 
culture (whether it is accepting and motivating for students at risk of drop-
ping out). The reflection on behaviour may focus on behaviours that are 
more and less effective (e.g. showing empathy for students at risk of drop-
ping out). The reflection on competencies may focus on one’s own compe-
tency to respond empathetically or motivatingly. The reflection on beliefs 
about ESL can also put many actions into a different perspective. It is also 
important for educators to reflect on what kind of educators they are and 
what kind of educators they want to be. Finally, the reflection at the level 
of mission would deal with questions about why somebody decided to be-
come an educator (e.g. only to educate the best students or to support all of 
them).

Core reflection as a concept is an important ingredient of effective 
learning at all levels of schooling and teachers’ professional development 
and is also crucial as a method for growth in collegial coaching (Korthagen, 
2013) although it needs to exceed the superficial levels of the reflection. 
When teachers are able to progress through the various model phases 
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independently, they will have developed a growth competence (Korthagen, 
2014).

A very interesting conclusion was drawn by teacher educators after in-
cluding core self-reflection in their curriculum that core reflection is a pro-
foundly reciprocal process and that the further we integrate the approach 
within our work with students, the more we ourselves are changed as a re-
sult (King & Lau-Smith, 2013). Williams and Power (2009) concluded that 
acknowledging and examining personal characteristics (core qualities) and 
emotions in teaching practice, and in the core reflection process itself, is an 
important way in which educators can construct their professional identi-
ties, and examine and improve their practice. Further, Attema-Noordewier, 
Korthagen and Zwart (2013) described how, after professional development 
through core self-reflection, teachers reported an increased feeling of au-
tonomy, stronger coaching skills together with enhanced core qualities of 
students, colleagues and themselves. The teachers also reported an increase 
in the students’ working and communication skills and in the students’ at-
titudes, which are among the most important factors in preventing ESL.

(Self)-reflection as a core reflection in such a cyclic form based on the 
ALACT model is an activity that directs teachers towards examining the 
existing and creating new approaches and methods for further actions (ed-
ucational experiences), new views and notions and new competencies while 
analysing their own activities or activities of another. Teachers’ own views 
of knowledge, learning and teaching can also be key to what teachers report 
about students (are students successful, how successful they are) and how 
students perceive the school environment (as supportive and engaging or 
not). When educators reflect on a certain educational experience they can 
better understand not only their own but also their students’ perspective 
which enables them to create a more supportive environment and therefore 
reduce the risk factors for ESL.

Methods of self-reflection
Self-reflections may be conducted in various forms. Effective teachers may 
reflect on their work formally or informally; for instance, they may re-
view a day’s work mentally, keep a journal, meet regularly with a mentor or 
with colleagues, or assess a videotaped recording of their teaching (Good 
& Brophy, 1997). Yet the self-reflection of teachers should not be limited 
to reflecting on their day’s work (such as teaching approach or assessment 
strategies) but also on their social and emotional competencies (such as 
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relational competence) and responses. A connection between professional 
and the personal elements is important (Korthagen & Vasalos, 2010) since 
many authors emphasise that a strong divide between the personal and 
the professional may lead to an ineffective friction in an educators’ identi-
ty (Beijaard et al., 2004). Therefore, inadequate conceptions about students, 
defragmentation of relational competence and inability to engage students 
are associated with an inability to prevent ESL since students at risk for ESL 
are generally less motivated for school work and do not perceive the school 
and teachers to be very a positive environment and good motivators (Traag 
& Van der Velden, 2008; Harrington, 2008) and thus they need educators 
who possess the best possible combination of the above characteristics. 

Several different methods can be used to engage in self-reflection in or-
der to induce professional development, such as the “thinking-aloud” inter-
view or stimulated recall, in which a subject engaged in a task speaks their 
thoughts aloud (Gläser-Zikuda, 2012). This allows the study of thoughts 
without influencing the subject to think too long about what they are asked, 
for example, in questionnaires. Further, written forms of self-reflection are 
a learning diary, learning protocol, and portfolio (Gläser-Zikuda, 2012). As 
indicated, the choice of self-reflection strategy is extremely important for 
attaining the expected outcomes and reducing the adverse effects.

One approach for reflecting on one’s own education experiences or re-
flecting on the educational experiences of other educators is based on vid-
eo. Video has become quite a widely used tool in teacher professional devel-
opment (Brophy, 2004) and also in educators’ self-reflection (Osipova et al., 
2011). However, as Seidel and colleagues (2011) point out, the available re-
search only provides limited insight into teachers’ experiences of watching 
videos of their own teaching versus others’ teaching. It also offers limited 
information on how teaching practice changes following video-based (self)
reflection during in-service professional development courses. They (Seidel 
et al., 2011) discovered that teachers who analysed their own teaching ex-
perienced higher activation, indicated by higher immersion (deep-level en-
gagement), resonance (a link to own teaching) and motivation than before 
the self-reflection, and higher than when reflecting on others’ teaching. 
Osipova (2015) then demonstrated with the results of a study that lessons 
undertaken when applying a certain intervention: coaching, video self-re-
flection, and the combined intervention of coaching and video self-reflec-
tion, produced much higher quality ratings than lessons without such in-
tervention. Research (Tripp & Rich, 2012) has also proven that participating 
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in video reflections increased teachers’ desires to change their teaching. 
The implication was that, where teachers see no need to change their prac-
tice, participation in video reflection may alter that view and create an in-
trinsic desire to change. Teachers also reported that, based on the video 
self-reflection, they were also changing their teaching when returning to 
the classroom (Tripp & Rich, 2012). Since one of the main principles for re-
ducing the impact of the risk factors for ESL is to create a supportive educa-
tional environment for all students which includes educational experiences 
that engage all the students, video self-reflection combined with coaching 
and the implications for changing one’s teaching could contribute greatly 
to preventing ESL since it leads to a better understanding of the education-
al process, educators’ own behaviour, students’ behaviour and better edu-
cation outcomes.

Conclusion
We have demonstrated several benefits of educators’ self-reflection and 
thus believe that self-reflection should be a major element of every educa-
tor’s professional development since it enables a wide range of understand-
ing and analysing of one’s own practice, competencies, beliefs, identity and 
mission and in such a way contributes to students’ higher engagement and 
therefore lower ESL rates. 

Several models of self-reflection were presented, with all indicating the 
importance of educators’ active participation in the self-reflection process 
and all determining that self-reflection is a process that can help educators 
with their professional development. 

According to Korthagen and Kessels (1999), being aware of the 
main aspects connected with our actions is the key phase of reflection. 
Self-reflection based on the ALACT model (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999; 
Korthagen, 2004; Korthagen, 2005; Korthagen & Vasalos, 2010; Korthagen, 
2013; Korthagen, 2014) has been shown to have effects regarding both edu-
cators as well as students. Educators must therefore first become aware of 
their perceptions of learning and teaching and regarding ESL and only af-
terwards can they alter their subjective conceptions and (re)actions as an 
educator if the deeper levels of self-reflection are applied. The incorpora-
tion of video self-reflection within professional development should focus 
on helping teachers move beyond a superficial level of self-reflection and 
to use the dissonance experience to reflect on how their practice could en-
hance student learning (Osipova et al., 2011) and reduce ESL. Self-reflection 
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as an approach to educators’ professional development was recognised as 
highly valued and engaging but it can also have some disadvantages, such 
as facilitating stress or rumination or as a process that on a superficial lev-
el can lead to complaining instead of searching for ways to improve. In 
order to reduce these side-effects, several approaches should be combined 
and as many aspects as possible should be addressed during the profession-
al development process so as to enable educators to develop their own abil-
ity to rethink the education process they are providing for students at risk 
for ESL. 
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Synopsis
Social and emotional learning plays an important role in preventing 
ESL through several mechanisms. When implemented in schools, 
social and emotional learning prevents ESL directly by promoting 
school connectedness, commitment and positive attitudes to school, 
teachers and peers and, indirectly, by enhancing educational success.

Summary
The paper presents the role of social and emotional learning (SEL) in 
ESL with a theoretical review and the development of policy guide-
lines. SEL is a process through which students learn to recognise 
and manage emotions, care about others, make good decisions, be-
have ethically and responsibly, develop a positive relationship and 
avoid negative behaviours (Collaborative for Academic, Social and 
Emotional Learning, 2003). The literature review showed the posi-
tive impact of SEL on preventing ESL directly by promoting school 
connectedness, commitment.... Hawkins, Smith, & Catalano (2004) 
revealed that by enhancing school bonding schools can decrease 
ESL, and positive attitudes to school, teachers and peers and, in-
directly, by enhancing educational success. Wilson and colleagues 
(Wilson, Gottfredson, & Najaka, 2001) conducted a meta-analysis of 
165 published studies of the outcomes of school-based SEL preven-
tion programmes that ranged from individually focused counselling 

2.2.1 
Social and Emotional Learning 
as a Tool for Preventing ESL
Ana Kozina
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through to broad school-wide efforts in changing the way schools 
are managed. One of their findings is that programmes which focus 
on SEL resulted in improving outcomes related to ESL and truancy. 
Unfortunately, many students lack social-emotional skills and be-
come less connected to school as they progress from basic to upper 
secondary school, and this lack of connection negatively affects their 
academic outcome, behaviour and health (Blum & Libbey, 2004). 
Based on the literature review and the topic’s established importance 
for preventing ESL, the possibilities of enhancing social and emo-
tional skills on the national and European levels are discussed. The 
paper demonstrates that social and emotional skills and SEL are an 
innovative strategic solution in addressing the EU’s strategic goal of 
preventing ESL.
Key words: social and emotional learning, emotional competencies, 
social competencies, academic achivement, prevention programs

Introduction
SEL is the process of acquiring fundamental emotional and social skills: 
self-awareess, self-regulation, social awareness, successful management of 
relationships and responsible decision-making (Ragozzino, Resnik, Utne-
O’Brien, & Weissberg, 2003). Self-awareness encompasses familiarity with 
one’s own emotions and feelings, a realistic assessment of one’s own com-
petencies, skills and self-concept. Self-regulation relates to the regulation 
of one’s own emotions in such a way that these emotions foster activity, the 
ability to forgo a reward for the sake of following one’s own goals, and per-
severance in spite of failure, standstill or regression. Social awareness in-
cludes the perception of other people’s emotions and feelings, the ability 
to view things from other people’s perspective, a positive attitude towards 
and active participation in different groups. Successful management of re-
lationships includes the efficient regulation of emotions and relationships, 
establishing and maintaining good relationships based on cooperation, op-
position when it comes to unsuitable social pressure, use of negotiation 
as a means of resolving conflicts and enlisting help whenever necessary. 
Responsible decision-making encompasses correct risk assessment, taking 
decisions based on a consideration of all important factors and the most 
probable consequences of various actions, respect for others and assum-
ing personal responsibility for one’s own decisions (Ragozzino et al., 2003). 
Among these, in relation to the school environment, Ellias et al. (1997, in 
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Durlak et al., 2011) highlight emotional recognition and regulation, set-
ting and achieving positive goals, taking other people’s perspectives into 
consideration, establishing and maintaining positive relationships, dealing 
with interpersonal conflicts in a constructive way and taking responsible 
decisions.

Learning and teaching are two processes that include both the cog-
nitive as well as the emotional and social aspects of individuals’ function-
ing (Zins, Bloodworth, Weisseberg, & Walberg, 2004). In this article we fo-
cus on fostering the emotional and social aspects. Research (Humphrey, 
2013) has shown that, without developed emotional and social competen-
cies, students establish a lower level of connection with school, which neg-
atively impacts their academic achievement, behaviour and health (Blum 
& Libbey, 2004; Humphrey, 2013) and can lead to ESL. Students at risk of 
ESL experience alienation from school, with low bonding, low engagement 
and frequently low academic achievement (Ellias & Haynes, 2008; Motti-
Stefanidi & Masten, 2013). Social and emotional competencies are the ones 
that differentiate students at risk who succeed in school and students at risk 
who do not (Blum & Libbey, 2004).

Methodology
The literature review entailed use of a scientific literature search (database 
PychArticles (EBSCO-HOST)) with the key words social and emotional 
learning (in the title) and early school leaving (anywhere in the text): 0 re-
sults; social and emotional learning (anywhere in the text) and early school 
leaving (anywhere in the text): 0 results. Social and emotional learning (in 
the title) and drop-out (anywhere in the text): 1 article; social and emotion-
al learning (in the title) school (anywhere in the text): the result was 7 ar-
ticles. We used articles combining social and emotional learning and ac-
ademic achievement and relevant scientific monographs and handbooks 
on the topic of social and emotional learning (also through a backward 
search). 

SEL in school and its role in ESL
The literature on the relationship between SEL and academic achievement 
in recent years cannot go without the meta-analysis conducted by Durlak 
et al. (2011). This meta-analysis included 213 selective and school-based uni-
versal SEL programmes and (among other things) its impact on pupils’ and 
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students’ academic achievement. The researchers established the significant 
positive impacts of these types of programmes on targeted emotional-so-
cial competencies, attitude towards self, others and school. Also relevant to 
ESL prevention are positive attitudes to school (related to school connected-
ness and school engagement) and an increase in academic achievement. In 
the meta-analysis, only 16% of all studies considered academic achievement 
data. They reported an 11-percentile-point gain (on average) in academic 
achievement. This meta-analysis is therefore considered a starting point for 
many others (e.g. Schonfeld et al., 2015; Rimm-Kaufmann et al., 2014) fol-
lowing this direction and focusing more specifically on the relationship be-
tween SEL and academic achievement. The studies that followed (Schonfeld 
et al., 2015; Rimm-Kaufmann et al., 2014) confirmed that SEL enhances stu-
dents’ connection to school, classroom behaviour and academic achieve-
ment also when controlling for cognitive abilities (Teo, Carlson, Mathieu, 
Regeland, & Sroufe, 1996, in Malecki & Elliot, 2002) which is all related to 
ESL prevention. 

Wilson, Gottfredson and Najaka (2001) similarly compared the effi-
cacy of various school SEL prevention programmes in a meta-analysis of 
165 studies (ranging from individual counselling to behaviour modifica-
tion programmes). The main finding of their study was that school-based 
prevention programmes (including programmes based on SEL, especially 
social competency promotion) are effective in reducing ESL (among other 
positive outcomes). They also established that prevention programmes (SEL 
programmes included) are even more effective in high-at-risk groups com-
pared to low-at-risk groups of students (Bierman, Coie, Dodge, Lochman, 
McManon, & Pinderhughes, 2010; Ellias & Haynes, 2008). This is common 
finding of school-level intervention programmes (Humphrey, 2013). And 
since ESL is present to a larger extent in low SES students (also minorities 
and migrants) (Reys, Ellias, Parker, & Rosenblatt, 2014), this is an impor-
tant starting point for prevention and intervention. Even though the de-
crease in school connectedness is normative (40%–60% of students in up-
per secondary education have a low level of connection with school (Klem 
& Connell, 2004)), it is present to a greater extent in high-risk groups – 
SES and migrants (Castro-Olivo, 2014). A study by Rosenblatt and Maurice 
(2008) revealed a possible solution for ESL in the form of SEL. They moni-
tored the effects of various SEL programmes on academic achievement in 
the transition from lower secondary to upper secondary education and es-
tablished that, even though students are generally characterised by lower 
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achievement in the transition stage, the decline is less noticeable in stu-
dents who were exposed to more intense SEL programmes (the initial lev-
el of social and emotional skills was controlled) in comparison with the de-
cline of learning achievement in students who were either exposed to less 
intense SEL programmes or not exposed to them at all.

Schools are especially suitable for SEL as they encompass the majority 
of students, without further exposing individuals at risk (Masten & Motti-
Stefanidi, 2009). 

Mechanisms linking SEL and ESL 
There are several explanations of the connections between SEL and ESL. 
The first set of explanations considers changes within an individual due to 
participation in SEL programmes. Changes within individual are related to 
higher academic achievement, increased social competence (students suc-
cessful in school have greater social competencies) (Cook, Gresham, Kern, 
Barreras, & Crews, 2008), increased emotional competence, enhanced 
self-efficacy and also decreased mental health problems (which can under-
mine the pursuit of academic activities). 

In SEL, social competencies are related to: social awareness, rela-
tionship management skills, responsible decision-making and emotion-
al competencies through to self-awareness and self-regulation (Caprara, 
Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, Bandura, & Zimbardo, 2000; Gresham, Bao Van, 
& Cook 2006; Mallecki & Elliot, 2002). Even though there is strong sup-
port for bi-directional effects (social competencies influencing academic 
achievement and academic achievement influencing social competencies), 
there is evidence that this influence is somewhat stronger in the direc-
tion social competencies influencing academic achievement (Malecki & 
Elliot, 2002; Vidmar, 2011). In school, students with better social compe-
tencies are more active in the classroom, express their opinions and points 
of view more clearly, integrate, evaluate and accept other people’s opinions, 
have better relationships with their peers and teachers (Cook et al., 2008; 
Ragozzino et al., 2003; Elliot, Frey, & Davies, 2015; Mallecki & Elliot, 2002) 
and ask for help when necessary. The latter is especially important since ac-
ademic development is socially situated and relies strongly on interperson-
al support (Caprara et al., 2000). The knowledge of solving interpersonal 
problems (identifying a problem, setting goals to address the problem, gen-
erating an appropriate response and evaluating the outcome) can also be 
easily transferred to solving academic problems. Teaching social skills in 
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class usually includes: (i) modelling correct behaviour; (ii) eliciting an imi-
tative response; (iii) providing corrective feedback and reinforcement; and 
(iv) arranging opportunities to practise the new skill (Elliot et al., 2015). 

Even though social competencies and emotional competencies can-
not be separated (Saarni, 2007, in: Ellias & Haynes, 2008), emotional com-
petencies have their own independent role in the learning process (Ellias et 
al. 1997, in Durlak et al., 2011) in the form of stress regulation (Duckworth 
& Seligman, 2005). Emotions are a response to life events that are seen as 
important and as such form part of everyday school life. In the school en-
vironment, learning achievement is, in particular, related to a number of 
emotions that can be positive activating, positive deactivating, negative ac-
tivating and negative deactivating (Pekrun, 2009). Positive emotions aid in 
setting learning objectives and are a basis for self-regulation mechanisms 
that lead to higher academic achievement (Ashby, Isen, & Turken, 1999). 
On the other hand, negative emotions are linked to a decrease in achieve-
ment in school and may lead to ESL (Zeidner, 1998). In the absence of ade-
quate coping skills, a student’s attention will be directed to responding to 
emotional stressors at the expense of academic learning. The link between 
emotional stressors and academic performance is especially evident in pe-
riods of transitions. Periods of transitions are characterised by navigating 
a new social structure, forming new friendships, managing increased aca-
demic demands with new expectations for independence and personal re-
sponsibility (Rosenblatt & Ellias, 2008). 

Besides targeting social and emotional competencies, SEL influences 
students’ metacognition and self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is particularly im-
portant since it is directly related to behaviour in academic tasks (e.g. ef-
fort, persistence in tasks despite obstacles and challenges) (Maddux, 2014; 
Ragozzino et al., 2003; Mottin-Stefanidi & Masten, 2013). High perceived 
self-efficacy for self-regulated learning (related to high metacognitive abil-
ities) contributes to better learning outcomes and increases the likelihood 
of remaining in school (Caprara, Fida, Vecchione, Del Bove, Veccio, & 
Barbaranelli, 2008). Students with a high sense of efficacy to regulate their 
learning activities are likely to do better in school and are less prone to ESL 
(Caprara et al., 2008). Self-efficacy and self-regulation help prevent ESL in-
dependently of academic achievement (Caprara et al., 2008) and are there-
fore an important tool to be considered for stopping ESL. Ellias and col-
leagues (1997, in Durlak et al., 2011) additionally highlighted setting and 
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achieving positive goals and taking responsible decisions as relevant skills 
for enhancing academic achievement.

SEL also fosters academic achievement by changing the characteris-
tics of the environment (Blum & Libbey, 2004; Hawkins et al., 2004). When 
teachers either implement an SEL programme or integrate SEL into their 
curriculum this also affects the classroom climate. The characteristics of 
the classroom climate linked to SEL and academic achievements are: (i) 
peer and adult norms that encourage high expectations and support aca-
demic achievement; (ii) good interpersonal relationships between the stu-
dents and teacher, which encourage the feeling of belonging to a certain 
class and school,; (iii) cooperative learning; and (iv) providing a safe and 
organised learning environment. The most commonly mentioned example 
of fostering SEL within the classroom is cooperative learning (Malecki & 
Elliot, 2002), also supported by the theories of Vygotsky (zone of proximal 
development) and Bandura (social cognition theory) (Malecky & Elliot, 
2002).

The best possible combination entails changes at both the individual 
and school level, which lead to instant (for instance, a decrease in aggres-
sive behaviour, emotional difficulties) and long-term positive consequences 
(Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2002), including for the 
prevention of ESL.

Putting SEL into practice
At the school level we can implement SEL by either creating a safe and en-
couraging learning environment or by administering already developed 
SEL programmes. The creation of a safe and encouraging classroom envi-
ronment includes the integration of peers and parents into the building of 
a positive classroom and social climate (Hawkins et al., 2004). At this lev-
el, the importance of informing the school leader about the means of cre-
ating and maintaining a stimulating school climate needs to be highlight-
ed (Rimm-Kaufman, 2014; Kozina, Rožman, Vršnik Perše, & Rutar Leban, 
2012). The second way includes structured SEL programmes. Through sys-
tematic teaching in SEL programmes students are able to learn social and 
emotional competencies in such a way that they can easily apply them to 
different situations and use them in everyday life (Zins & Ellias, 2006). 

The finding by Durlak et al. (2011) that the school staff (and not only 
professional help from outside the school) is also efficient in delivering 
SEL programmes is important for school implementation. For instance, 
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teachers could implement them during their regular class activities or inte-
grate them into the curriculum. This means that such programmes are easy 
to integrate into regular school work. When administered by the teacher 
this also improves their relationships with students. In more detail, SEL in-
tervention can improve low academic performance (and ESL) in two ways: 
(i) through the professional development of educators; and (ii) by encour-
aging students to change their behaviour in such a way that they are able 
to persist in difficult academic tasks and elicit greater support from educa-
tors. When receiving support to teach social and emotional skills to their 
students, teachers are given the same lessons and frequently apply them 
to themselves, thereby preventing burn out and helping them self-regulate 
more efficiently (Kres & Ellias, 2012). 

When implementing a programme, the first and most important con-
dition is that it is high in quality. Zins and colleagues (2004) defined the 
qualities of good SEL programmes that foster academic achievement: (i) 
a theoretical basis and empirically proven efficacy; (ii) learning emotion-
al and social skills that are useful in everyday life; (iii) an orientation to 
the emotional and social components of learning; (iv) control, integration, 
unity of the programme in relation to academic achievement; (v) added 
instructions for efficient learning of emotional and social skills; (vi) par-
ticipation of parents and the wider environment; and (vii) the presence of 
sustainable development, evaluations and result dissemination. The pro-
grammes also need to be evaluated and tested in different cultural settings. 
Europe-based research is (compared to research based in the USA) in need 
of a randomised controlled trial in a longitudinal setting and multi-year 
programmes integrated into the school curriculum (Bierman et al., 2010). 
A bottom-up approach (similar to the Collaborative for Academic, Social 
and Emotional Learning (CASEL) initiative in the USA) is advised in or-
der to obtain an evidence-based platform of programmes that works in the 
EU. Based on this platform, good practice (high quality SEL programmes) 
could be disseminated across EU member states. 

The implementation of SEL is nevertheless not a straightforward pro-
cess of teachers simply administering unit after unit of an SEL programme, 
but needs cooperation on multiple levels (students, teachers, principals, 
parents). The implementation process and its quality assurance is stressed 
across all the research literature with the focus of research shifting from 
the pure effect of an SEL programme on academic achievement to how we 
can successfully implement the programme and sustain the effects (Kres 
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& Ellias, 2012). In the school setting, it is advised to focus on the link be-
tween programme developers and the ones actually implementing it by 
stressing the importance of monitoring and supporting teachers during 
the implementation process (Kres & Ellias, 2012). Successful implemen-
tation should: (i) create systems that allow integration of the interven-
tion at multiple levels of the school and across risks (e.g. being success-
ful for high-, medium- and low-risk students); (ii) develop infrastructure 
for monitoring progress; and (iii) ongoing support systems or profession-
al development that often includes coaches external to the school systems. 
Moreover, the interventions need to be culturally adapted to be most effi-
cient (Castro-Olivo, 2014).

For the purpose of fostering students’ comprehensive development, it 
is advisable to integrate efficient SEL programmes in all schools within pri-
mary, lower secondary and upper secondary education (and preschools). 
Since upper secondary schools have been pointed out as the most problem-
atic (a general decline in academic achievement and school bonding has 
been perceived in the transition from lower secondary to upper secondary 
education), when it comes to ESL (Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2013), the im-
plementation of SEL programmes is most advised there. But, in the long 
run and taking the theoretical discussions and empirical research results 
into consideration, the earlier we start the more beneficial it will be. 

Conclusion 
There is a common fear that focussing on social and emotional skills will 
take time away from pure academic learning. Here it is necessary to point 
out that SEL does not deter schools from the fundamental teaching and 
learning processes and the acquisition of basic knowledge, but enables bet-
ter quality and more efficient teaching and learning within schools. As far 
as ESL is concerned, an SEL intervention is a strong tool with effects on 
school connectedness, commitment and positive attitudes to school, teach-
ers and peers and, nevertheless, also educational success. The school setting 
is perfect for implementing these programmes since they are less time-con-
suming for schools and students, while their efficiency is supported by sev-
eral empirical studies regarding both the functioning of students and the 
functioning of the school as a whole. Most importantly, the effects (also on 
ESL) are largest and long term when the whole school approach is adopt-
ed, namely, when the students, their teachers and other school staff active-
ly participate in SEL. 
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Synopsis
Children and adolescents with better emotional skills have higher 
academic achievements and are less prone to ESL. Teachers can help 
students develop understanding, awareness and regulation of emo-
tions from an early age. The theory and model of circular emotion 
reaction and the 5-step CER method can be used by teachers in this 
regard. 

Summary
As different studies reveal, students with higher emotional compe-
tencies have better grades at school and show higher school engage-
ment (e.g. Marquez, Martin, & Brackett, 2006). All of these factors 
negatively correlate with early school leaving (ESL) and developing 
emotional intelligence can thus be an important prevention meas-
ure against ESL.

Programmes for developing EI in schools have been developed and 
implemented in schools showing important improvements in stu-
dents’ emotional competencies. Moreover, the results also show an 
improvement in academic achievements (e.g. Catalano, Berglund, 
Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2002; Greenberg et al., 2003; Clouder 
et al., 2008).

2.2.2 
Developing Students’ Emotional Intelligence 
(EI) to Help Prevent ESL
Tina Rutar Leban and Maša Vidmar
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In the paper, we present the Circular Emotional Reaction (CER) 
method for children and adolescents (Rutar Leban, 2011) as a meth-
od for guiding students through their experience of an (unpleas-
ant) emotion. It is based on the theory of circular emotional reaction 
(Milivojević, 2008). The method consists of five steps: (1) helping the 
child to calm down; (2) asking what happened; (3) summarising and 
naming the emotion the child is experiencing; (4) helping the child 
to evaluate the situation; and (5) helping the child to think about 
the strategy for his/her action. The method can be used with chil-
dren aged from 2 years up. At approximately the age of 15, the aver-
age teenager can understand the CER model and is able to relate it to 
his/her emotional experiences and thus it can be explained to them 
in a lecture or workshop (Rutar Leban, 2011). The method helps chil-
dren and teenagers develop emotional awareness and regulation. It 
supports students in their understanding of perceiving, using, un-
derstanding and regulating their emotions, including (unpleasant) 
emotions related to school, which in consequence can lead to ESL.
Key words: emotional intelligence, emotional development, early 
school leaving, CER model, CER method for children and adoles-
cents, emotional competencies, students

Introduction 
Teaching and learning in schools have strong social, emotional and academ-
ic components (Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004). Students usually 
learn in collaboration with their teachers, in the company of their school-
mates, and with the encouragement and support of their family environ-
ment. Emotions can facilitate or block a student’s academic engagement, 
their attitude to school work, commitment, and ultimate academic success 
(Qualter, Gardner, Pope, Hutchinson, & Whiteley, 2012). Relationships and 
emotional processes strongly affect how and what we learn. Schools should 
therefore effectively address these aspects of the educational process for the 
benefit of all students (Elias, 1997). Emotional skills support both the cogni-
tive and social development of young children (Denham, 2007). Emotional 
knowledge predicts academic competence and task orientation in middle 
childhood, even when controlling for verbal ability (Izard, 2002; Izard et 
al., 2001). Further, poor emotional competence amongst adolescents re-
sults in school difficulties associated with academic underachievement, 
such as school drop-out and persistent antisocial behaviour (Gagnon et al., 
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1995; Haapasalo & Tremblay, 1994; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996). Studies re-
veal that students with higher emotional intelligence (EI) show higher so-
cial competencies, have better grades at school and display higher school 
engagement (e.g. Marquez, Martin, & Brackett, 2006). In different studies 
these factors negatively correlate with early school leaving (ESL) and seem 
to work as preventive factors for ESL (Qualter, Gardner, Pope, Hutchinson, 
& Whiteley, 2012). 

In this article, we present different findings in support of the im-
portance of the relationship between students’ EI and their academ-
ic results, which likely prevents ESL. Moreover, we describe a method for 
helping a child/student develop their EI which can be used by teachers, 
parents and other school professionals working with children in everyday 
communication.

Methodology
The article is based on a review of the literature by searching in the 
PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, ERIC, Proquest, Science Direct and Google 
scholar search databases. Key words used in the literature search were 
child’s emotional intelligence, emotional development, students’ unpleas-
ant emotions, emotional support in schools, student-teacher relationship, 
child’s emotional competencies, early school leaving, school drop-out etc. 
For the purposes of the article, we mainly considered scientific papers and 
online scientific books. 

Models of emotional intelligence
Recently, different models of EI have been developed. Some focus on de-
tecting and grouping socio-emotional traits, others focus on emotional 
abilities, while the third group of models conceptualises emotions as mul-
ti-componential processes and concentrate on presenting and explaining 
these processes. 

Some researchers define EI as an emotion-related cognitive ability in-
volving the ability to perceive, use, understand and regulate emotion (Mayer 
& Salovey, 1997; Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2004). These EI models are ad-
dressed as ability EI models. Others define EI as a constellation of emo-
tion-related self-perceptions at the lower levels of personality hierarchies 
(Petrides, Furnham, & Mavroveli, 2007; Petrides, Pita, & Kokkinaki, 2007). 
These EI models are named trait EI models. For example, the theoretical 
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model of emotional competencies developed by Bisquerra and Perez (2007) 
can be considered a trait EI model because it incorporates both cognitive 
and personality dimensions. It groups emotional competencies into five big 
dimensions: emotional awareness, emotional regulation, personal auton-
omy, social competence, and life competencies and well-being. Emotional 
awareness includes the capacity to be aware of one’s own emotions, and the 
ability to detect the emotional climate in a specific context. Emotional reg-
ulation describes the capacity to use and express emotions appropriately. It 
requires being aware of the relationship between emotion, cognition and 
behaviour, and to have efficient coping strategies and capacity to self-gen-
erate positive emotions. Personal autonomy refers to a group of character-
istics such as self-esteem, positive life attitude, responsibility, capacity to 
critically analyse social rules, capacity to look for help and resources when 
needed, and self-efficacy beliefs. Social competence addresses the capaci-
ty to establish positive relationships with other people. Life competencies 
and well-being refers to the capacity to display responsible and appropri-
ate behaviors to solve personal, family, professional and social problems to 
achieve better individual and society well-being. 

In comparison to trait models, the ability EI models explain EI as the 
capacity to process emotional information in order to enhance cognitive 
activities and facilitate social functioning. The ability model by Mayer and 
Salovey (1997) identifies four abilities linking cognitive processes with emo-
tions and emotions with thinking. These four abilities are perceiving, us-
ing, understanding and managing emotions.

On the other hand, the model of Circular Emotional Reaction (CER 
model) (Milivojević, 2008) focuses on multi-componential processes that 
occur in the organism while experiencing emotions. It explains the se-
quence of processes that lead from the perception of the stimulus to the in-
dividual’s reaction to it. This model’s advantage is that it is easily compre-
hensible and can be directly used in programmes for developing the EI of 
teenagers and adults. 

EI, academic performance, learning and early school leaving
Different studies have focused directly on the relationship between EI and 
academic performance. For example, correlations between EI and school 
grades ranged from r= .20 to .25 for college students (Barchard, 2003; 
Brackett & Mayer, 2003; Lam & Kirby, 2002; Parker, Creque, Barnhart, 
Harris Irons, Majeski, Wood, Bond, & Hogan, 2004) and r= .28 to .32 for 
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high school students (Parker, Summerfeldt, Hogan, & Majeski, 2004). 
However, in some studies, once general intelligence and personality were 
controlled, the correlation between EI and school grades did not remain 
statistically significant (Barchard, 2003; Brackett & Mayer, 2003; Lam & 
Kirby, 2002). In their research, Marquez, Martin and Brackett (2006) con-
cluded that in a sample of high school students EI was related to six out of 
nine variables of social competence and final school grades. The most ro-
bust connections were between EI and self-confidence, prosocial behav-
iour, and academic grades. All of these associations remained significant 
when general intelligence and personality were controlled. 

Some authors (e.g. Berrocal & Aranda, 2008) stress that nowadays 
it is necessary to educate the emotional intelligence of children. This 
idea of emotional education is also theoretically supported and under-
going constant revision and updates (e.g. Goleman, 1995; Mayer, Caruso, 
Perkins, & Salovey, 2001; Gardner, 1993; Cherniss, 2000; Hedlund & 
Sternberg, 2000, among many others). Experts in this field agree cer-
tain emotional competencies can be learnt, and that there is a need to 
integrate them within the early and continuous learning of students in 
schools (e.g. Caruso, Mayer, & Salovey, 2002; Petrides, Frederickson, & 
Furnham, 2004; Saarni, 2000). 

By promoting social and emotional learning programmes in schools, 
educators try to minimise emotional and behavioural problems that in-
terfere with the learning process and the development of positive peer re-
lationships (Aber, Brown, & Henrich, 1999). Research shows that, without 
intervention, students who experience difficulties in regulating their emo-
tional experiences early in their schooling continue to experience academic, 
emotional and behavioural difficulties later on in life (Huffman, Mehlinger, 
& Kerivan, 2000). Moreover, researchers have found that early emotion-
al and behavioural problems lead to school failure, dropout, depression, 
low self-esteem, involvement in a delinquent lifestyle during adolescence, 
peer and teacher rejection, and vocational problems (Kamps & Tankersley, 
1996). EI has an important impact on academic success, even after personal-
ity and academic intelligence are statistically controlled (Marquez, Martin, 
& Brackett, 2006; Lyons & Schneider, 2005). Trait EI is also an important 
factor in the academic achievement of university and high school students 
(e.g.,  Austin, Evans, Goldwater, & Potter, 2005;  Downey, Mountstephen, 
Lloyd, Hansen, & Stough, 2008; Parker, Summerfeldt, Hogan, & Majeski, 
2004). In addition, it is an important predictor when academic success is 
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conceptualised as dropout versus completion of Year 1 at university (Parker 
et al., 2004; Qualter et al., 2012), and exclusions versus non-exclusions in 
secondary school (Petrides et al., 2004; Qualter et al., 2012).

Different programmes and methods for developing students’ 
emotional competencies at school

The findings about how social and emotional competencies influence stu-
dents’ academic performance led to the development of different pro-
grammes to support the development of these competencies in school. 
Socio-emotional programmes for elementary school students, such as 
Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (Greenberg, Kusché, & Mihalic, 
1998) and Second Step (Grossman et al., 1997), as well as compressive mul-
ti-componential programmes like Fast Track (Bierman et al., 1999) have 
been shown to affect several of the core socio-emotional competencies, in-
cluding self-control, a moral belief system, and decision-making skills, as 
well as co-occurring behavioural problems. These effects were also shown 
to improve academic achievement and reduce early school leaving.

Several studies have investigated the impact of different programmes 
for developing EI (e.g. Catalano et al., 2002; Greenberg et al., 2003; 
Clouder et al., 2008). Their findings show an important effect of such pro-
grammes in all institutional settings from kindergarten to high school. 
The results of a meta-analysis (Greenberg et al., 2003) that analysed 300 
social and emotional learning programmes show that such programmes 
produce significant improvements in students’ school performance. A 
study by Nelis and colleagues (2009) found that young adults who partic-
ipated in an intensive emotional training course significantly improved 
their emotional intelligence levels. This improvement was also sustained 
six months later. In the same study (Nelis et al., 2009), the authors de-
tected three kinds of design problems limiting the majority of EI training 
programmes they examined: 1) most are not based on a solid theoretical 
model; 2) they only target certain dimensions of emotional intelligence; 
and 3) they do not use control groups. In light of these findings, the focus 
when developing future EI programmes and methods should be on over-
coming these shortcomings. The CER method for children and adoles-
cents presented below tries to surmount these problems. It is based on a 
theoretical model – the CER model (Milivojević, 2008). Moreover, it is a 
multi-component model that focuses and explains different dimensions 
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of EI, including emotional awareness, emotional regulation, personal au-
tonomy, social competence etc.

Developing students’ EI with the CER method for children 
and adolescents 

The CER model explains the cognitive, physiological and behavioural pro-
cesses that occur in the course of a person’s pleasant and unpleasant emo-
tion. Further, it explains the processes that lead to the emotion and the pro-
cesses that happen subsequently and presents them in a circular sequence. 
It helps someone develop emotional awareness and emotional regulation by 
helping them perceive, understand and manage their emotions.

The CER model (Milivojević, 2008) describes seven steps which ex-
plain different phases in the process of the emotion arising and the emo-
tional reaction being formed: stimulus situation, perception, apperception, 
valorisation, physiological reaction, action tendency, thinking, action (see 
the figure).

The CER method for children and adolescents (Rutar Leban, 2011) was 
developed based on the theory and model of the CER (Milivojević, 2008). 
The reasoning behind the method’s development was the idea that by talk-
ing to the child through the whole process of the emotional reaction while 
he/she is experiencing it an adult helps them raise awareness and regu-
lation about the inner cognitive processes they experience. If the child is 
frequently exposed to this method, they can eventually internalise it and 
achieve greater emotional awareness (Rutar Leban, 2011). The method con-
sists of five steps (having adapted the 8 steps of the original CER model): (1) 
helping the child to calm down; (2) asking what happened; (3) summarising 
and naming the emotion the child is experiencing; (4) helping the child to 
evaluate and valorise the situation; and (5) helping the child to think about 
the strategy for his/her action. 

In Figure 6, the five steps of the CER method for children and adoles-
cents are presented (in orange) relative to the CER model (in blue).
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Figure 6. The CER method for children and adolescents 
(Rutar Leban, 2011) based on the CER model (Milivojević, 2008)

1. Helping the child to calm down
If the child is experiencing a very strong emotion (this usually happens 
when experiencing unpleasant emotions), we must first calm them down 
so they are able to follow the conversation. 

Example: a 13-year-old boy gets a D in a maths test and starts crying 
during the lesson. His usual/average grade in maths is C.

The teacher approaches the boy, leans closer, hugs him or caresses 
him if appropriate. Speaks if necessary (e.g. I see you don’t feel well. I am 
here to help, we can talk about it. and waits for the boy to stop crying. 
Maybe gives him a tissue and brings him a glass of water or asks other stu-
dents in the classroom to do so. Speaks if necessary (e.g. Here, use a tissue 
and drink some water). Focusing on drinking and cleaning the face helps 
the child calm down. The teacher can also suggest the boy goes to the toi-
let and washes his face. The movement and cold water also help in calm-
ing down.

1. Stimulus 
situation

2. Perception

3. Apperception

4. Valorization

5. Physiological 
reaction

6. Action 
tendency

7. Thinking

8. Action

1. Calm the 
child
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4. Help 
valorize

3. Naming the 
emotion

5. Helping to 
think
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If the child is still too overwhelmed by the emotion and unable to par-
ticipate in the conversation, the adult needs to give them the right space to 
be able to calm down. Sometimes, the only thing that helps a child over-
whelmed by emotion to calm down is to be alone in a quiet and safe space. 

2. Asking what happened
In this step, the adult investigates the situation (stimulus situation) in 
which the emotion has arisen. It is important that the adult does not as-
sume which emotion the child is experiencing before they hear what hap-
pened. The emotion arises according to the child’s perception and apper-
ception of the situation which is unique for each individual and includes 
their previous experiences and beliefs about the situation. Hearing the 
child’s understanding of the stimulus situation enables the adult to detect 
the emotion the child is experiencing and the reasons for this emotion to 
have arisen (the child’s valorisation process). 

Question adults ask in this step: What happened? What is bothering 
you? Why does this bother you?

Example: 
When the boy stops crying, the teacher can start the conversation.
Teacher (T): What is bothering you? (Even though the teacher suspects 

the boy is crying because of the grade, they need to ensure this is really the 
reason and find out why this grade is so important.)

Child (C): this grade.
T: Why is this grade bothering you?
C: I don’t think the grade is fair.
T: I see. Why do you think the grade is not fair?
C: Because you did not tell us that the circle circumference will also be 

in the test and I did not study it.

3. Summarising and naming the emotion the child is experiencing
When the adult has enough information and has detected the emotion the 
child is experiencing, they name it and thus label all the physical sensations 
and mental processes they are experiencing.

Example:
T: I see you are angry at me, because you think I was unfair.
C: yes.
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It is important that the adult identifies and names the right emotion. 
For example, we feel anger when someone unjustifiably interferes with our 
plans (e.g. sister A takes sister B’s favourite dress without asking and sister 
B planned to wear it, but now she can’t). We are sad when we forever lose 
someone (or something) very dear and close to us (e.g. a relative or a pet 
dies; a dear and close friend moves far away) (Milivojević, 2008). Adults 
tend to confuse the feeling of anger and sadness in children. Children tend 
to cry when they are angry because crying is their first tool for expressing 
an unpleasant emotion and they are still learning the right way to express 
it. On the other hand, adults usually cry only when they are sad. That is why 
adults link crying with sadness and tend to ask crying children why they 
are sad. In this way, they communicate the wrong message to children. That 
is why it is important to investigate the child’s perception and apperception 
before making assumptions about their emotions. Moreover, it is impor-
tant to be able to define different emotions. 

4. Helping the child to evaluate and valorise the situation
In this step, the adult summarises the child’s valorisation of the stimulus 
situation. The adult describes the importance and significance of the situ-
ation for the child.

Example:
T: I see you really value fairness in a relationship. I understand that 

this is why you decided to be angry at me. 
Hearing the valorisation of the stimulus situation in this way helps 

children understand that it is their decision which starts the emotional re-
action. It gives them control over their emotions and thus shows them they 
can regulate them successfully.

5. Helping the child to think about the strategy for his/her action
The last s tep includes helping t he child t hink about t he actions t hey can 
take to stop the emotional reaction they are feeling. The a dult’s r ole i n 
this step is to encourage the child to elaborate different strategies that can 
lead to calming the emotional reaction down and establishing the previ-
ous equilibrium and the natural, calm inner feeling. According to the CER 
model, when experiencing an unpleasant emotion we have three possible 
strategies for stopping the emotion:
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- changing our own valorisation of the situation, e.g. changing our 
own view and understanding of the stimulus situation;

- changing the other person’s behaviour, e.g. changing the view and 
understanding of the other person involved and make them be-
have according to our own ideas; and

- changing or avoiding the environment in which the stimulus sit-
uation is constantly occurring.

The role of the adult in this step is to help the child understand they 
have all these possibilities for acting. The adult also guides the child through 
the process of understanding which strategy is the most effective in this 
specific situation. It depends on the maturity of the child how much the 
adult will direct and guide this process. When the child is still very young 
(2 to 5 years old), the adult talks them through the whole process. Children 
older than 10 years and familiar with this method can do the thinking al-
most by themselves; they just need the initial direction.

Example:
T: What do you think you can do that will change how you feel?

Table 2. EI dimensions developed with the CER method for children and adolescents

Steps of the CER method for children 
and adolescents EI dimensions developed

Step 1: Helping the child calm down Emotional regulation: learning new strategies 
to calm emotional reactions

Step 2: Asking what happened Emotional awareness: understanding the situa-
tion in which the emotion arises

Step 3: Summarising and naming the emotion 
the child is experiencing

Emotional awareness: recognition of emotion, 
naming emotions

Step 4: Helping the child to evaluate and valori-
se the situation

Emotional awareness: understanding why emo-
tion arises
Personal autonomy: learning about yourself, 
own values
Social competence: learning why others can feel 
a different emotion in the same situation

Step 5: Helping the child to think about the 
strategy for his/her action

Emotional regulation: learning strategies to 
stop the emotional reaction
Social competence: learning the strategies to 
communicate emotions to others 
Personal autonomy: learning to plan and evalu-
ate different possibilities 

Teacher can help the boy understand that he has three different possibil-
ities. He can ask other students if they knew about the circle circumference 
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being part of the test and try to understand why he did not know (chang-
ing his own view and understanding of the stimulus situation). He can also 
try to convince the teacher to change his grade (changing the other person’s 
behaviour). Or he can find a way to avoid the teacher he thinks is unfair by 
changing class, or even the school, maybe skipping school or even dropping 
out of school (changing or avoiding the environment in which the stimulus 
situation is constantly occurring).

As already emphasised, the CER method for children and adolescents 
helps students develop different dimensions of EI, including emotional 
awareness, emotional regulation, personal autonomy, social competence 
etc. In the table below, we define the EI dimensions children and adoles-
cents develop in each of the method’s five steps.

Application of the CER method for children and adolescents 
in pedagogical practice and ESL prevention

The method can be used with children aged from 2 years up. Teachers 
and other adults who work with students can use this method in their 
everyday communication with children and adolescents whenever they 
experience an unpleasant emotion. With younger children, the method 
can also be applied while reading stories where a literary character is 
experiencing unpleasant emotions. The teacher can use the method to 
guide students through the understanding of the emotional experience 
of the character in the book. In the same way, the method can be used 
with teenagers, for example by analysing an emotional experience that 
really happened to a teenager or using a book appropriate for teenagers. 
The method helps children and teenagers develop their emotional aware-
ness and regulation. It supports students in their understanding of per-
ceiving, using, understanding and regulating emotions. Further, using 
this method especially helps teenagers who have less social and emo-
tional support in their families and usually have less motivation to par-
ticipate in ESL programmes that are not part of the obligatory school 
lessons. These teenagers are also more at risk for behavioural problems, 
lower achievements and ESL (Gagnon et al., 1995; Haapasalo & Tremblay, 
1994; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996). Supporting the development of chil-
dren’s and adolescents’ social and emotional skills and competencies is 
an important part of ESL prevention in schools.

At approximately the age of 15, the average teenager can understand 
the CER model if we explain it to them by showing them the model. They 
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are able to relate the model to their emotional experiences and it can thus 
be used in a workshop or other activities on EI in the school environment 
(Rutar Leban, 2011).

Conclusions
Studies show that the relationships and emotional processes students expe-
rience in school strongly affect how and what they learn (Elias et al., 1997). 
Emotional competencies support the cognitive and social development of 
young children (Denham, 2007) and predict academic achievement (Izard, 
2002;  Izard et al., 2001). Thus, the development of social and emotional 
competencies has become an important goal of the education system.

Different ESL programmes have been developed and implement-
ed in schools to help students improve in this area. The impact of these 
programmes has been proven to be positive (e.g. Catalano et al., 2002; 
Greenberg et al., 2003; Clouder et al., 2008), showing significant improve-
ments in students’ school performance (Greenberg et al., 2003). 

Besides SL programmes that are usually implemented in schools out-
side the basic compulsory curriculum, there are methods that can be used 
during everyday interaction with students and can support students’ emo-
tional and social development. One of these methods is the CER method 
for children and adolescents (Rutar Leban, 2011) that was developed based 
on the Circular Emotional Reaction theory (Milivojević, 2008). While us-
ing this method adults guide children and adolescents through their ex-
perience of an unpleasant emotion and help them raise emotional aware-
ness and regulation through the following steps: 1. Helping the child calm 
down; 2. Asking what happened; 3. Summarising and naming the emotion 
the child is experiencing; 4. Helping the child to evaluate and valorise the 
situation; and 5. Helping the child to think about the strategy for his/her ac-
tion. Especially with teenagers who already have behavioural and academic 
problems in school and thus experience many unpleasant emotions in the 
school environment, this method can help them understand why they feel 
this way and how they can react to stop the emotional reaction. Better emo-
tional competencies and skills can help adolescents have better academic 
achievements (Izard, 2002) and represent an important preventive factor 
for ESL and persistent antisocial behaviour (Gagnon et al., 1995; Haapasalo 
& Tremblay, 1994; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996). 
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Synopsis
Supporting the development of a positive academic self-concept is an 
important factor in preventing ESL. In order to support its develop-
ment, teachers should pay attention to how they provide feedback to 
their students (i.e. negative feedback should only be directed to the 
behaviour/achievement/result and never to the person). 

Summary
Self-concept is defined as a person’s conception of themselves (Bong 
& Skaalvik, 2003), which includes the set of characteristics, abilities, 
attitudes and values an individual believes defines them. It is multi-
dimensional and contains an individual’s perception of a variety of 
areas (Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton, 1976). The academic self-con-
cept forms part of the self-concept that includes one’s characteris-
tics, abilities, attitudes and values that refer to the academic context 
one finds oneself in (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003).

Empirical and theoretical evidence shows that academic self-con-
cept may be associated with ESL. For example, ESLers and undera-
chievers are identified as having lower self-esteem, a lower academic 
self-concept and a lower perception of self-efficiency than other stu-
dents (PPMI, 2014). Other studies reveal the importance of a posi-
tive self-concept for achieving good results at school (Schunk, 2003), 

2.2.3 
The Student’s Academic Self-concept 
and its Link with ESL
Tina Rutar Leban
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itself recognised as an important preventive factor for ESL (e. g. 
Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Lan & Lanthier, 2003). 
Since one’s academic self-concept primarily develops in the school 
environment (or similar environments) relative to teachers’ feedback 
to a student’s school achievements (Bean & Lipka, 1986; Milivojević, 
2004) as well as the teacher-student relationship, it is important for 
teachers to understand the development of (academic) self-concept 
and their role as students’ significant others in it. In terms of com-
municating negative feedback, it is paramount that teachers recog-
nise the difference between criticism of behaviour and criticism of 
the person (Milivojević, 2004). Negative feedback should only be di-
rected to the behaviour/achievement/result and never to the individ-
ual involved.
Key words: ESL, self-concept, academic self-concept, school achieve-
ments, motivation for school work

Introduction
School achievement and success such as high grades and school completion 
do not take place in a vacuum. To achieve success at school, students must 
not only value school but believe they are capable of achieving success. The 
influence of psychological factors like self-concept, motivation, and readi-
ness to take on challenges are important factors that predict school success 
or ESL (e.g. Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Lan & Lanthier, 2003).

Typically, children enter the middle-childhood years very optimistic 
about their ability to master a wide array of tasks, including their school-
work (Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998; Parsons & Ruble, 1977; Stipek, 
1984). When asked how good they are at reading, maths etc., most first 
graders rank themselves near the top of the class, and there is essentially no 
relationship between their ability self-ratings and actual performance lev-
els (Nicholls, 1979; Wigfield, 1997). By age 10, however, students are typical-
ly less optimistic, and there is a much stronger correlation between their 
self-ratings and actual performance. Their academic self-concepts and ex-
pectations of success tend to decline during elementary school. This de-
cline in their academic self-concept and motivation for school continues 
through adolescence, and may lead students to avoid certain school sub-
jects or drop out of school altogether. 

This article explores various aspects of the relationship between 
students’ academic self-concept and ESL risk factors. It explains the 
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development of academic self-concept and presents the role teachers play in 
it. Moreover, it offers some practical suggestions for teachers to use in peda-
gogical practice. It includes some examples and suggestions for teachers to 
consider while giving students feedback on their school work and achieve-
ments so as to support the development of a healthy academic self-concept.

Methodology
The article is based on a review of the literature entailing searches in the 
PsycINFO, ERIC, Proquest, Science Direct and Google scholar, Proquest 
Dissertation & Theses Global databases. Key words used in the literature 
search were predictors for ESL, self-concept, academic self-concept, self-ef-
ficacy, school achievements, motivation for school work, school dropout 
etc. For the purposes of the article, we mainly considered scientific papers 
and some scientific books available online. 

Development of self-concept and academic self-concept
Self-concept is defined as a person’s conception of themselves (Bong & 
Skaalvik, 2003). It includes the set of characteristics, abilities, attitudes and 
values a person believes defines them. Although self-concept can be viewed 
and measured as a general construct, studies show it is multidimensional 
and that it should be defined and measured in different areas of life, such 
as academic self-concept or self-concept with respect to reading etc. (Bong 
& Skaalvik, 2003).

The development of self is a process of various interrelated and inter-
acting developments or phases occurring in an individual’s life. Individuals 
are not born with a self-concept or an awareness of self-perception. It must 
be learned and developed implicitly and indirectly throughout one’s life 
(Hattie, 1992). Frey and Carlock (1983) suggested that many modalities of 
learning influence the development of self-concept, including direct expe-
rience, verbal/nonverbal human interaction, social learning through par-
enting, schooling, and various group memberships. The social context of 
the child is considered to exert the greatest influence on development of 
the child’s self-concept (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996; 
Shavelson et al., 1976). The self-concept builds on the child’s experience and 
learning history and is influenced by important people close to the child 
(Nalavany & Carawan, 2012; Shavelson et al., 1976). Some researchers argue 
that it is the parents who have the primary influence over development of 
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the child’s self-concept (Emler, 2001), while others contend that friends and 
teachers have a bigger impact on developing an individual student’s self-im-
age (e.g. Burnett & Demnar, 1996; Burns, 1982; Glazzard, 2010; Humphrey, 
2003; Troia, Shankland, & Wolbers, 2012). 

Learning about oneself begins with physical interactions and contin-
ues through behavioural and social development. Finally, it is psycholog-
ically internalised. During infancy, the initial mother-infant relationship 
provides the responses to and acceptance of the infant by the mother. This 
internalisation of the care, love and feelings of significant others during in-
fancy becomes part of the internal structure of the self-concept. It influ-
ences both the initial and subsequent levels of self-concept (Bowlby, 2008). 
Throughout childhood, the child begins to interact more and more with 
his/her social environment. Their level of social competence is defined by 
obvious success and failure. More precisely, it is not the failure to achieve 
per se that builds a negative self-concept; it is the way significant people in 
the child’s life react to such failure and interpret it that defines the outcome 
as a failure and thus builds the negative self-concept (Pollard & Pollard, 
2014).

Middle childhood is the period when the initial rapid physical growth 
and physical advancement begins to slow down (Sols & Mullen, 1982). The 
child’s social experiences expand to the school environment and signifi-
cant others begin to include teachers and other adults. Self-concept in mid-
dle childhood relates especially to performance in school work tasks and 
in games with friends (Bean & Lipka, 1986). This is also the period when 
the academic self-concept starts to develop. The academic self-concept is 
part of the self-concept that includes one’s characteristics, abilities, atti-
tudes and values that refer to one’s academic context in comparison to ac-
ademic standards and peers (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). In their academic 
context, students primarily define themselves according to the feedback 
they receive from the teacher (and wider school environment) about their 
academic achievements and other school-related behaviour. Establishing 
a healthy academic self-concept is especially important at the beginning 
of schooling, when students first receive the teacher’s feedback about their 
achievements. However, each new teacher the student meets becomes an 
opportunity to obtain different feedback (perhaps feedback about a new 
school subject) and thus improve or expand their academic self-concept. 
At the same time, each relationship with a new teacher also brings the risk 
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of negatively influencing the academic self-concept, especially in academic 
subjects or areas new to the student. 

In late childhood and adolescence, the social context and the school 
environment become even more important factors that influence the devel-
opment of self-concept. The school structure changes from a self-contained 
class with a limited number of students and guided instruction to a more 
open schedule of classes with a bigger number of students and/or teach-
ers and independent instruction. Peer interactions become more important 
and intense. This all brings pre-adolescents face to face with some impor-
tant changes that then lead to changes in or threats to their self-concept and 
academic self-concept (Hattie, 1992). Moreover, when adolescents change 
schools and move to high school their academic self-concept encounters 
a fresh challenge: it is being re-evaluated in another context, in their eyes 
possibly also a more serious and important context than elementary school 
(Bean & Lipka, 1986; Hattie, 1992). It is thus even more important for teach-
ers who teach adolescents to understand how they can support the devel-
opment of a healthy academic self-concept among their students. This ex-
plains why it is even more important to pay attention to students’ academic 
self-concept in the periods of pre-adolescence and adolescence. 

Academic self-concept and risk factors for ESL
Students’ perceptions of themselves and their abilities are an important 
component of achievement motivation and a predictor of student engage-
ment in school (National Research Council, 2003). Different studies have 
examined a number of self-perceptions and their relationship to high school 
ESL and graduation. All of these perceptions are constructed as compos-
ite measures based on student responses to questions about their academ-
ic self-concept. 

Academic self-concept is often shown to be an important precursor of 
school engagement, itself shown to be a predictor of ESL. More specifically, 
a positive academic self-concept results in higher levels of task engagement 
(Eccles, 1983). This relationship between academic self-concept and school 
engagement also forms part of the conceptual model of high school perfor-
mance (Rumberger & Rotermund, 2012) where self-perception (as an over-
all term for self-concept and self-esteem) is considered a precursor of en-
gagement and engagement is viewed as a precursor of student achievement, 
which in turn can influence subsequent attitudes, including self-perception, 
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and is also regarded as an important ESL predictor (e.g. Battin-Pearson et 
al., 2000; Lan & Lanthier, 2003).

Different studies have also established a correlation between academ-
ic self-concept and academic achievement (e.g. Helmke & van Aken, 1995; 
Skaalvik & Hagtvet, 1990), which is also considered an important predictor 
of ESL (e.g. Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Lan & Lanthier, 2003). Moreover, re-
search reveals the importance of a positive self-concept for achieving good 
results at school (Schunk, 2003). It is also shown that students with various 
degrees of self-conception exhibit different cognitive, social and emotion-
al behaviour at school (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003), such as students’ academic 
engagement (e.g. Skaalvik & Rankin, 1996; Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell, 
1990), goal-setting (Bong, 2001; Skaalvik, 1997), task choice (Bandura & 
Schunk, 1981; Pajares & Miller, 1995), persistence and effort (e.g. Skaalvik 
& Rankin, 1995), intrinsic motivation (Gottfried, 1990; Harter, 1982; Mac 
Iver, Stipek, & Daniels, 1991; Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988; Skaalvik, 
1997; Skaalvik, & Rankin, 1996), strategy use (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; 
Wolters & Pintrich, 1998), performance and achievement (e.g. Bandura, 
Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996, Skaalvik & Vals, 1999) and even 
career selection (e.g. Bets & Hackett, 1981, 1983).

Figure 7. The relationship between self-concept and students’ cognitive, social and 
emotional behaviour

A recent study (PPMI, 2014) identifies the competence profiles of ESLers 
and underachievers. The study results show that ESLers tend to have low 
self-esteem, a low academic self-concept and a lower perception of self-ef-
ficacy. Other studies reveal that self-concept plays a significant role in en-
hancing students’ intrinsic motivation, positive emotion, and performance 
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– all shown in different studies to be important factors for preventing ESL 
(e.g. Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Lan & Lanthier, 2003).

Developing a healthy academic self-concept at school
At school, the teacher is an important adult for students. Students’ academ-
ic self-concept is built through the teacher-student relationship, thus the 
teacher has an important impact on developing the students’ healthy aca-
demic self-concept that will support their academic development (Bean & 
Lipka, 1986; Milivojević, 2004; Rutar Leban, 2011) and act as a factor pre-
venting ESL. It is hence important for teachers to understand their role in 
developing students’ academic self-concept. Moreover, it is important they 
learn how to efficiently and supportively give their students feedback about 
their academic achievements in order to help them build a healthy academ-
ic self-concept (Milivojević, 2004).  

Milivojević (2004) explains that to support the development of an ap-
propriate (academic) self-concept the child (student) must learn to distin-
guish between himself as a person and his/her behaviour, mistakes/failures, 
successes etc. The child (student) needs to understand that mistakes and 
failures are an inevitable part of life, but do not define the person. Students 
must accept that mistakes are a necessary element of learning and that a 
person makes mistakes throughout their whole life. He argues that the ver-
bal communication between the significant other and the child is absolute-
ly crucial in this process. He explains that when a child (student) makes a 
mistake, the adult must target their criticism at the child’s (student’s) be-
haviour, not at them as a person. It is not the failure to achieve that produc-
es low self-esteem and a negative (academic) self-concept. As already stat-
ed, it is the way significant people in the child’s life react to such failure that 
defines their (academic) self-concept (Pollard & Pollard, 2014).

According to Milivojević (2004), clearly distinguishing between the 
child’s (student’s) behaviour and them as a person supports a positive and 
productive (academic) self-concept even when the child’s (student’s) behav-
iour/achievement is not as expected. This is important for the child’s (stu-
dent’s) motivation. It is only if children (students) believe they are capable 
of producing better behaviour/results/achievements (if they have a healthy, 
positive and realistic self-concept) that they will be motivated to put greater 
effort into changing their inappropriate behaviour or achieving improved 
results (Milivojević, 2004). If they receive negative feedback addressed to 
them as a person (e.g. “You are slow and inaccurate in multiplying”), they 
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start to believe they are incapable and do not see any sense in trying harder 
since there is no ‘capability within’ that can be further developed through 
practising/additional effort. If teachers understand these basic rules in com-
municating feedback on students’ work, they can easily apply them in the 
classroom and thereby help students develop a healthy academic self-con-
cept and consequently prevent ESL.

Below are some examples that help clarify the difference between crit-
icism addressed to the student’s behaviour and criticism addressed to a stu-
dent as a person. The examples also include an additional explanation to 
help students distinguish between the person and the behaviour. 

 Example 1: A student (secondary school/high school) has prepared 
a science project and is presenting it to the class. His presentation is 
not at the best of his capabilities. In term of grades, he gets a C, al-
though he is mostly used to receiving A and B.

 Criticism addressed to the behaviour: Your presentation lacked a 
bit of clarification at times and I missed greater interaction with 
the audience.

 Criticism addressed to the child as a person: You were boring and 
not clear enough. (unsuitable for academic self-concept)

To state the difference between the student as a person and their mis-
take/behaviour even more clearly, the teacher should also explain the dif-
ference to the student.

Criticism addressed to the behaviour with an explanation: From my 
point of view, your presentation lacked a bit of clarification at times and I 
missed greater interaction with the audience. When we present something, 
we usually think about the audience we will be presenting to and prepare 
the presentation from their perspective, trying to engage them as much as 
possible and make it as clear as possible for them. I believe you are capa-
ble of doing this and trust that you will be able to improve your presenta-
tion next time. 

In this way, the adults (teachers) criticise the inappropriate behaviour/
result/lower achievement, but also communicate to the children that they 
can produce the appropriate behaviour/higher achievement because they 
are capable of doing that. The message the student receives to help build 
his/her (academic) self-concept is ‘I am capable of making a better pres-
entation, I just made a mistake and this mistake does not define me’. As 
already explained, it is important that the teacher affirms the difference 
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between the student as a person and their achievement/mistake/behaviour 
by explaining this difference to the student.

 Example 2: A student (3rd grade of primary school) was very slow 
in doing the multiplication table and made 10 mistakes in 20 
equations.

 Criticism addressed to the behaviour: Your results with the multi-
plication table today show you solved half the equations correctly 
and the time you needed for solving was slower than yesterday. 

 Criticism addressed to the child as a person: You are slow and inac-
curate in multiplying. (unsuitable for academic self-concept)

To help the student understand the difference between them as a per-
son and their result in multiplying, the teacher should explain even further.

Criticism addressed to the behaviour with an explanation: I noticed 
that your results with the multiplication table today show you solved half 
the equations correctly and the time you needed for solving was slower 
than yesterday. I know you can multiply and I believe if you put more ef-
fort into it tomorrow you can solve 15 equations correctly and improve your 
solving time.

The same rules also apply when communicating to a student criti-
cism of their inappropriate behaviour that does not include their academ-
ic performance. In this case, the teacher’s feedback does not impact the stu-
dent’s academic self-concept but still has an impact on the student’s general 
self-concept (e.g. the “relational” self-concept – the student’s conception of 
their own relational competencies). 

 Example 3: A 12-year-old girl responds rudely to a schoolmate
 Criticism addressed to the behaviour: Your response was rude.
 Criticism addressed to the child as a person: You were rude. (un-

suitable for self-concept)

If the teacher wants to pinpoint the difference between the person and 
the mistake/behaviour, they will explain the difference to the student.

Criticism addressed to the behaviour with an explanation: From my 
perspective, your response to your schoolmate was a bit rude. Usually, we 
use more polite ways in communication. I believe you are a polite girl and 
I trust that next time you will be able to find a more polite answer for your 
schoolmate.
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In this way, we criticise the inappropriate behaviour but also commu-
nicate to the student that they can produce more appropriate behaviour be-
cause they are capable of doing that. The message the girl receives for her 
self-concept is ‘I am capable of a polite response, I just made a mistake and 
this mistake does not define me or my relational competencies’.  

Since different studies show that a negative academic self-concept has 
an important impact on ESL (e.g. PPMI, 2014; Rumberger & Rotermund, 
2012), we believe that understanding these principles of giving negative 
feedback and applying them in the everyday routine will help teachers bet-
ter support their students, especially adolescent lower achievers who have 
been shown to be most at risk for ESL (e.g. Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Lan 
& Lanthier, 2003). Low achievers are students who every day receive the 
most negative feedback from teachers. When they enter adolescence, they 
already have a negative academic self-concept. By establishing appropri-
ate communication and a good relationship with teachers, the teachers can 
help them change their negative academic self-concept into a more realis-
tic and functional one. This change may be crucial to their decision to stay 
at or leave school.

Conclusions
Self-concept develops through our life experiences in relationship with the 
environment, specifically in our relationship with significant others in our 
environment (Nalavany & Carawan, 2012). It includes the set of character-
istics, abilities, attitudes and values an individual believes defines them. It 
contains an individual’s perception in a variety of areas (Shavelson, Hubner, 
& Stanton, 1976). Academic self-concept forms part of one’s self-concept 
that covers the area of academic education. It encompasses one’s character-
istics, abilities, attitudes and values that refer to the academic context one 
finds oneself in. 

Academic self-concept is developed in the academic/school environ-
ment in which the teacher represents a significant other for the students. 
Therefore, teachers have an important role to play in developing their stu-
dents’ academic self-concept. Their reactions to their students’ school-relat-
ed behaviour and achievements, and their verbal and non-verbal feedback 
on the students’ work provide basic information on which the students can 
build their academic self-concept (Milivojević, 2004; Rutar Leban, 2011). 

This explains why it is important for teachers to understand how they 
can give appropriate feedback about school work to students so as to support 
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the development of a healthy academic self-concept. It is vital for teachers 
to recognise the difference between criticism of behaviour and criticism of 
the person (Milivojević, 2004). Negative feedback should only be given vis-
à-vis the behaviour/achievement/result and never the person. Moreover, 
while communicating feedback, teachers should help the students under-
stand the difference between them as persons and their behaviour/achieve-
ments/successes while also providing encouragement for their future pro-
gress/improvement. According to Milivojević (2004), this helps students 
maintain a positive academic self-concept even when their achievements 
are not as expected. This is important for their motivation. It is only if stu-
dents believe they are capable of achieving better results that they will be 
motivated to put more effort into achieving improved results (Milivojević, 
2004).

Further, possessing a lower academic self-concept is an important ESL 
risk factor. Students who left school before completing it had lower self-es-
teem, a lower academic self-concept and a lower perception of self-efficien-
cy than other students (PPMI, 2014). This is why it is even more important 
for teachers to support the development of a healthy, positive and realistic 
academic self-concept among their students’ to help them establish a life-
long learning concept of living and assist them in staying at school until 
they have accomplished their academic goals.
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Synopsis
Educational resilience is related to staying in school despite high 
risks (e.g. low social economic status, migrant status) present in one’s 
life and, as such, can offer a path for preventing ESL. Enhancing edu-
cational resilience is a result of fostering protective factor(s) on either 
the contextual (family, school, community, e.g. parental education 
trainings, positive school climate improvements…) or individual 
level (e.g. mind-set trainings).

Summary
Resilience entails positive adaptation, e.g. doing well despite high 
risks or adversities. These adversities are either contextual (e.g. pov-
erty, minority status, immigrant status, parental illness, harsh par-
enting…) or individual (e.g. illness, self-control impairment, learn-
ing difficulties, lack of coping skills…). Two models of resilience 
can be used for prevention and intervention planning: protective 
(a protective factor moderates the effect of a risk factor) and com-
pensatory (a protective factor tempers a risk factor). The first one 
supports indicative prevention and the second universal preven-
tion. Educational resilience is defined in terms of educational suc-
cess even though there are personal attributes and environmental 
circumstances which reduce the likelihood of succeeding (Sacker & 
Schoon, 2007). Since the mentioned adversities are also related to 
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ESL, the resilience concept can contribute significantly to under-
standing and preventing ESL by providing an answer to why some 
students stay in school even though high risks for ESL are present 
in their lives. The difference between individuals who are found to 
be more resilient than others in the face of adverse circumstances is 
the number of protective factors: resources (positive contextual fac-
tors) and individual assets (positive individual characteristics) found 
in one’s environment (Masten, 2016). The protective factors can be 
grouped in four categories: child characteristics, family characteris-
tics, community characteristics, and cultural or societal characteris-
tics. Based on a review of possible protective factors, certain practi-
cal implications of enhancing resilience are listed on the contextual 
level (e.g. family, school and community; such as parental educa-
tion trainings, positive school climate improvement, bettering stu-
dent-teacher relations) and individual level (e.g. focusing on mind-
set intervention, boosting social and emotional skills, self-regulation 
techniques). In the conclusion, the importance of enhancing any of 
the protective factors is stressed – even a single protective factor can 
make a great difference to the life of a young person and prevent ESL. 
Key words: ESL, resilience, protective factor, context, individual

Introduction 
Resilience entails positive adaptation, e.g. doing well despite high risks or 
adversities, and the aim of this article was thus to investigate what differen-
tiates students who thrive notwithstanding those risks from those do not 
in order to identify the way this knowledge can be used to prevent ESL. 
The research on resiliency was prompted by the fact that some individu-
als at a high risk due to adversity or disadvantage appear to be function-
ing or developing normally or even flourishing (Masten, 2014; Masten, 
Cutulli, Herbers, & Reed, 2009). Signs of risky circumstances include ad-
verse socio-economic conditions (Felner & DeVries, 2013; Masten, Cutuli, 
Herbers, Hinz, Obranović, & Wenzel, 2014), minority ethnicity (Abubakar 
& Dimitrova, 2016; Kuperminc, Wilkins, Roche, & Alvarez-Jimenez, 2009; 
Motti-Stefanidi, 2015) and parental ill-health (Jaffe, 2013). Resilience re-
search has focused on competencies despite exposure to at-risk environ-
ments (Masten, 1994). Since the mentioned adversities (e.g. low SES, mental 
illness…) are also related to ESL (Turner, Thurston, Gaye, & Gentry, 2008), 
the concept of resilience can contribute significantly to understanding and 



pr e v e n t i ng e sl by e n h a nci ng r e si l i e nc y

145

preventing ESL. Thus, this article aims to identify the factors positively re-
lated to resilience in order to find a way to plan resilience enhancement to 
prevent ESL. 

Methodology 
In the literature search, we used the database PsychArticles (EBSHOST) 
with the key words: early school leaving (in title) & resilience (in title) – 
0 articles; drop out (in title) & resilience (in title) – 0 articles; early school 
leaving (anywhere in text) & resilience (anywhere in text) – 611 (4 selected 
based on reviewing the abstract). Other than the four articles, we used spe-
cial issues on resilience (European Journal of Developmental Psychology) 
and handbooks of resilience as the main source (with extensive backward 
searching). 

Resilience
From a system perspective, resilience refers to the capacity to successfully 
adapt to disturbances that threaten the function, viability or development 
of a system. Observable success in adapting to such challenges is termed 
manifested resilience (Masten, 2016). Moreover, the building stones of this 
effective adaptation are those that can be used in ESL prevention. As stat-
ed in the resilience research, a common goal of the research has been to es-
tablish the characteristics of the processes leading to resilience in order to 
promote these processes in other youth at risk (Borge, Motti-Srefanidi, & 
Masten, 2016; Turner, Thurston, Gaye, & Gentry, 2008). 

The characteristics of individuals found to be more resilient than oth-
ers in such adverse circumstances are the number of resources or protective 
factors present in one’s environment (Masten, 2016). The more protective 
factors there are in one’s life, the more capable the individual is of adapt-
ing to adverse circumstances. The role of protective factors depends on the 
model of resilience. Two key models of resilience are identified in the liter-
ature: the compensatory model and the protection model (Schoon, 2006). 
In the compensatory model, the existence of protective factors cancels out 
the effect of adversity or risk. A compensatory resilience model assumes 
that resources and assets are independent of the risk factor; that they have a 
direct effect on an outcome; and that they fully or partially compensate or 
counteract the effects of the risk. The protective model assumes that pos-
itive factors buffer or moderate the negative influence of exposure to risk. 
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Figure 8. The compensatory and protective models of resilience

The two models hold different implications for potential intervention. 
With the protection model, the policies that target at-risk populations are 
indicated (the interventions are directed at at-risk groups in order to accom-
modate intervention in characteristics of the at-risk group), whereas the 
universal provision of resources is suggested by the compensatory model 
(where the protective factor is independent of the risk factors and therefore 
has a positive effect on its own, for everyone). Sacker and Schoon (2007) 
propose an additional model (the “reserve capacity” model) in which the 
protective effect of promotive factors appears with some time delay (Sacker 
& Schoon, 2007), indicating that when one is exposed to protective factors 
this may not result in an immediate positive change, but can accumulate 
and have a positive effect later in life. Protective factors comprise individu-
al assets (such as confidence, coping skills) and contextual factors (such as 
parental support). Stressing the importance of both: individual factors and 
contextual factors result in the definition of resilience as a process and not a 
fixed trait (Ostaszewski, 2012). This is related to contemporary research and 
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theory on resilience, which understands resilience as an outcome of indi-
vidual–context relations and not as a resilience trait that is inherent to the 
individual (Kaplan, 2013; Masten, 2016). Some children who face stressful, 
high-risk situations fare well in life, but their chances of doing so depend 
on the extent to which the risk factors in their lives are balanced by protec-
tive factors, both individual and environmental (Jackson & Martin, 1998). 
A key feature of resilience in the face of adversity is that it requires the ex-
istence of protective factors that reduce the prospect of a negative outcome 
or increase the likelihood of a positive one (Sacker & Schoon, 2007).

Resilience and ESL
Educational resilience is defined in terms of educational success despite 
personal attributes and environmental circumstances that reduce the like-
lihood of succeeding (Sacker & Schoon, 2007). Due to the complexity of 
resilience itself, the question of how we can use resilience theory to pre-
vent ESL is multifaceted. Students more prone to ESL are also students who 
come from an at-risk environment (e.g. low SES, harsh parenting…) or 
have individual vulnerabilities (e.g. mental health issues, learning difficul-
ties…). ESL may be understood as a non-resilient outcome – the interplay 
between individual characteristics and the context has not yielded positive 
outcomes. Therefore, the intervention or change can be directed to enhanc-
ing one or possibly several protective factors.

The main findings in relation to remaining in education beyond the 
mandatory leaving age and preventing ESL follows the hypothesis that pro-
motive factors (either at the individual or contextual level) can act inde-
pendently and cumulatively to support educational aspirations. Regarding 
ESL prevention, the compensatory model of resilience (fostering protective 
factors in order to reduce the effect of risk factors for ESL) is more useful 
(Sacker & Schoon, 2007). When looking at the important protective factors, 
these vary according to the developmental period one is in. For instance, 
in early life, reserve capacity for education was topped up predominant-
ly from interpersonal (i.e. family) resources whereas in later life it is pre-
dominantly from individual assets (i.e. self-regulation, peer acceptance…) 
(Grolnik, Friendly, & Bellas, 2009; Sacker & Schoon, 2007). 

Further on, we will examine the promotive factors that assist young 
people from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds to remain in ed-
ucation or increase their chances of gaining further qualifications later 
in life. As mentioned, promotive factors that help young people avoid the 
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negative consequences of socio-economic disadvantage may be described 
as either assets or resources. 

Based on extensive research, Masten (2007) came up with a so-called 
short list of protective factors supporting overall human development that 
can also be used in preventing ESL. These are: 

(i) Child characteristics (social and adaptable temperament in infan-
cy; good cognitive abilities, problem-solving skills, and executive 
functions; ability to form and maintain positive peer relation-
ships; effective emotional and behavioural regulation strategies; 
positive view of self (self-confidence, high self-esteem, self-effi-
cacy); positive outlook on life (hopefulness); faith and a sense of 
meaning in life; characteristics valued by society and self (talents, 
sense of humour, attractiveness to others); 

(ii) Family characteristics (stable and supportive home environment 
(e.g. harmonious inter parental relationship, close relationship to 
a sensitive and responsive caregiver, authoritative parenting style 
(high on warmth, structure/monitoring, and expectations), pos-
itive sibling relationships, supportive connections with extend-
ed family members), parents involved in child’s education; par-
ents have individual qualities listed above as protective for child; 
socio-economic advantages; post-secondary education of parent; 
faith and religious affiliations; 

(iii) Community characteristics (high neighbourhood quality (e.g. 
safe neighbourhood, low level of community violence; affordable 
housing, access to recreational centres, clean air and water); effec-
tive schools (e.g. well-trained and well-compensated teachers; af-
ter-school programmes; school recreation resources (e.g. sports, 
music, art)); employment opportunities for parents and teens; 
good public health care; access to emergency services (police, 
fire, medical); connections to caring adult mentors and prosocial 
peers; and

(iv) Cultural or societal characteristics (protective child policies (child 
labour, child health, and welfare); value and resources directed at 
education; prevention of and protection from oppression or polit-
ical violence; low acceptance of physical violence) (Masten, 2007).

The protective factors identified as being most strongly associated with 
later educational success were: (i) stability and continuity of relationships 
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and contexts; (ii) learning to read early and fluently; (iii) having a parent or 
carer who valued education and saw it as the route to a good life; (iv) hav-
ing friends outside care who did well at school; (v) developing out-of-school 
interests and hobbies (which also helped to increase social skills and bring 
them into contact with a wider range of non-care people); (vi) meeting a 
significant adult who offered consistent support and encouragement and 
acted as a mentor and possibly a role model; and (vii) attending school reg-
ularly (Jackson & Martin, 1998).

As we can see, numerous protective factors are related to overall posi-
tive development and also educational success and so an answer on how to 
use these protective factors in preventing ESL is not straightforward. 

Resilience enhancement
Some examples of possible ways to enhance protective factors are present-
ed on both the contextual and individual level. The idea behind it is that, 
instead of focusing on the potential weaknesses and identifying potential 
ESLers, we should instead focus on developing protective factors that can 
offer protection against adverse situations (Hupfeld, 2007).

Contextual level 
Contexts (such as family, school, community, peers…) play a significant 
role in resilience enhancement (Motti-Stefanidi, 2015). One of the strongest 
protective factors is a positive relationship with at least one adult (Walsh, 
2016). For instance, when researchers (Jackson & Martin, 1998) in a school 
setting compared high achievers and a comparison group at the level of 
encouragement to go into further education by a parent or a significant 
adult, they found that the high achievers were given greater encouragement 
in general than the comparison group. Parents or carers of high achiev-
ers were significantly more likely to attend school events and show an in-
terest in the child’s educational progress than those in the less successful 
comparison group. In more detail, parental expectations were found to 
be more important than parental aspirations, suggesting that aspirations 
alone are not as effective in changing behaviour as expectations are. The 
level of educational expectation is related to the support and guidance, e.g. 
parents who expect their children to stay in school pay more attention to 
their schooling and provide more support. Alternatively, children and ad-
olescents whose parents expect them to stay in school also have their own 
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high expectations and may be more likely to expect to stay too (Sacker & 
Schoon, 2007; Turner et al., 2008), also in an immigrant population (Motti-
Stefanidi, 2015). There are several effective parental programmes that can 
be of use in building a promotive environment and also have an effect 
on academic outcomes (Sandler, Ingram, Wolhik, Tein, & Winslow, 2015; 
Sheridon, Sjutts, & Coutts, 2013; Walsh, 2016). Since parental support is es-
pecially crucial early in childhood (Grolnick et al., 2009), the interventions 
should start early. 

If in the family environment the adversities also relate to the lack of 
a supportive person in the family setting, the school can be of great val-
ue by providing an additional caring and supportive relationship to stu-
dents (Cadima, Erico, Ferreira, Verschueren, Leal, & Matos, 2016; Wenzel, 
2009). As established by Hupfeld (2007), it is very hard for students to gain 
and sustain resiliency skills in difficult circumstances without supportive 
adults to provide guidance, support and recognition. Interestingly, by ask-
ing students about the support they received from their teachers, and teach-
ers about the level of guidance they provided to students, the researchers 
discovered that a positive student-teacher relationship worked as a strong 
protective factor and reduced ESL rates by half. This impact was even high-
er for students from socially disadvantaged backgrounds and those who 
had previously experienced academic underperformance (Cadima et al., 
2016; Hupfeld, 2007). On the other hand, when schools do not provide sup-
port and develop protective systems this leads to greater school disengage-
ment and potential ESL in students who are at risk (e.g. immigrant stu-
dents) (Motti-Stefanidi, 2015). In the school setting, we should stress that 
educators have little or no control over family characteristics (or the in-
nate abilities of students or community demographics); nevertheless, many 
resiliency skills can be taught to students or provided in the school and 
classroom environment that move students towards academic achievement 
(Doll, 2013; Hupfeld, 2007). Of the educational assets, academic achieve-
ment is the most important predictor of remaining in education (Sacker & 
Schoon, 2007). If students were unsuccessful at school, they were still more 
likely to reintegrate into education if they had higher general ability and 
reading and mathematics test scores. This underlines the important role of 
school in building students’ core competencies that can be used as a per-
sonal reserve to be drawn on when needed throughout the life span (Sacker 
& Schoon, 2007). Success and academic achievement are also related with 
confidence that has been shown to be especially effective for getting back 
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to school even after having already left school early. When addressing the 
role of resilience in ESL, we have to consider that resilience is both multi-
dimensional and changeable: individuals may achieve resilient adjustment 
in one domain of functioning but not in another, and at one point in time 
but not another. An example of this is shown by Luthar et al. (1993) in their 
examination of adolescents’ resilience. They showed that an at-risk individ-
ual might demonstrate good educational attainments but simultaneously 
experience behavioural problems. Within the educational domain, an indi-
vidual may develop successfully at primary level but fail to succeed in sec-
ondary school. This highlights the importance of continuous care for en-
hancing promotive factors. Importantly, despite the findings that resilience 
in one domain of functioning does not always promote resilience in anoth-
er domain, it was established that confidence and competencies in areas 
such as sport, music and art can have that effect, which is they can promote 
educational resilience (Sacker & Schoon, 2007). From a practical point of 
view, this is particularly important because confidence can be developed 
not only through academic performance, but through recognition of being 
able to do well in a variety of settings. Therefore, the school should focus on 
a wider range of school activities to provide young people with experiences 
that can assist in shaping their ambitions and supporting their confidence 
(Sacker & Schoon, 2007). 

When protective factors on the family level and the school level are 
lacking, the community can step in. For instance, Jackson and Martin 
(1998) reported on social workers who had made a significant contribu-
tion, most often by organising financial help for a young person to continue 
their education after school, or occasionally by assisting a child in return-
ing to school after a period of exclusion or a change of placement (Jackson 
& Martin, 1998). The community also has power to influence more system-
ic risk factors like poverty and homelessness by introducing prevention and 
intervention programmes and support (Masten et al., 2014).

Individual level 
On the individual level, enhancing coping skills together with social 
and emotional skills development lead to better adaptation, higher resil-
ience and prevent ESL (Shure & Aberson, 2013; Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & 
Walberg, 2004). Another possible and effective tool for building resilience 
is mind-set trainings (Dweck, 2006; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Dweck (2006, 
2008, 2012) describes ability mind-sets as people’s implicit theories about 
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the malleability of abilities: these mind-sets can be placed on a continuum 
from fixed mind-set or entity self-theories, believing that their abilities are 
fixed traits, to growth mind-set or incremental theories, believing that abil-
ities can be developed through efforts and education. Recent studies show 
that a growth mind-set is associated with various benefits and may be en-
hanced using simple interventions (e.g. O’Rourke et al., 2014; Panesku et 
al., 2015; Yeager et al., 2014). Research shows that the growth mind-set is 
related to positive outcomes in different domains: individuals with such a 
mind-set are more open to learning and confronting new challenges, more 
persistent when coping with difficult tasks and more resilient – i.e. capable 
of recovering from failures (Ahmavaara & Houston, 2007; Dweck, 2000). 
Consequently, they perform better when facing challenges; for example, 
Blackwell, Trzesniewski and Dweck (2007) reported that students’ implic-
it theories of intelligence predicted their academic performance over time, 
particularly when facing challenging work. A growth mind-set is likely 
to be associated with higher motivation for acquiring new skills, putting 
greater effort into academic or work tasks, and better recovery after set-
backs. The very recent study by Claro, Panesku and Dweck (2016) indicates 
that students from lower income families are more likely to hold a fixed 
mind-set. Research also shows that mind-sets can be affected by environ-
mental cues and can be deliberately changed (Blackwell et al., 2007; Good, 
Aronson, & Inzlicht, 2003). Thus, the growth mind-set can be systematical-
ly enhanced by interventions (Yeager & Dweck, 2012). The reported inter-
ventions (i.e. Dweck, 2012) focused on enhancing students’ learning about 
the malleability of the brain and how to adopt growth mind-sets based on 
that understanding. Within these studies, authors found that mind-set in-
terventions build a student’s perseverance when encountering difficult aca-
demic tasks (Paunesku et al., 2015).

Conclusions
The paper presents the complexity of resilience. Even though resilience is an 
important concept in ESL, the question of why some students stay in school 
despite the adversities in their lives and others do not remains without a 
straightforward answer. The response offered by the research literature lies 
in fostering the promotive factors on either the individual or contextual 
level so as to help students thrive educationally and otherwise. Despite the 
complexity, we would like to finish by again highlighting the fact that any, 
and in many cases even a single, protective factor counts. For instance, in 
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qualitative analyses based on semi-structured interviews with people who 
finished school despite high adversity, several cases are recorded of stu-
dents who only reported one significant protective factor that made a dif-
ference in their life (Jackson & Martin, 1998). The only protective factor 
of one girl mentioned in the research literature (Jackson & Martin, 1998) 
was early reading skills and an English teacher who supported her read-
ing. Therefore, we should foster the promotive factors existing on any level: 
either contextual or individual. For example, offering parent programmes 
that will empower parents in their role in their child’s educational path, 
fostering positive models of school–home cooperation; developing teach-
ers’ social and emotional competence (SEC) so they are able to become the 
supportive caring person the student is lacking, bringing in music, sport 
and art to support a sense of competencies and confidence for a wider range 
of students, involving the community with positive role models and adult 
support for students at risk and building students’ resilience using mind-
set training, SEC training or self-regulation techniques.  
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Synopsis
Evidence shows that findings in the area of neuroscience can 
help teachers develop new ways to improve the learning process. 
Improving the learning process by adapting it to meet students’ 
neurological characteristics may help them attain higher academic 
achievements and self-efficiency, factors that counter ESL.

Summary
The emerging field of neuroeducation, also known as educational 
neuroscience, explores how children learn and which practices pro-
mote and sustain the learning process. Neuroeducation is an inter-
disciplinary field combining neuroscience, psychology and educa-
tion to help improve teaching methods and curricula so as make 
them better support students’ individual learning needs (Rich & 
Goldberg, 2009). Meeting students’ individual learning needs may 
be seen as a protective factor against ESL.

Recent reviews of neuroeducation highlight the growing body of sci-
entific research that is clearly relevant to education (Ansari, Smedt, 
& Grabner, 2012; Goswami, 2006; Twardosz, & Bell, 2012) and may 
support teachers’ efforts to develop more efficient learning methods. 
For example, brain imaging enables researchers to map the anatomy 
of reading and mathematics and correlate individual differences in 
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how these skills are acquired with differences in brain structure and 
function (OECD, 2002; Dehaene, 2009; Nieder & Dehaene, 2009).
This paper explores selected neuroscientific findings and considers 
their possible impacts on the learning process. It stresses the impor-
tance of such advances in neuroscientific knowledge for teachers’ 
professional development and how this knowledge impacts students, 
their academic achievements and self-efficiency. These factors are es-
tablished in the literature (Dumcius, R., Peeters, J., Hayes, N., Van 
Landeghem, G., Siarova, H., Peciukonyte, L. et al., 2014) as negative-
ly correlating with ESL and thus work as protective factors counter-
ing it.
Key words: neuroscience in education, early school leaving, dyslexia, 
brain changes in adolescence, brain functioning

Introduction 
Neuroscience is a relatively new area of research that brings neurophysi-
ology, neuropharmacology, neurology, psychology and neuro-imaging to-
gether (Purpura, 1992; Kandel & Squire, 2000; Gill, 2005). The develop-
ment of modern techniques for recording the brain’s physiological activity 
(functional magnetic resonance imaging – fMRI) while children, adoles-
cents and adults perform a certain cognitive activity has allowed scientists 
to localise neuronal circuits or areas that synchronously activate within 
the brain (Gazzaniga & Ivry, 2002; Blakemore & Frith, 2005; Willingham 
& Lloyd, 2007). Neuroscientific studies provide fresh new insights into cer-
tain aspects of attention, memory, language, reading and writing, mathe-
matics teaching, sleep and emotion that are useful in the area of education 
(Berninger & Corina, 1998; Byrnes & Fox, 1998; Stanovich, 1998; Brown & 
Bjorklund, 1998; Geake & Cooper, 2003; Geake, 2004). Moreover, neuro-
scientific methods enable a better understanding of learning, the early di-
agnosis of learning disabilities and development of alternative methods for 
children in need of special education (Markram & Markram, 2010). 

Beyond specific neuroscientific domains, general knowledge about 
how the brain develops might be very beneficial for all teachers. For ex-
ample, discoveries about structural and functional changes in the adoles-
cent brain (Gogtay et al., 2004) can deepen teachers’ understanding of ad-
olescent behaviour. Similarly, knowledge of the prolonged period in which 
the neural systems implicated in cognitive control and attention develop 
(Luna et al., 2001) can lead to the appreciation of what constrains learning, 
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from learning to play an instrument (Bengtsson et al., 2005) to the devel-
opment of arithmetic skills (Rivera, Reiss, Eckert & Menon, 2005), which 
cannot solely be attributed to immature knowledge or aptitude. Findings 
indicating that different aspects of memory are activated in various emo-
tional contexts (Erk et al., 2003) support the links between emotion and 
cognition and give teachers a better understanding of the important role 
played by emotions in the learning process. The results of cognitive neu-
roscience research can also provide a better understanding of the roles of 
sleep (Maquet, 2000) and nutrition (Ivanovic et al., 2004) in brain develop-
ment and learning, thereby assisting educators when deciding if and how to 
integrate such variables into their curricula. Further, neuroscientific find-
ings point to structural (Rotzer et al., 2008) and functional particulari-
ties (Kaufmann & Vogel, 2009) in how the brains of children with specif-
ic learning difficulties function, for example in mathematics (dyscalculia) 
or reading (dyslexia). Such research is important for educational work and 
planning forms of assistance (interventions) for these children and for the 
early detection of learning difficulties. 

This article explores some neuroscientific findings about changes in 
the brain occurring in adolescence. It presents what happens in the brain 
during learning and learning difficulties and suggests some strategies and 
implications for teachers’ practice. It focuses on adolescence because this 
is the period in which changes to the brain have the biggest effect on stu-
dents’ school work and school behaviour. These structural changes in the 
brain affect adolescents’ cognitive and socio-emotional functioning in dif-
ferent ways. Some outcomes of the brain maturing hold implications for the 
brain’s functioning, which may be seen in lower levels of attention, self-dis-
cipline, task completion, and emotion regulation. All of these variables in-
fluence academic achievement and school engagement which are them-
selves important preventive factors for ESL (Lan & Lanthier, 2003). Such 
structural changes occurring in the brain can exacerbate difficulties with 
school work, affect school achievement and be especially hard for lower 
achievers and students at high risk for ESL. Understanding that some of 
the difficulties they encounter at school may come from development of 
the brain might make the latter students decide to remain in school and 
thereby prevent ESL. Further, neuroscientific findings also explain how the 
brains of students with different learning difficulties function. Given that 
students’ learning difficulties often result in lower levels of achievement, 
motivation and engagement in school work and that all of these factors 
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are well recognised as being ESL risk factors (e.g. Lan & Lanthier, 2003; 
European Commission, 2011; PPMI, 2014), monitoring developments in 
neuroscientific research that touches on learning may indirectly help ef-
forts to prevent ESL. 

Methodology
The article is based on a review of literature entailing a search conduct-
ed in the PsycINFO, ERIC, Proquest, Science Direct and Google Scholar, 
Proquest Dissertation & Theses Global databases. Key words used in the 
literature search were: neuroscience in education, neuroeducation, educa-
tional neuroscience, early school leaving, dyslexia, brain changes in ado-
lescence, brain functioning etc. For the purposes of this article, we mainly 
took scientific papers and some online scientific books into consideration. 

Changes in adolescents’ brain and the implications for teacher 
practice

Several MRI-facilitated studies conducted in the past years have investigat-
ed the way the structure of the brain develops during childhood and adoles-
cence (e.g. Paus, 2005; Casey, Tottenham, Liston, & Durston, 2005). Studies 
carried out on large groups of subjects show there is increased white mat-
ter and decreased grey matter density in the frontal and parietal cortices 
throughout adolescence (e.g. Barnea-Goraly et al., 2005; Giedd et al., 1999; 
Reiss, Abrams, Singer, Ross, & Denckla, 1996; Sowell, Thompson, Tessner, 
& Toga, 2001; Sowell, Peterson, Thompson, Welcome, Henkenius, & Toga, 
2003). This increase in white matter seems to be linear across all brain are-
as, with changes in grey matter density appearing first in the brain’s senso-
ry and motor regions followed by the rest of the cortex, and finally the tem-
poral cortex (Gogtay et al., 2004). Two brain regions consistently shown 
to undergo continued development during adolescence are the prefrontal 
cortex and parietal cortex. The continuing structural changes occurring 
in these brain regions during adolescence (negatively) affect the cognitive 
abilities – executive functions – that rely on how such regions function, re-
gions like selective attention, decision-making, voluntary response inhibi-
tion and working memory (Jensen & Nutt, 2014). Each of these executive 
functions has a role in cognitive control, for example inhibiting impulses, 
filtering unimportant information, holding in mind a plan to carry out in 
the future etc. Prospective memory (the ability to hold in mind an intention 
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to conduct an action at a future time) is also associated with frontal lobe 
activity (Burgess, Veitch, Costello, & Shallice, 2000) and has been shown 
to develop through childhood as we develop our future-oriented thought 
and action (Ellis & Kvavilashvili, 2000). The ability to multitask is known 
to be a test of prospective memory because it requires a person to remem-
ber to perform several different tasks, mirroring everyday life. In a study 
of the development of prospective memory from childhood to adulthood 
(Mackinlay, Charman, & Karmiloff-Smith, 2003), a significant improve-
ment in both the efficiency and quality of strategies was found between the 
ages of 6 and 10. However, between the ages of 10 and 14, there was no sig-
nificant change in performance. The adult group (mean age 25), on the oth-
er hand, significantly outperformed the children. The authors argued that 
prospective memory continues to develop during adolescence and that it is 
possible that the lack of improvement in performance between the 10- and 
14-year-olds is related to their pubertal period that sees structural changes 
occur in the brain (Mackinlay et al., 2003). Similar results were found in a 
study (McGivern, Andersen, Byrd, Mutter, & Reilly, 2002) that investigat-
ed the development of working memory and decision-making (functions of 
the frontal lobe) during childhood through to adolescence and adulthood. 
The results reveal that at the age of puberty, at 11–12 years, there was a de-
cline in performance compared with the younger group of children. The re-
sults suggest there is a dip in performance for such functions in the period 
of puberty. After puberty, from 13–14 years, performance improved again 
until it reached the pre-pubescent level at around the age of 16–17. The au-
thors explain this pubertal dip in performance with the proliferation of 
synapses that results in perturbation of cognitive performance during ad-
olescence. Only later, after puberty1, do the excess synapses become refined 
into specialised, efficient networks, thus a post-pubescent further improve-
ment (McGivern et al., 2002). 

It is thus important for teachers to remember that even though teen-
age brains are learning at their peak efficiency, another considerable part of 
them is performing inefficiently (in some cases even less so than in child-
hood), including attention, self-discipline, task completion, and emotions. 
Accordingly, it is perhaps more reasonable to not overwhelm teenage stu-
dents with too much instruction at any one time. Although they may look 
1 Puberty  is the process of physical changes by which adolescents reach sexual ma-

turity, i.e. become capable of reproduction. Puberty refers to these bodily changes, 
while adolescence is the period of psychological and social transition between child-
hood and adulthood (that also includes puberty).
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like they can multitask, their brain is not yet ‘wired’ enough for this activ-
ity and they are not very good at it. Encouraging them to stop and think 
about what they need to do and when they need to do it will help increase 
blood flow to those areas of the brain involved in multitasking and slowly 
strengthen them (Jensen & Nutt, 2014). Writing instructions and directions 
down, in addition to giving them orally, and limiting instructions to one 
or two points can help adolescent students focus more easily. Teachers can 
also help adolescent students better manage their time and organise their 
tasks by advising them to use calendars and suggesting they write down 
their daily schedules. 

Apart from executive functions, evidence shows the prefrontal cor-
tex is involved in several other high-level cognitive functions and capac-
ities, including self-awareness (Ochsner, 2004) and theory of mind (Frith 
& Frith, 2003), that is, the ability to understand other people by attributing 
mental states such as beliefs, desires and intentions to them (Frith, 2001). 
On top of neural development, major hormonal changes are occurring dur-
ing puberty. While it is impossible to dissect every important influence on 
adolescents’ social and emotional behaviour, both neural development and 
hormonal changes probably influence their social cognition. In one study 
(Choudhury, Blakemore, & Charman, 2006), the development of perspec-
tive taking was investigated before, during and after puberty. The results 
show that the development of social perspective taking undergoes pertur-
bation during puberty parallel to the discontinuous processes of brain mat-
uration. This means that adolescents may find it difficult to understand the 
perspective of others. 

Understanding that these difficulties may also be due to a student’s 
neurological and hormonal background is important for teachers. It is eas-
ier to work with possible misbehaviour (deriving from not respecting an-
other person’s perspective) when appreciating that such behaviour could be 
due to neurological and hormonal changes rather than simple egoism and 
deliberate disrespect. Talking to students openly, explaining the changes 
occurring in their brains to them helps them to become more aware of these 
situations and focus more intentionally on other people’s perspectives.

What occurs in the brain during learning and learning 
difficulties and what this implies for teacher practice

Attention and learning do not occur in isolated brain structures but by 
way of various layers of neuronal nets that are interconnected via complex 
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and unstable links (Edelman, 2006). A further understanding of how in-
formation is ‘translated’ by the sense organs, turned into perception and 
later stored in long-term memory might assist teachers when preparing in-
struction strategies to improve students’ learning success. Neuro-imaging 
pinpoints areas of the brain involved in the visual-spatial processing func-
tions that are active during mathematics and science problem-solving. 
This knowledge suggests that visual-spatial skills should be integrated into 
mathematics education as a means to develop more efficient methods for 
teaching mathematics (Dehaene, 1997; Simon, 2006; O´Boyle et al., 2005). 
This means the teacher can support the learning of maths and science by 
including activities that encompass visual-spatial skills (such as following 
directions on a map in space, executing dance moves etc.) in mathemat-
ics and science instruction. In addition, future studies in neuro-genetics 
and neuro-imaging could help understand if the visual and phonological 
processing occurring in certain areas of the brain are the roots of dyslex-
ia and other learning problems (Fisher & Francks, 2006; Plomin, Kovas, & 
Haworth, 2007). 

What is more, neuroscience provides scientific clues about whether 
some educational approaches might be more effective than others. For ex-
ample, different teaching strategies are available to help children with dys-
lexia. Typical public school and special education interventions often sta-
bilise the degree of reading failure rather than remediate (normalise) the 
reading-skill level (Torgesen, 2006). Using a neuroscientific approach, re-
searchers can identify changes in the brain that may determine the effec-
tiveness of teaching strategies to reduce dyslexia problems. In fact, func-
tional neuroimaging studies show the brain plasticity associated with 
effective intervention for dyslexia (e.g. Temple et al., 2003; Shaywitz et al., 
2004; Aylward et al., 2003; Eden et al., 2004). Studies reveal the most effi-
cient strategy for dyslexia intervention is special intensive (for instance, 100 
min. per day for 8 weeks) instruction provided in small groups (1 or 2 stu-
dents per teacher) and including explicit and systematic instruction in pho-
nological awareness and decoding strategies. 

Having said this, there is great potential to harness neuroscience to 
help design programmes to train neurocognitive functions, such as work-
ing memory, that are expected to have effects on overall brain function. 
Neuroscientific research may be able to enrich our understanding of how 
academic skills are generally acquired. Further, modern brain-imaging 
methods hold considerable potential to serve as diagnostic tools as well 
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as measures of the effects of educational interventions like those concern-
ing dyslexia (Ansari, De Smedt, & Grabner, 2012). Moreover, while work-
ing with adolescent students who have learning difficulties such as dyslex-
ia, dyscalculia etc. neuroscientific findings may be helpful in explaining to 
them details of what is going on in their brains and how the educational in-
tervention (special learning strategies, additional work etc.) is designed to 
alter the way their brain functions so they can understand why they need 
to do additional work. Showing them brain images can help them to bet-
ter understand this. 

Implications for ESL
Neuroscientific findings can also be used to help prevent ESL. For exam-
ple, different neuroscientific studies show that the learning, behavioral and 
emotional difficulties (such as difficulties with selective attention, deci-
sion-making, voluntary response inhibition, working memory etc.) some 
students encounter during adolescence are to some extent consequences 
of brain changes in the prefrontal cortex and parietal cortex (e.g. Burgess, 
Veitch, Costello, & Shallice, 2000; Ellis & Kvavilashvili, 2000). These diffi-
culties can produce lower self-efficacy feelings, a lower academic self-im-
age, more negative school-related attitudes, lower achievements and poorer 
engagement in school (Luna, 2009). All of these factors have been estab-
lished as important predictors of ESL (e.g. Battin-Pearson, et al., 2000; Lan 
& Lanthier, 2003). For example, ESLers and underachievers are identified 
as having lower self-esteem, a lower academic self-concept and a lower per-
ception of self-efficiency than other students (PPMI, 2014). Other studies 
show that the self-concept plays a significant role in enhancing students’ in-
trinsic motivation, positive emotion, and performance, all shown in differ-
ent studies to be important preventive factors for ESL (e.g. Battin-Pearson, 
et al., 2000; Lan & Lanthier, 2003).

Helping students at risk for ESL understand the reasons behind some 
difficulties they are experiencing are also due to natural developmental 
changes in their brain (which will pass in time) may lessen the impact of 
these difficulties on their self-image and attitudes to school. Consequently, 
this strategy may assist in preventing ESL. Moreover, showing students at 
risk for ESL the use of scientific findings and newly developed technolo-
gies (e.g. MRI brain images) in their own life may help them find a rea-
son and motivation to stay at school. This could also be an opportunity for 
science teachers to go more in depth while addressing the subject of brain 
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development and to include the latest neuroscientific findings on adoles-
cent brain development in their lessons (Jensen & Nutt, 2014). 

Although neuro-education is developing very rapidly and we can see 
its potential in aiding the development of teaching and learning processes, 
its concrete implications remain limited. Therefore, the strategy presented 
above is just one of the possibilities revealing how neuroscientific findings 
can help in improving educational practices and prevent ESL.

Conclusions
Neuroscientific research of the brain’s development during adolescence 
shows that, while the brain’s learning capability is at its peak in adoles-
cence, the continued structural changes in the brain negatively affect teen-
age cognitive and social-emotional functioning. The results of brain mat-
uration hold implications for functioning of the brain, showing as lower 
attention, self-discipline, task completion, and lower emotion regulation. 
Further, neuroscientific research methods, especially brain imaging, pro-
vide a deeper understanding of brain functioning in dyslexia, dyscalculia 
and other learning difficulties. 

Education researchers are very optimistic that neuroscience findings 
can effectively contribute to improving educational practices. But the neu-
roscientific research itself does not introduce any new educational strat-
egies. This is still the domain of educators. Being familiar with the latest 
neuroscientific findings on adolescents’ brain changes can assist teachers 
in understanding adolescents’ behaviour and adapting their teaching strat-
egies to suit their students’ maturing brain functions. 

Moreover, teachers can use the neuroscientific knowledge to devel-
op educational interventions for low achieving students, students at risk 
for ESL and students with dyslexia or other learning difficulties. Becoming 
familiar with the neuroscientific findings on adolescent brain maturation 
and functioning might also be very interesting to students, especially those 
struggling with learning and emotional difficulties. By knowing what is 
happening in their brains, students might better accept the consequenc-
es they experience in everyday life and also be more willing to train their 
brain with regard to the scope of its accelerated development. 

This is even more important for students with learning difficulties and 
others at greater risk of ESL. Neuroscientific findings on adolescent brain 
changes can at least to some extent help students at risk for ESL appreciate 
that some difficulties they are experiencing in their cognitive functioning 
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are also due to natural developmental changes occurring in their brain. 
Knowing that these changes are part of the normal brain development pro-
cess and that they will pass can at least partially reduce the impact of these 
difficulties on adolescents’ self-image and attitudes to school and thus help 
students remain at school through to the end, thereby preventing ESL.
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Synopsis
It is possible to foster the learning motivation of potential ESLers 
already in mainstream education by applying non-formal and in-
formal educational principles to teaching and learning processes. 
The teacher has two main pathways for enhancing the motivation of 
at-risk students: by recognising their informally gained knowledge 
and by organising non-formal learning environments and learning 
experiences. 

Summary
Motivation for learning is an important predictor of ESL (e.g. 
Caprara et al., 2008; Fan & Wolters, 2014; Hardre & Reeve, 2003). 
Students at risk of ESL often report low levels of learning motiva-
tion or even amotivation. Amotivation is a state in which individu-
als cannot perceive a relationship between their behaviour and the 
behaviour’s outcome and perceive their behaviour in a school con-
text as outside of their control (Deci & Ryan, 2002). As such, ESLers 
perceive low self-competence and self-determination (autonomy) 
in school settings. Non-formal and informal education addresses 
this issue as the core of the problem. The primary goal of this arti-
cle is to discuss principles of non-formal and informal learning that 
could serve as a good example for teachers to foster the motivation of 
ESLers already in mainstream education. According to the literature 
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review in the article, two main pathways through which teachers can 
enhance a student’s motivation for learning in terms of including 
non-formal and informal learning principles in their teaching prac-
tices are identified: recognising a student’s interests and informally 
gained knowledge (e.g. knowledge and skills related to sports, music, 
arts, manual crafts, cooking etc.) and organising non-formal learn-
ing experiences (field trips, visits and collaboration with different 
community organisations, museum visits, simulating a laboratory 
in the classroom etc.). In this way, students have a chance to express 
themselves, feel accepted and supported in the learning process, 
gradually build their self-esteem and feeling of autonomy by gain-
ing recognition in areas they are successful in, and have a chance to 
connect knowledge and skills through experience-based and social 
learning. Non-formal and informal learning therefore successfully 
addresses important aspects of ESLers’ amotivation for learning and 
is as such a good example of encouraging motivation for learning 
and subsequently preventing ESL already in mainstream education 
(European Commission 2013; Bills et al., 2015; Black et al., 2012; Hill 
& Jepsen, 2007; Lagana-Riordan et al., 2011; Polidano et al., 2015).
Key words: ESL, motivation, non-formal education, informal educa-
tion, prevention, mainstream education

Introduction
In the last few decades, a significant body of research has emerged that 
focuses on explaining psychological and contextual factors of education-
al outcomes such as dropout behaviour, where one of the most impor-
tant ones is motivation for learning (e.g. Fortier, Vallerand, & Guay, 1995; 
Vallerand, Fortier, Daoust, & Blais, 1995). The theoretical concept of mo-
tivation that has proven useful and is the most widely used for explaining 
ESL behaviour is self-determination theory (Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011; Deci 
& Ryan, 1991; Shih, 2009). According to this theoretical concept (Deci & 
Ryan, 1991), there are three forms of motivation which can be ordered along 
a self-determination (autonomy) continuum: intrinsic motivation, extrin-
sic motivation and amotivation. Students at risk of ESL often report low 
levels of learning motivation or even amotivation. Amotivation is a state 
in which individuals cannot perceive a relationship between their behav-
iour and the behaviour’s outcome and perceive their behaviour in a school 
context as outside of their control (Deci & Ryan, 2002). As such, ESLers 
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perceive low self-competence and self-determination (autonomy) in school 
settings. This means they do not have a feeling of control over their learn-
ing and decisions connected to it, and engage in learning for external rea-
sons (e.g. to attain positive consequences, avoid negative consequences, to 
obtain rewards etc.). 

A growing body of literature (e.g. Broda, 2007; Evans, Meyer, Pinney, 
& Robinson, 2009; Hayes, 2012; McGregora, Mills, Riele, & Hayes, 2015) in 
the last few decades addresses different ways for increasing ESLers’ motiva-
tion for learning. One of the identified areas is to include non-formal and 
informal educational principles already in mainstream education. Non-
formal learning refers to any planned and goal-oriented but highly adapt-
able programme in institutions, organisations, and situations of person-
al and social education for young people or adults designed to improve a 
range of skills and competencies outside the formal educational curricu-
lum (AEGEE, 2007; Babajeva, 2011; Cedefop, 2008; Eshach, 2007). While 
formal learning environments are characterised by their highly structured 
nature, non-formal learning environments are semi-structured (non-for-
mal does not imply unstructured). Non-formal learning is intentional from 
the learner’s point of view. Informal learning is defined (AEGEE, 2007; 
Cedefop, 2000; Eshach, 2007) as learning resulting from an individual’s 
daily life activities related to work, family or leisure. It is even less struc-
tured than non-formal learning. It is often referred to as experiential learn-
ing and accidental learning and is mostly non-intentional. In this arti-
cle, we are interested in the connection between non-formal and informal 
learning principles and a student’s motivation for learning.

The article has three main goals. The first is to further discuss studies 
that examined the amotivation of ESLers and its important aspects, the sec-
ond is to identify the main principles of non-formal and informal learning, 
and the third is to identify ways in which teachers can enhance a student’s 
learning motivation by implementing those principles in mainstream edu-
cational and learning processes.

Methodology
In the process of reviewing the available literature in fields of learning mo-
tivation of ESLers and aspects of non-formal education that could foster 
their learning motivation, we first conducted a literature search of the sci-
entific EBSCOhost online research databases (Academic Search Complete, 
ERIC, PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKS, PsycINFO, and SocINDEX with full 
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text databases). Since our focus was also on investigating project reports of 
non-formal educational practices, we additionally searched for related re-
sults online. The main key words initially used in both cases were: ESLers 
and motivation for learning, ESLers and engagement in education, motiva-
tion for learning in non-formal education, principles of non-formal educa-
tion, recognition of informal knowledge, and motivation of adult learners. 
Since we found limited results regarding motivation in non-formal edu-
cational settings, we extended the search by stating specific forms of adult 
education, e.g. motivation for learning in community-based programmes, 
second-chance programmes, evening schools etc. In addition, we exam-
ined references cited in doctoral dissertations, reviewed articles, and pro-
ject reports. Texts taken into account had to address the motivation of 
ESLers in general in order to identify good practices that can be applied in 
mainstream education. 

ESLers and their learning motivation 
In the introduction we already defined a theoretical concept of academic 
motivation that is important for describing the motivation of ESLers. In the 
following section, we further describe study results that address the link 
between different aspects of a student’s academic motivation, i.e. perceived 
self-determination and competence, with ESL. Since different studies (e.g. 
Deci & Ryan, 1991; Hardre & Reeve, 2003; Reeve, 2002; Shahar, Henrich, 
Blatt, Ryan, & Little, 2003) confirm the importance of considering social 
support for those aspects when addressing the amotivation of ESLers, and 
since this aspect is greatly supported in non-formal education settings, we 
also discuss study results from this field.

The link between a student’s motivation for learning and ESL is al-
ready well established. Various studies (e.g. Caprara et al., 2008; Fan & 
Wolters, 2014; Hardre & Reeve, 2003) show that academic motivation is an 
important psychological factor that helps predict whether students are at 
greater risk of ESL or not. Longitudinal studies (e.g. Caprara et al., 2008; 
Fan & Wolters, 2014; Hardre & Reeve, 2003; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 
1997) reveal there are two aspects of learning motivation that are particu-
larly important when addressing the issue of ESL: a student’s perceived 
self-determination (autonomy) and perceived competence. Students who 
report lower levels of autonomy and perceive themselves as less competent 
in school activities have less intention to stay in school and complete their 
schooling, and vice versa. Such a relationship has also been established in 
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different cross-sectional studies (e.g. Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011; Eccles et al., 
1993; Patrick, Skinner, & Connell, 1993; Peguero & Shaffer, 2015). Students 
who were most detached from school had little belief in their academic 
ability and perceived themselves as non-autonomous in educational set-
tings. On the contrary, students who perceived themselves as more auton-
omous pursued more ambitious challenges and reported greater commit-
ment to finishing school.

Another important aspect of ESLers’ motivation is the broader so-
cial context of learning. Different studies (e.g. Deci & Ryan, 1991; Hardre 
& Reeve, 2003; Reeve, 2002; Shahar, Henrich, Blatt, Ryan, & Little, 2003) 
show that academic attitudes and behaviours are strongly influenced by 
key social agents in the student’s environment, i.e. teachers, parents and 
friends. In their longitudinal study, Hardre and Reeves (2003) established 
there are three dimensions of social support that affect motivation: autono-
my support, competence support and interpersonal relatedness. Results re-
vealed that all dimensions of social support are negatively related to amoti-
vation and positively related to intrinsic motivation for learning. 

Cross-sectional studies (e.g. Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011; Reeve et al., 
1999; Vallerand et al., 1997) also support these findings. Students who per-
ceived their social support networks (e.g., parents and teachers) as sup-
portive in the sense of their autonomy and competence were also more 
intrinsically motivated for school work. Authors (e.g. Assor, Kaplan, Kanat-
Maymon, & Roth, 2005; Reeve, 2002) who studied the effects of the teach-
er’s controlling behaviour on a student’s self-determination showed that 
teachers who exhibit controlling behaviour in the form of rigid directions 
or orders, supervising and monitoring too closely, and not giving students 
the opportunity to propose choices and opinions, affect a student’s self-de-
termination in a negative way. Moreover, practices such as letting students 
choose from various alternatives, listening to them, and asking them for 
their points of view support a student’s self-determination. Further, sup-
portive relationships also proved to be an important predictor of ESL (e.g. 
Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011). Students who reported to be in a classroom with 
autonomy-supportive teachers were more likely to stay in school than stu-
dents in classrooms with controlling teachers. 

The amotivation of ESLers is therefore a complex concept that reach-
es beyond an individual’s characteristics and academic achievement and is 
closely linked to his/her social environment, interpersonal climate in the 
educational setting and teaching methods; namely, factors that can to some 
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extent be systematically supported and encouraged in the process of teach-
ing and learning. Non-formal educational settings are a case of such sup-
portive learning environments. In the following section, we describe the 
main principles of non-formal and informal learning and consider ways in 
which they can foster the learning motivation of ESLers and, as such, rep-
resent ESL prevention practices.

Principles of non-formal and informal learning 
According to Maier (2011), a central feature of non-formal and informal 
learning is learning from and through life experience. Both concepts derive 
from a participant’s needs and aspirations and are linked to self-education 
and personal development. Non-formal education programmes are based 
on lifelong learning principles and student-centred teaching and learning 
approaches. It is a humanistic approach to learning where students are con-
sidered as individuals possessing their own personal qualities, traits, abili-
ties, values, experiences and worldviews that are important to their learn-
ing process. 

Falk and Dierking (2000) propose a contextual model (see Figure 31), 
i.e. principles of non-formal and informal learning. The model is based on 
theories of cognitive and social constructivism (Piaget, 1971; Vigotsky, 1979) 
which imply that meaningful learning occurs when a person idiosyncrati-
cally restructures knowledge through their own understanding of experi-
ence and social interaction, actively basing it on their prior knowledge. The 
authors (Falk & Dierking, 2000) suggest there are eight factors influencing 
learning in non-formal learning environments and they occur within three 
contextual domains: personal, social and physical context. In terms of the 
individual’s personal context (light-green shapes in Figure 31), i.e. person-
al and genetic history that an individual carries into the learning situation, 
non-formal learning is influenced by a learner’s motivation and expecta-
tions, previous knowledge, interests and beliefs, his/her choice of partic-
ipation, and a feeling of control over their learning. Since learning is also 
constructed through social interaction, social factors (dark-green shape 
in Figure 31) that influence non-formal and informal learning are with-
in-group socio-cultural mediation and facilitated mediations by teachers 
and other members of a learning group. The last assumption within this 
model is that, because learning occurs within the physical environment 
(blue shapes in Figure 31), it is always a dialogue with the environment. 
Thus, according to the authors in order to be successful it is important for 
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the non-formal learning situation to be influenced by environmental fac-
tors such as advance organisers and orientation proposed by teachers be-
fore entering into the non-formal learning environment, the design of the 
environment, and reinforced events and experiences outside the environ-
ment that enhance the learning experience gained in the non-formal edu-
cation setting.

Figure 9. Contextual model of the principles of non-formal and informal learning 
(Proposed by Falk and Dierking (2000))

Besides understanding knowledge as a construct of the individual’s 
integration of newly gained experience and their prior knowledge, an-
other important aspect of Falk and Dierking’s (2000) contextual model 

PRINCIPLES OF 
NON-FORMAL 

AND 
INFORMAL 
LEARNING

LEARNER'S 
MOTIVATION 

AND 
EXPECTATIONS

PRIOR 
KNOWLEDGE

INTERESTS AND 
BELIEFS

CHOICE FOR 
PARTICIPATON 
AND FEELING 
OF CONTROL

WITHIN-GROUP 
INTERACTION 

AND 
FACILITATED 
MEDIATIONS

DESIGN OF THE 
LEARNING 

ENVIRONMENT

ADVANCE 
ENVIRONMENT 

ORGANISERS 
AND 

ORIENTATION

EVENTS 
OUTSIDE THE 

ENVIRONMENT 
THAT ENHANCE 
THE LEARNING 

EXPERIENCE



178

of non-formal learning is the affective aspect of learning. They state that 
non-formal learning situations encourage an individual’s sense of wonder, 
interest, enthusiasm, and eagerness to learn (Pedretti, 2002). They provide 
opportunities for individuals to be active learners in non-evaluative and 
non-threatening environments and include the enhancement of positive 
attitudes to learning. In his review of six studies conducted in non-formal 
settings, Falk (1983) found that such learning experiences generally result in 
higher learning motivation and enjoyable and long-lasting memories, and 
that those students also outperform others who did not take part in such 
learning. 

In the following section, we further investigate ways in which teachers 
can encourage a student’s motivation for learning through the implications 
of non-formal and informal learning principles.

Non-formal motivational focuses 
Different studies and project reports (e.g. Big Picture Education Australia, 
2014; Broda, 2007; Evans et al., 2009; Hayes, 2012; McGregora, Mills, Riele, 
& Hayes, 2015) confirm that an important point at which teachers can en-
hance a student’s motivation for learning is their recognition of the stu-
dent’s non-formally and informally gained knowledge. The point of such 
an approach lies in giving students the opportunity to express themselves 
and experience success that does not rely on traditional reading, maths and 
science literacy skills. Students thereby gain self-confidence and a feeling of 
autonomy in learning situations. A student’s informally gained knowledge 
usually derives from different areas of the student’s interests, e.g. sports, 
music, arts, manual work, gardening, cooking etc. A good example of ac-
knowledging a student’s interests and increasing their motivation for learn-
ing is, for example, Australia’s Boronia second-chance school (McGregora 
et al., 2015) where students were very interested in making music; teach-
ers set up a music studio in which students could write their own lyrics, 
make music, prepare for live performances etc. Students in this school were 
given the opportunity to learn, express themselves, collaborate and gain 
recognition through something they value highly and are good at. They 
also reported that they felt cared about because the teachers offered them 
such learning opportunities. The teacher’s essential role in such settings is 
that they recognise the student’s potential and afterwards through system-
atic support (mentoring, setting educational goals, supportive evaluation 
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practices) transform the student’s gained self-confidence, perceived self-ef-
fort and autonomy to other more formal fields of learning.

Another point at which teachers can make use of non-formal learn-
ing experiences in order to enhance a student’s motivation is by adjusting 
the environment and conditions in which students learn. Different studies 
(e.g. AEGEE, 2007; Babajeva, 2011; Broda, 2007; Eshach, 2007; European 
Commission, 2013) show that enabling a student’s real-world opportuni-
ties and simulations both provide useful settings for this process to occur. 
In this way, students are given the opportunity to connect learning to their 
personal experiences and make personal meaning out of it, which results 
in higher understanding and thus perceived autonomy and learning mo-
tivation. Teachers can thereby lead the student through a semi-structured 
learning process that connects both: increases the student’s motivation and 
enables the student to acquire specific knowledge and learning goals. Good 
examples of such learning are different museum visits, school trips, site vis-
its, community learning and simulations of the outside world in the class-
room (e.g. market, laboratory, kitchen, workshop). 

Eshach (2007) even proposes a model for enhancing a student’s moti-
vation for learning by implementing learning in non-formal environments. 
He describes the following steps in planning such a learning experience: 

1) defining the purpose of the non-formal educational setting (the 
teacher should decide whether his aim is to introduce a learning 
topic, deepen it, extend it); 

2) teachers should visit the location in advance (talk with people in 
charge about the purpose of the visit, ask for suggestions); 

3) share the purpose of the visit with students beforehand (talk 
about their expectations, prior knowledge, and define the aims of 
the visit); 

4) give students the relevant background knowledge about the topic 
they wish to address already before the visit so they can connect 
the skills acquired in the field to this knowledge; 

5) provide some (not too many) tasks to be conducted in the field (in 
this way students notice things they might otherwise ignore, they 
should also be given freedom to create their own experience); and

6) share the activity with parents and invite them to join, discuss the 
newly gained knowledge through active teaching methods (group 
work, project work, role playing etc.). 
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The outcome of implementing non-formal and informal educational 
principles in the educational process therefore increases a student’s motiva-
tion for learning. Individuals can therefore take an active role in the educa-
tion process where they are given the possibility to develop their interests, 
values, skills and competencies. It is a process of learning by doing in a flex-
ible environment, where it is right to make mistakes. It touches upon emo-
tions and attitudes, areas where formal education does not usually reach 
and as such goes to a deeper level of a student’s personality. It also takes into 
the account the student’s personal, social and cultural characteristics when 
planning the process and tends to integrate disadvantaged youth who were 
unable to engage in learning in mainstream education for several reasons. 

Conclusions
Low motivation for learning or even amotivation is one of the primary 
characteristics of students at risk of ESL. Important aspects of their amo-
tivation are perceived low competence and self-determination (level of au-
tonomy) in mainstream educational settings. Those students also report 
negative ability and effort beliefs, and also place a more negative value on 
academic tasks (Caprara et al., 2008; Fan & Wolters, 2014; Hardre & Reeve, 
2003; Vallerand et al., 1997). Two main pathways are identified in the lit-
erature concerning how teachers can enhance a student’s motivation for 
learning by considering the principles of non-formal and informal learn-
ing. The first is recognising a student’s interests and related informally 
gained knowledge and experience, and the second is organising learning 
situations in non-formal supportive environments (such approaches often 
take place in community-based education programmes, evening schools, 
study circles, second-chance education programmes etc.). In this context, 
students are perceived as autonomous individuals, with their own interests, 
aspirations and needs, who are capable of planning and actively participat-
ing in the educational process. As such, informal and non-formal educa-
tion principles address the key motivational shortages of ESLers. It points 
to the fact that a shift in students’ perceptions as competent and capable 
of self-determination in the mainstream educational process is crucial for 
supporting their motivation and preventing undesirable learning behav-
iours such as ESL (European Commission 2013; Bills, Cook, & Giles, 2015; 
Black, Polidano, & Tseng, 2012; Hill & Jepsen, 2007; Lagana-Riordan et al., 
2011; Polidano, Tabasso, & Tseng, 2015).
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Synopsis
Andragogy is a learner-centred approach to teaching and learning. 
By incorporating its principles of acknowledging learners as auton-
omous, self-directed, pragmatically and problem-solving oriented 
and internally motivated into mainstream education already at ear-
ly stages, teachers can help prevent ESL.

Summary
The aim of this article is to present the role andragogical knowledge 
plays in tackling ESL, especially through its incorporation into 
mainstream education. Contrary to teacher-centred, andragogy 
is a learner-centred approach to learning and teaching. In the pa-
per, we focus on its assumptions, transactional processes, practical 
implications, methods and advantages it can bring to the learning 
process, and already existing attempts at such practices in main-
stream education. Andragogy builds on the assumptions about 
learners as autonomous, self-directed, internally motivated, prob-
lem-solving-oriented and pragmatically-oriented individuals who 
have a need to be respected and accepted for their knowledge and 
experience. Therefore, they tend to be actively involved in the learn-
ing process in order to become engaged and productive learners. 

1 The initial idea and concept of the article is the work of Polona Kelava. 

2.2.7 
Andragogical Knowledge and Skills 
for Teachers in Mainstream Education 
as Prevention for ESL1

Klaudija Šterman Ivančič
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This then means the adult education process foresees adults as ac-
tively engaged in all stages of planning, performing and evaluating 
the educational experience. The relationship between the learner 
and teacher in such a setting is equivalent and interactive teach-
ing methods such as group work, group discussions, applied prob-
lem-based sessions, project work, hands-on activities and learner 
guidance and mentoring are compulsory. Since the main problem 
of potential ESL students is often feelings of alienation from teach-
ers and schools, disconnectedness, low learning motivation, and 
a search for the purpose and meaning of life, it is necessary for 
schools to start responding to their learning needs and the learn-
er-based approach provides one of the ways to address their needs. 
Teachers in mainstream education thus need to be empowered in 
andragogical knowledge and approaches to learning, its origins, as-
sumptions, practical implications, methods and advantages in or-
der to successfully address different students’ educational needs 
and help reduce ESL already in mainstream education. It is also 
important to keep in mind that, if expect teachers to incorporate 
learner-centred approaches into their work, they themselves need 
to be taught in the same way we want them to teach. 
Key words: andragogy, learner-centred approach, mainstream edu-
cation, ESL prevention

Introduction
In the last century, two major philosophies emerged in field of education, 
i.e. instructivism, and constructivism. In the instructivist approach, which 
has its roots in behaviourism, the educator sets performance goals and de-
velops a systematic approach to the learning content that is independent 
of the learner. On the contrary, the constructivist philosophy, which orig-
inates from cognitive psychology and humanistic approaches, places the 
emphasis on the learner and the learner’s interpretations of educational 
processes and outcomes through self-directed explorations (Cartor, 1990; 
Holton, Swanson, & Naquin, 2001; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). In other 
words, we are talking about a teacher- and learner-centred educational ap-
proach (Taylor & Kroth, 2009). One of the learner-centred approaches we 
wish to focus on in this article is andragogy. 

Andragogy (Greek: man (adult)-leading) is grounded in human-
istic (conceptions of Maslow’s and Rogers’ self-actualisation of the 
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individual) and pragmatic philosophy (the influence o f D ewey a nd 
Lindeman and their emphasis on knowledge gained from experience 
rather than formal authority) (Holton et al., 2001; Merriam & Caffarella, 
1999). It first emerged in 1833 when the German educationalist Alexander 
Kapp coined the term (Chan, 2010; Howard, 1993). It was further devel-
oped in 1926 when Lindeman extended the idea, yet it only gained rec-
ognition in 1959 when Knowles further explained the basic principles 
of andragogy. He later characterised it as a model of assumptions about 
adult learning and a conceptual framework that serves as a basis for an 
emergent theory (Knowles, 1989). Today, Knowles’ andragogical theo-
ry is the best known and most acknowledged conception of adult edu-
cation and learning. Knowles (1980: p. 43) also defined andragogy as an 
opposing concept in relation to pedagogy where he defined andrago-
gy as a learner-centred approach and pedagogy as a teacher-centred 
approach. He stated that “andragogy is the art and science of helping 
adults learn, in contrast to pedagogy as the art and science of teach-
ing children”. Although we can find different conceptions of andrago-
gy in the literature (andragogy as a theory, an autonomous science, a 
discipline of pedagogy) (Klapan, 2002; Zmeyov, 1998), we can say that 
in general it is an attempt to focus on the learner rather than the teach-
er. It provides an alternative to the methodology-centred instruction-
al design perspective (Holton, Swanson, & Naquin, 2001) and has great-
ly helped in understanding adults as learners. It is also clear that those 
principles have been emerging in mainstream education over the last 
few decades (Major & Palmer, 2006).

The aim of the article is to consider the use of andragogical knowl-
edge and practices in mainstream education in order to prevent ESL. 
First, we will review the basic concepts and principles of andragogy 
and present their practical implications in mainstream education. Here 
we would like to focus on so-called learner-centred education, some 
of whose aspects have already come to life in some countries, e.g. the 
United States of America (Harris & Cullen, 2008; McCombs, 2001). At 
the end, we draw parallels between the concept of andragogy, learn-
er-centred education in mainstream education, and its role in ESL pre-
vention (see Figure 10).
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Figure 10. ESL prevention in mainstream education and role of andragogical knowledge

Methodology
In the process of reviewing the literature in fields of andragogy, andragog-
ical knowledge and its role in mainstream education and fighting ESL, we 
first conducted a literature search of the scientific EBSCOhost online re-
search databases (Academic Search Complete, ERIC, PsycARTICLES, 
PsycBOOKS, PsycINFO, and SocINDEX with full text databases). Since 
our focus was on investigating practical use of andragogical knowledge in 
mainstream education for ESL prevention, we also searched for related re-
sults online. The main key words initially used in both cases were: adult 
education, andragogy, andragogical knowledge, andragogical principles, 
principles of adult education, student-centred learning, and andragogi-
cal knowledge in mainstream education. Given that we were also interest-
ed in comparing the pedagogical and adult education principles, we also 
searched for results in those areas. In addition, we examined references cit-
ed in doctoral dissertations, reviewed articles, curriculum implementa-
tions in different countries, and project reports. Texts taken into account 
had to meet the following criteria: the topic needed to address andragog-
ical principles, use of those principles in mainstream education, or learn-
er-centred practices. 
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Concepts and Assumptions of Andragogy
In this section, we focus on describing the theoretical concepts that under-
lie andragogy and the andragogical model stated by Knowles (1989) which, 
as mentioned, is the basis of andragogy. 

If we summarise different authors in this field (e.g. Cercone, 2008; 
Merriam, 2001; Sharan, 2001), there are three such theoretical concepts: 
concept of experiential learning, concept of self-directed learning, and 
transformative learning theory. Experiential learning is a concept central 
to andragogy. It emphasises knowledge of concepts, facts, information and 
experience, application of this prior knowledge to current, ongoing events 
and reflection of the newly gained knowledge with a thoughtful analysis of 
learners’ activity that contributes to personal growth. Self-directed learn-
ing suggests that the locus of control in learning lies with the adult learn-
er, who can initiate learning with or without assistance from others, while 
transformative learning theory explains that it is important for an indi-
vidual learner to understand why he thinks and feels the way he does and 
shakes off the limiting perspectives that could hinder the learning expe-
rience. Learning is therefore a process of critical reflection and is about 
change in learners. It is learning that occurs when individuals make mean-
ing out of the world through experiences and where the goal is to enable the 
adult learner to become a more autonomous thinker.

As we can see, these theories emphasise self-direction, flexibility, and 
the process of learning, rather than the content. They are learner-cen-
tred and recognise the importance of a customised approach to learn-
ing (Cercone, 2008). As such, they are important pillars of Knowles’ 
andragogical model which consists of two parts: (1) andragogical assump-
tions that present the core conceptions of adults as learners; and (2) the 
andragogical process and transaction design where six steps for creat-
ing adult learning experience are described. Throughout the description 
of the andragogical model, we intend to expose the role of the educator 
in each step. The assumptions of andragogy present the basics for un-
derstanding, planning, executing and evaluating an adult education pro-
cess in practice. In the continuation, we describe these assumptions (see 
Figure 33) in greater detail.

The need to know. The first assumption underlying andragogy is that 
adults need to know why they need to learn something before learning it. 
Educators must therefore make a learning process meaningful and con-
crete in order to engage adults in learning (ibid.).
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Figure 11. Assumptions of andragogy (Proposed by Knowles (1989))

Self-directed learning. The second assumption refers to adult learners’ 
independent self-concept and ability to direct their own learning. Adult 
learners are perceived as autonomous, independent, self-reliant, and they 
are self-directed toward goals. The role of educators is thus to encourage 
them to start taking responsibility for their learning. They should actively 
involve the participants in the learning process and be facilitators for this 
process. Other important practical steps that support self-directed learn-
ing are the following: organising the appropriate learning climate (e.g. 
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informally arranged rooms), diagnosis of the learner’s needs (involvement 
of adult learners in a process of self-diagnosis of their learning needs), in-
volvement of learners in the process of planning their learning, conduct-
ing learning experience and treating the learning-teaching transaction as 
the mutual responsibility of the learner and educator, and appropriate eval-
uation of learning (the shift from evaluation to self-evaluation) (Cercone, 
2008; Holton, Swanson, & Naquin, 2001). 

The learner’s experience. The third assumption emphasises the role of 
adults’ life experiences in the educational process. Adults have a large rep-
ertoire of experience, which should be treated as a rich resource for learn-
ing. This assumption derives from cognitive learning theory where the 
knowledge construction process involves the individual’s need to attach 
new knowledge to already existing internal knowledge structures. At this 
stage, it is important for the educator to be aware of the value of the experi-
ence and prior knowledge of the participants. Adults want to use what they 
know and wish to be acknowledged for having that knowledge. To support 
this, educators should encourage learners to learn how to learn from their 
experience (recognise and free their minds from preconceptions), encour-
age experiential learning techniques and give emphasis to the practical ap-
plication of newly gained knowledge (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). 

Readiness to learn. The fourth assumption of andragogy refers to the 
adult’s readiness concerning their current developmental tasks and so-
cial roles. Merriam (2001) stated that the learning needs of adults are often 
closely related to their social roles. Adults feel ready to learn when they feel 
a need to cope with a certain developmental task (e.g. finding a job, raising 
children etc.). In this way, educators should be aware of considering this as-
pect when planning the curriculum which must be timed with the develop-
mental tasks of adults and their current social roles. It is also beneficial to 
combine adults with similar social roles in the educational setting so they 
can also share their life experience and learn from each other.

Problem-centred learning. The fifth assumption is closely associated 
to the previous one in that it considers the change in time perspective as 
people mature from the future application of knowledge to the immedi-
acy of application. This means that adult learning is problem-centred and 
less subject-centred (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). Accordingly, educators 
should pay attention to this when organising the educational curriculum: 
it should acknowledge a problem-centred orientation and design learning 
experience in this manner.
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Intrinsic motivation. The sixth assumption relates to adults’ motiva-
tion for learning and in a way sums up the previous assumptions. It says 
that adults can be motivated to learn only by acknowledging their current 
needs, problems and reasons for learning. Their learning process is there-
fore generally internally driven (Cercone, 2008).

In line with the assumptions about adults as learners, Knowles (1989) 
designed the following steps of the educational process that must be ac-
knowledged by an adult educator to successfully create an adult learning 
experience: 

1. involving participants in diagnosing their learning needs; 
2. establishing a climate conducive to learning; 

3. involving learners in mutual content planning (acknowledg-
ing their prior knowledge and experience, designing a flexible 
curriculum); 

4. involving learners in forming their learning objectives and plans; 

5. helping learners carry out their learning plans where they take re-
sponsibility for their own learning; and 

6. involving learners in evaluating their learning outcomes. 

All of these steps cannot be performed without use of teaching and 
learning practices and methods based on the active involvement of the par-
ticipants and mutual cooperation and non-hierarchical relations between 
learners and teachers. At this point, we briefly present some of most evi-
dent adult education practices and methods that support and acknowledge 
learners’ motivation for learning, self-direction, interests and overall active 
involvement in the process of learning. These practices are (Cartor, 1990; 
Gitterman, 2004; Vacareþu, Steiner, & Kovacs, 2011): interactive teaching 
methods (e.g. group discussions, applied problem-based sessions, mutual 
interviews, project work, study circles, discussion about the participant’s 
informal and incidental learning), hands-on activities, students’ mentor-
ing (especially for small groups of students), explicit use of students’ pri-
or knowledge, sharing experience and reflections of students, responding 
to the learning needs – target- and goal-oriented, a positive and construc-
tive training environment, applicability of knowledge – personal and pro-
fessional meaning, and self-directed learning. 

The role of an educator is primarily to keep class conversations fo-
cused and directed, provide new ideas and perspectives, help students find 
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the connections between their experiences and class discussions and assist 
students create a classroom climate where they feel invested in each oth-
er’s learning. Students need to be encouraged to help each other to present 
and develop their ideas while they are in the process of being formed and 
shaped (Gitterman, 2004).

All the above-mentioned andragogical assumptions, approaches 
and methods are already widely used in the field of adult education, sec-
ond-chance programmes, evening schools and also community-based pro-
grammes. Parallel to the development of these humanistic and pragmatic 
approaches to learning and educating in adult education, there have been 
similar indices of such development in mainstream education in the past 
two decades in some Western countries. Gehring (2000) states that some 
developments of new curricula in mainstream education contain certain 
aspects of andragogy in a way that acknowledges students’ concerns and 
engages them in the process of self-directed discovery. This approach is 
known as the learner-centred approach and we further describe it in the 
following section. 

Adult education principles (the learner-centred approach) 
in mainstream education

The learner-centred approach to teaching and learning is a reflection of an-
dragogical practices already used in adult education. Like andragogy, the 
learner-centred approach couples a focus on the individual learner (their 
heredity, experiences, perspectives, backgrounds, talents, interests, capaci-
ties and needs) with the process of learning (McCombs, 2001). These prin-
ciples emphasise the active and reflective nature of learning and learners 
(APA, 1997). There are 14 learner-centred principles that the APA (1997) 
categorised into four research-validated domains important for learning: 
metacognitive and cognitive factors that reflect the andragogical assump-
tions of the need to know and readiness to learn (e.g. personal relevance 
of goals, importance of developing higher-order learning strategies and 
strategic thinking), affective and motivational factors, that reflect the an-
dragogical assumptions of self-directed learning and intrinsic motivation 
(e.g. the importance of the individual’s interests, goals, beliefs, emotions 
and effort), developmental and social factors, that reflect andragogical as-
sumptions of readiness to learn and problem-centred learning (e.g. learn-
ing is most effective when it addresses the individual’s developmental stage, 
social roles and belonging tasks), individual difference factors, that reflect 
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the andragogical assumptions of the importance of the learner’s experi-
ence (e.g. taking into the learner’s prior learning experience, knowledge, 
learning approaches and capabilities the account), and diversity in learn-
ing factors (those factors take account of the learner’s cultural and social 
background and as such the learner-centred approach in comparison to an-
dragogical assumptions broadens the acknowledgement of factors that are 
important for learning processes).

The learner-centred approach is still in its development, especially 
in practice. Even if there is some evidence of its implementation in some 
countries, especially the USA (Harris & Cullen, 2008; McCombs, 2001), the 
teacher-centred approach continues to prevail in most education systems 
and the learner-centred approach is more a domain of adult education prac-
tices and second-chance programmes. And what is the role of andragogi-
cal knowledge and the learner-centred approach in mainstream education 
in tackling ESL? In the next section, we draw out the connections between 
the effects of learner-centred approaches to learning in mainstream educa-
tion and ESL prevention. 

The learner-centred approach and ESL prevention
As mentioned in the introduction, efforts to refocus teaching and learn-
ing processes to become more learner-centred have been driven by a new 
understanding about how humans learn. Different studies (e.g. Harris & 
Cullen, 2008; Weimer, 2002) confirm that students are more likely to be re-
ceptive to learning if they believe that the information is relevant to their 
lives and if they feel they are in control of the process. On the other hand, 
motivation proved to be jeopardised by a lack of the individual’s control 
over the learning process – the more teachers employ control measures, the 
more students are resistant to learning. By allowing students to share power 
in making decisions regarding activities, assignments and classroom poli-
cies, students tend to take a more active and engaged role in their learning. 
Studies (e.g. Cornelius-White, 2007; Steckol, 2007; Weimer, 2002; Wells & 
Jones, 2005; Wohlfarth et al., 2008) also confirm that using a more collab-
orative teaching style and formative assessment, working in small groups, 
encouraging personal portfolios and student-driven classroom experience 
result in greater learning motivation, grades and self-directed learning. 
Students also reported that they, like adults, enjoyed being treated as com-
petent individuals who can be trusted with the learning experience. 
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Even though the learner-centred approach still needs development 
and empirical support, based on the available study results we can see that 
it addresses different obstacles that prevent ESLers from insisting in the 
learning processes: ESLers’ beliefs that school is irrelevant to their lives, 
low motivation for learning and engagement in the learning processes, feel-
ings of disconnectedness, social isolation, and feelings of personal incom-
petence and irrelevance in the learning process (Benard, 1991; Frostad, Pijl, 
& Mjaavatn, 2014; Schargel & Smink, 2004). As such, the learner-centred 
approach could be a powerful tool for preventing ESL when already imple-
mented in mainstream education in early stages.

Conclusion
Andragogy is a learner-centred approach to learning and teaching where 
learners are treated as autonomous, self-directed, internally motivated, 
problem-solving-oriented and pragmatically-oriented individuals who 
have a need to be respected and accepted for their knowledge and experi-
ence. As such, it reflects the theoretical concepts of experiential learning, 
the concepts of self-directed learning and transformative learning theo-
ry. Deriving from those concepts, the learner-centred approach to learning 
and educating in mainstream education takes into the consideration the in-
dividual’s needs, inspirations, motives, conditions and abilities. It is inclu-
sive and supports autonomy, competence and relatedness, concepts that are 
crucial to the individual’s motivation for learning and participation (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000). Some authors (Brendtro, 1999; McCombs, 2001; Wheatley, 
1999) point out that given the rising levels of youth crime, disruptive school 
behaviour and early drop out, schools no longer have the luxury of ignor-
ing the personal needs of students. At the core of these youth issues lies 
feelings of alienation, disconnectedness, spiritual crisis, and a search for 
the purpose and meaning of life. Without corresponding to their learn-
ing needs, we are in danger of continuing to ignore students’ calls for help 
when they report they feel disconnected from each other, think school is 
irrelevant, or drop out mentally or physically from the learning environ-
ment. Therefore, what is needed is a learning and teaching approach that 
reconnects youth, teachers and schools, motivates them for learning, ac-
knowledges their learning needs and actively involves them in the learning 
process. Studies show that implementing andragogic principles in educa-
tion results in higher motivation of students, grades, a sense of belonging to 
school and connectedness (e.g. Steckol, 2007; Weimer, 2002; Wells & Jones, 
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2005; Wohlfarth et al., 2008). This is especially the case with vulnerable 
groups of students such as potential ESLers. Since the learner-centred ap-
proach is both needs- and problem-oriented, it can be one of the ways for 
achieving that.

One of the first important steps in this process is to empower teach-
ers in andragogical knowledge and learner-centred approaches to learning, 
its origins, assumptions, practical implications, methods and advantages it 
can bring to the teacher, learner and community. It is a great shift in per-
ceptions of the whole process of teaching and learning and the role of the 
teacher in this process. Maybe this is also why the incorporation of these 
practices in the mainstream education is a slow process. Riley and Roach 
(2006) also point to an important moment in empowering teachers with 
this knowledge. They state that if we want teachers to incorporate those 
principles into their work, we need to teach them in the same way we want 
them to teach. When they themselves are included in planning the learn-
ing process, when their needs and experience are accounted for, when they 
experience interactive teaching methods themselves and are accepted in a 
supportive learning environment as respected, self-directed and autono-
mous individuals, the incorporation of those practices into their work and 
consequently ESL prevention processes can begin. 
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Synopsis
The professional development of educators for addressing ESL can 
be successfully supported by online trainings or other forms based 
on ICT. Currently, several online training platforms for educators 
exist across Europe and globally, but evaluation studies are lacking 
to help highlight best practices in the field. 

Summary
The purpose of this paper is to highlight information on existing 
approaches and resources based on ICT that could be successful in 
the field of educators’ professional development. This could be ad-
dressed by the online teacher training platforms that are implement-
ed as traditional online courses, as video observation of the existing 
practices or as a set of exercises for gaining knowledge and compe-
tencies. Any of these can also be complemented with face-to-face in-
teractions. Online or computer-based environments are flexible and 
easily accessible opportunities that provide access anytime and any-
place to case materials that can be used for learning new content or 
methods, for observing real-time situations and for (self)reflection 
and thus for developing the competencies needed for improving the 
practice of educators and, by so doing, for reducing the risk factors 
for students at risk of ESL.

2.3.1 
Overview of Innovative Online Trainings 
for Educators 
Tina Vršnik Perše and Maša Vidmar
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Existing practices across the world show several approaches to on-
line trainings for educators. Some only target educators (such as 
Neopass@ction, MyTeachingPartner or SecondChanceEducation.eu), 
others are used by educators and students (such as Glow Connect) 
while in some others the educators are only a small group of tar-
get participants (like Aula Mentor from Spain). They use different 
methods such as online classrooms (e.g. Aula Mentor), sharing re-
sources online (e.g. Glow Connect, SecondChanceEducation.eu, 
OpeningUpSlovenia, Neopass@ction, MyTeachingPartner), exam-
ples of best practices (e.g. SecondChanceEducation.eu), discussion 
groups and forums (e.g. Glow Connect), web-mediated coaching 
(MyTeachingPartner) etc. The online platforms also differ regard-
ing whether they include a trainer, mentor or tutor. Some include 
a tutor in an online environment to ensure that objectives are met 
(e.g. Aula Mentor, Neopass@ction), others include expert consult-
ants (e.g. Glow Connect, MyTeachingPartner) and often rely on the 
role of a moderator to supervise the contents (e.g. Neopass@ction, 
MyTeachingPartner, OpeningUpSlovenia, SecondChanceEducation.
eu, Glow Connect). Currently, only a few of the above resources of-
fer contents that specifically address early school leaving (ESL); how-
ever, such tools are being specifically developed within the TITA 
project.
Key words: online training platforms, professional development, 
teacher competences, team cooperation

Introduction
Educators’ work tasks are very complex and have been changing rapidly 
in the last few decades, thereby offering a great challenge for both educa-
tors’ performance and job satisfaction. In order to stay in touch with these 
challenges, educators tend to attend diverse professional development pro-
grammes. E-learning or learning with the assistance of ICT (such as on-
line trainings) is one of the approaches that provides effective assistance for 
professional development because it can ensure rapid communication be-
tween colleagues and improves the quality of the work (Chang, 2016), but 
the choice of a method of e-learning is complex.

Learning based on ICT has several variations and can be carried out 
as any combination of: purely online (no face-to-face meetings), blend-
ed learning (combination of online and face-to-face), tutor-led group, 
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self-study, self-study with expert support, web-based (Internet application), 
computer-based (e.g. DVD), video type, audio type, written-text-based 
type, synchronous communication (chat, videoconferences,…), asynchro-
nous communication (forum, email,…), webinars, virtual classrooms, ex-
ams (online, paper,…), application sharing, resources sharing… Any of the 
above approaches and its combinations can be used for professional devel-
opment and can be included in online trainings where educators observe 
and/or reflect on other educators’ (or their own) ideas, practice and exam-
ples in a real or virtual environment.

This paper focuses on presenting the role of the existing online train-
ing programmes and platforms for educators since several advantages of 
online trainings for educators have been recognised. The article aims to 
provide an insight into the pro and cons of online educators’ trainings and 
an overview of the existing online professional development resources for 
educators, some of which may also tackle issues related to preventing ESL. 

Methodology
We conducted a review of the literature by searching in the ERIC, Proquest, 
Wiley, Science Direct and Google search engines for information. Search 
criteria were established concerning e-learning, online training platforms, 
teachers’ professional development, and the cross-references for these 
search criteria were first examined. The search and analyses of other relat-
ed papers followed. We included three types of documents: scientific papers 
for the theoretical background to the contents under scrutiny, web pag-
es representing online training platforms as well as EU documents and re-
ports. Based on these documents, the theoretical background and some al-
ready implemented online training programmes were presented in order to 
offer guidelines for modelling innovative online trainings.

Advantages and limitations of online trainings
Recently a frequent choice for educators’ professional development has 
been online courses (combined with face-to-face training) since they pro-
vide two of the most essential elements of effective professional develop-
ment: They give participating teachers opportunities to practise what they 
learn over relatively extended periods of time (as opposed to traditional 
in-service one-off seminar courses) and they provide an ideal environment 
for interaction among participants (National Staff Development Council, 
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2001). Since existing traditional face-to-face professional development pro-
grammes typically do not include all of the educators in a school and the 
courses are usually held as one-off events, online virtual communities and 
all complementary alternatives could enable educators to share their expe-
riences and exchange information and reflections and complement them 
continuously and collaboratively and thus improve as both individuals and 
a school team.

Many existing teacher professional development programmes are not 
high in quality, offering only ‘fragmented, intellectually superficial’ semi-
nars (Borko, 2004) that do not meet the educators’ expectations in terms 
of developing the much needed competencies. Not only are educators of-
ten not very satisfied with the traditional professional development train-
ing courses but the lack of continuity of and collective approaches to those 
training courses also needs to be addressed. Therefore, several strong initi-
atives for implementing new technologies in educators’ professional devel-
opment have emerged since the end of the 20th century.

The use of ICT in education in general was recently found to be most 
effective when it is used as a teaching supplement, as learning support, as 
encouragement for reflection and as promotion for cognitive dissonance 
(Smetana & Bell, 2012), as an enrichment (Pedro, 2005) and not so much 
if it is used as the only source for learning. Since teachers are (already) 
education professionals with limited time and financial resources, ICT-
supported possibilities for professional development are among the easi-
ly accessible ways to achieve the goal of supporting educators’ professional 
development. It is commonly agreed that we need to build teachers’ ca-
pacity for development and improvement but we also need to be sure that 
time, effort and scarce resources are expended only on quality programmes 
(Dede, Ketelhut, Whitehouse, Breit, & McCloskey, 2009). Virtual platforms 
and supporting online networks could make the implementation of edu-
cators’ competence development more effective in all those aspects: online 
teacher professional development models can provide high quality learn-
ing opportunities; teachers have access to experts in a given field; they are 
able to collaborate with others; online learning allows time for (self)reflec-
tion and for dialogue; it allows for flexibility in scheduling, timing and the 
development of one’s own learning spaces. In other words, it can be em-
powering as teachers take ownership of their own learning. Online teach-
er professional development can also serve as a bridge between preservice 
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education, new teacher support (induction) and continuing teacher devel-
opment (Sprague, 2006).

The induction process is often mentioned as an important but organ-
isationally and financially challenging characteristic of a quality educa-
tion system. Participating in face-to-face situations as an observer (men-
tor or trainee) is challenging since one cannot be present everywhere at 
once and cannot pay attention to all students and situations simultaneous-
ly. The observations and participation in real-life situations are also very 
time-consuming. Therefore, the solutions such as computer-supported set-
tings could be implemented because small segments of video clips can be 
used where teachers observe their own performance or the performance of 
other teachers and professionally develop through (self)reflection. In addi-
tion, a lot of teachers can observe the same situation and learn from it. 

As the TALIS survey sums up, in seeking to meet teachers’ profession-
al development requirements, policymakers and practitioners need to con-
sider both how to support and encourage participation and how to ensure 
that opportunities match teachers’ perceived needs. This must be balanced 
with the cost in terms of both finance and teachers’ time (OECD, 2009). 
Moreover, policy measures should be aimed at reviewing and adapting the 
offer of in-service training opportunities to ensure they respond to teachers’ 
needs for professional development (balancing them with needs at school 
and at the system level) and have a proven impact on teachers’ practice and, 
consequently, on learner attainment. Providing attractive possibilities for 
professional development helps teachers address skills deficits and update 
their competencies throughout their career. This is especially relevant in 
the current circumstances of limited budgetary possibilities and the bar-
riers to participate in continuing professional development as indicated by 
TALIS such as ‘conflict with schedule’ (OECD, 2014). Similarly, policymak-
ers will want to look at the effectiveness of the different forms of continuing 
professional development on offer and focus on those which combine the-
ory with practice and offer the possibility to collaborate and exchange with 
peers. In the current budgetary conditions, countries should explore the 
possibilities offered by Open Educational Resources as they have the poten-
tial to address some of the key obstacles identified by teachers, such as high 
costs and conflict with work schedules (OECD, 2014).

The online trainings and other ICT-supported forms of professional 
development thus offer many opportunities in terms of providing attrac-
tive possibilities for balancing between needs at the individual, school and 
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system levels, also considering the limited financial resources and reducing 
conflicts with the schedule. But, like with other methods, the online forms 
of professional development must be used with careful consideration.

It is interesting to examine how educators will accept the online or 
other ICT-based programmes for their professional development. A large-
scale professional development programme “Intel Teach – Advanced on-
line” in Germany offers a blended-learning course with face-to-face meet-
ings of teachers with a tutor and other teachers and e-learning training 
phases in which teachers use the online platform for individual and col-
laborative learning. The evaluation of this programme indicates that teach-
ers have accepted the platform very well and use it as resource for theoreti-
cal and practical contents. The teachers’ attitudes, with positive attitudes to 
technology, were also positive regarding the platform. On the other hand, 
the evaluation showed that a major limitation of implementing the plat-
form was that teachers with low interest and negative attitudes to technol-
ogy were clearly underrepresented or did not join the platform (Todorova 
& Osburg, 2009).

This is a very realistic consideration for all initiatives for implement-
ing ICT involving professional development programmes such as online 
professional development programmes and a reminder that this might not 
be the only option and that it should focus on diverse and attractive pro-
grammes and methods. Yet, on the other hand, it is very likely that the 
share of teachers who would join such a platform is larger than those with 
low interest and negative attitudes to new technologies and that it will grow 
in the future. TALIS (OECD, 2014) already indicated that teachers are ex-
pressing less of a need to learn about ICT than they did in 2008 (OECD, 
2009), most probably because more teachers are becoming competent in 
ICT due to its use in everyday life. Nevertheless, these and other potential 
limitations of the online or other ICT-based programmes should be con-
sidered when planning such solutions in terms of preparing user-friendly 
solutions that are attractive and in-depth regarding the content. Further, 
the lack of face-to-face communication could also be considered as a ma-
jor potential limitation.

Online training courses and traditional professional development 
courses can address similar issues and, when used as complementary 
methods, they can offer great potential. Some online programmes are sup-
ported with the possibility to watch and/or analyse video resources that 
can be used as tools for self-confronting one’s own activity, for crossed 
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self-confrontation crossing with colleagues’ activity, confrontation with 
the recording of others’ teaching and also collective confrontation where 
a group is confronted with a video (of their work or of the work of others) 
(Flandin & Lussi Borer, 2016).

Considering the characteristics of modern society like complex work-
ing tasks and everyday life it is important to note that the ICT-based solu-
tions for the professional development of teachers should not and cannot 
completely replace face-to-face programmes and experiences but could of-
fer ongoing support for teachers who are not being provided with the tra-
ditional professional development programmes. It could provide a com-
munity-based (online community) and collaborative model of professional 
development. 

Examples of existing practice
Several models for online educators’ professional development are 

available. We present a few based on availability of information about the 
programme and primarily based on the content of a programme. A com-
parison of the online resources is found in Table 1. 

The presented platforms indicate several similarities and differences.

Table 3. Similarities and differences among online platforms for educators’ professional 
development 

Title Country 
of origin

Target 
audience

Methods  
(Video, inte-

ractions, foru-
ms…)

Including 
trainers, tutors Language

Aula Mentor Spain

all adults se-
eking profe-
ssional de-
velopment, 
computer lite-
racy and per-
sonal deve-
lopment and 
unable to 
access training 
courses 

online classro-
oms, also tradi-
tional classro-
oms with 
Internet access, 
CD Roms, 
study guides 

tutor or mentor 
is included in 
all programmes 
and they are 
responsible 
for ensuring 
that learning 
objectives are 
met online

Spanish 
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Title Country 
of origin

Target 
audience

Methods  
(Video, inte-

ractions, foru-
ms…)

Including 
trainers, tutors Language

Glow Connect Scotland

Glow is used by 
staff and lear-
ners in schools 
and early years 
establishments 
in Scotland

tools and reso-
urces for stu-
dents, sharing 
resources on-
line, discussi-
on groups and 
forums, natio-
nal professional 
learning com-
munity 

services have 
moderators 
and some even 
consultants 
or professio-
nals for expert 
support

English 

Second 
ChanceEducati-
on.eu

EU teachers

qualitative 
benchmarking 
of schools, to-
ols for working 
with beneficia-
ries (examples 
of best practi-
ces such as we-
binars, lear-
ning apps etc. 
are available), 
validation of 
international 
placements

moderator English

Opening 
Up Slovenia Slovenia

educators at all 
levels of edu-
cation, resear-
chers, industry 
and technologi-
cal partners

project initi-
atives, mobi-
le application 
presentations 
and develo-
pment, MO-
OCs (Massive 
Open Onli-
ne Courses) are 
online courses 
aimed at un-
limited parti-
cipation and 
open access 
via the web), 
events, publica-
tions

moderator English, 
Slovenian
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Title Country 
of origin

Target 
audience

Methods  
(Video, inte-

ractions, foru-
ms…)

Including 
trainers, tutors Language

Neopass@ction France educators

distance self-
-training reso-
urces (written 
and video), re-
sources for in-
stitutionali-
sed training 
with trainers or 
tutors

moderator, tra-
iners, tutors French 

MyTeaching 
Partner

Virgini-
a,USA teachers

video clips, tra-
ining course, 
web-mediated 
individualised 
coaching

moderator, 
expert consul-
tants

English

Some of these models are considered formal as they lead to a formal 
degree or certificate and are developed through multiple partnerships such 
as Aula Mentor (Spain) and Glow Connect (Scotland). 

One of the most complex computer-supported systems designed for 
continuous professional development is Aula Mentor (Mentor Classroom) 
from Spain. Today, Aula Mentor offers a range of courses and options and 
covers 27 different areas, ranging from Introduction to computer technolo-
gy to Education and several specific professions such as textile and tourism 
(Aula Mentor, n.d.). Only certain courses specifically target educators and 
their professional development. Aula Mentor was one of the first web-based 
designs to focus on the professional development of educators, having been 
first established in the early 1990s. It is an open and distance learning sys-
tem used primarily as a way of communicating through an electronic plat-
form and website and its courses are designed to provide additional train-
ing for those seeking professional development. It is aimed at groups unable 
to access training courses and all successfully completed courses are cer-
tified (Aula Mentor, n.d.). Altogether, over 120 courses are offered through 
the programme (Aula Mentor, n.d.) and they are all intended to last an av-
erage of 4 months. In the area of Education, there are 10 different courses of 
which there are currently no specific courses dealing with early school leav-
ing or cooperation directly, although they are being developed within the 
TITA project. Given the self-paced nature of all coursework, however, ac-
tual study time may either be shorter or longer. In pacing themselves, stu-
dents (enrolled in courses in Spain) must keep in mind that final exams are 
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given five times a year and must be taken in person in order to obtain a cer-
tificate (Verdisco, 2002). 

Scotland has developed a nationally available digital environment for 
learning called Glow Connect that also supports programmes that lead to 
a formal certificate. Glow is the world’s first national intranet for education 
and connects 800,000 learners and teachers across Scotland. Glow encom-
passes over 2,700 schools, 750,000 school students and over 50,000 teach-
ing staff; there is also the capacity to accommodate 700,000 parents with-
in the system. It is funded by the Scottish Government and managed by 
Learning and Teaching Scotland. A number of contractual stakeholders are 
identified as users of Glow, among them local authorities, faculties of ed-
ucation and several governing institutions. It provides access to a range of 
digital tools and services, and an environment in which learners and teach-
ers can create, collaborate and innovate (Glow Connect, n.d.). Therefore, 
it is designed as a multi-professional system and inter-agency cooperation 
that supports several different types of experts and stakeholders. Glow is 
not just a platform but also offers a username and password that gives ac-
cess to several different web services: Microsoft Office 365 (provides storage 
space on Microsoft’s cloud storage service), WordPress blogs (online blog-
ging system storage), Wikispaces wikis (a social writing platform for edu-
cation, easy to create an online classroom workspace where teachers and 
students can communicate and work on writing projects alone or in teams) 
and Adobe Connect (a web conferencing software service for online meet-
ing experiences for collaboration, virtual classrooms and large-scale we-
binars) as part of a Broadcasting service (Glow TV and Glow Meet). Glow 
provides a variety of safe and secure cloud-based services for collaborative, 
innovative and social learning, co-creation, and easy web publishing. Glow 
accounts are available to all schools and education establishments across 
Scotland, including independent schools and teacher education colleges/
universities (Glow Connect, n.d.).

Other models are less formal and involve the use of a varie-
ty of tools, including case studies or e-mail discussion boards (such as 
SecondChanceEducation.eu or Opening-up-Slovenia).

The SecondChanceEducation.eu project is an initiative of the Digital 
Second Chance Opportunities project and is a learning platform for ed-
ucators. This project has been funded with support from the European 
Commission and is carried out by an international consortium. It focusses 
on the quality improvement of second-chance education, paying particular 
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attention to the development of a European online knowledge and quali-
ty centre. The training possibilities support teachers, trainers, mentors and 
other educators working with ESLers to develop and grow. Further edu-
cation of teachers, qualitative benchmarking of schools, tools for working 
with beneficiaries and validation of international placements are the pro-
ject’s main goals. More than 30 trainings are available as professional de-
velopment training programmes for educators and several of them focus 
on the factors that are common risk factors for early school leaving, such as 
managing conflict, raising standards through mentoring etc. In addition, 
more than 30 practices are available that offer best practices in the form of 
records used by other educators. SecondChanceEducation.eu is also build-
ing the largest database of learning methods and good practices in the tri-
angle of learning, living and working. Any educator can join and share their 
good practice or learning method and therefore receive feedback on their 
own ideas. It was developed based on previous projects and materials devel-
oped in them (such as DISCO – Digital Second Chance Opportunities, that 
was a project funded by the Erasmus + Programme (EFVET, n.d.), LION - 
Learning, lIving, wOrking for Neet-group, that was a Gruntvig multilater-
al project, addressing the issues of people who are not in employment, ed-
ucation or training (CESIE, 2013) and EXACT – Excellence academy for 
trainers, that was funded by the “Lifelong Learning Program” of the EC 
(SecondChanceEducation, n.d.)).

OpeningUpSlovenia from Slovenia is a full-scale, national-level and 
unique experimental case study that is attempting to create a unique nation-
wide research environment in open education. It is planned to support the 
development and availability of: open digital pedagogies, open educational 
resources, open ICT-based technologies, open innovative business models, 
and open digitally-supported learning environments. The initiative is still 
in its initial phase and development is in progress (OpeningUpSlovenia, 
n.d.). Its main contribution should be open-access materials for different 
focus points concerning education and also flexibility for developing areas 
of interest to educators at any given moment. The test-bed comprises a co-
alition of all Slovenian universities, compulsory and vocational education 
institutions with technical, research and industry partners. 

Moreover, some course websites are designed for complementing face-
to-face professional development programmes (such as Neopass@ction or 
MyTeachingPartner™).
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Neopass@ction is a tool for teacher training from France that seeks 
to provide examples of actual teacher work at the national level as distance 
self-training resources or institutionalised training with trainers or tutors. 
Neopass@ction is mostly based on video resources likely to significant-
ly contribute to the professionalisation of beginning teachers and also for 
analysing issues for more experienced teachers. The platform is designed to 
serve at the national level as a resource for either web-based training, which 
the learner does alone, or for instructor-led training conducted in a class-
room setting (Neopass@ction, n.d.).

The training module developed from this platform is therefore not 
aimed at imparting the practices of expert teachers in a prescriptive man-
ner, but at bringing to bear the real experiences and current practices of 
beginners in the classroom, in view of gradually transforming those prac-
tices in line with personal standards of feasibility and professional effec-
tiveness. One of the design assumptions is that, to facilitate the creation of 
links between real classroom experiences of platform users and their expe-
riences during the viewing of training videos, the situations viewed must 
have some features in common with those already encountered by the us-
ers (Leblanc & Ria, 2013).

Similarly, MyTeachingPartner™, or MTP, is a system of professional 
development support from Virginia, USA that was developed for improv-
ing teacher-student interactions. It contains three specific resources that 
may be used either individually or in tandem: a video library of annotat-
ed examples of best practice, a college course and web-mediated individu-
alised coaching: The video library contains more than 400 1- to 2-minute 
video clips of teachers’ effective interactions with students for all levels of 
education and gives teachers an opportunity to observe other teachers’ ef-
fective interactions as they implement a wide range of instructional activ-
ities in various contexts. The MTP coaching programme involves the fol-
lowing five steps in a 2-week cycle: a teacher records a classroom video, a 
coach reviews and selects the video and writes prompts, the teacher re-
views the video and responds to the prompts, the teacher and the coach 
discuss the prompts and practice, summary and action plan for the next 
cycle (MyTeachingPartner™, b.d.). One of the research papers concerning 
the effectiveness of the MyTeachingPartner coaching intervention indi-
cates that a variety of individual and contextual factors relate to teachers’ 
responsiveness to the programme objectives. Psychological factors, specif-
ically anxiety and readiness to change, are related to several indicators of 
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responsiveness. Thus, it may be beneficial to focus on participant character-
istics prior to an intervention (Roberts et al., 2014).

Based on the evidence and the scarce evaluation studies about cer-
tain platforms, the recommendation is to implement a combination of on-
line training and personal contact with the trainer or mentor and/or oth-
er participants since that provides an opportunity for implementing the 
personalised materials and courses regarding the needs of the trainee and 
also provides an opportunity for personalised improvement and the devel-
opment of communication competencies. Thus, the motivation for profes-
sional development and the interest in further participation in the training 
are improved.

Conclusions and recommendations
Online or ICT-supported environments can simply provide easy access to 
case materials that can be used for learning new content or methods, for 
observing real-time situations and for (self)reflection and therefore con-
tain a motivation factor in themselves. The analysis of the existing infor-
mation regarding online or other ICT-based professional development pro-
grammes of educators has indicated more advantages than disadvantages 
of its implementation. As described, the online and other ICT-supported 
professional development programmes are well established and widely used 
approaches to the professional development of educators. But although the 
approaches have shifted a great deal from traditional to modern and are 
more focused on the construction of knowledge and ICT-supported tech-
nologies, the contents of professional development programmes are still 
mostly oriented to the traditional roles of the educators, mostly involving 
competencies about certain issues (such as teaching content, didactics, dis-
cipline, special needs etc.) and only a few involve contents focused on pre-
venting ESL, such as understanding ESL, educators’ self-reflection, social 
and emotional competencies and other.

The presented programmes are concentrated on several concepts, i.e. 
the programmes in Aula Mentor (n.d.) are focused on child development, 
the education of parents and families, sign language and drug use preven-
tion etc., Glow Connect (n.d.) stresses the sharing and developing of re-
sources, chiefly involving teaching content resources, OpeningUpSlovenia 
focuses on developing innovative approaches, primarily regarding differ-
ent approaches for how to address the teaching content, Neopass@ction of-
fers resources on how to support students in the transition from education 
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to work, how to communicate with students, how to deal with discipline 
incidents etc., MyTeachingPartner concentrates on teachers’ effective inter-
actions with students, while SecondChanceEducation.eu aims to support 
educators working with ESL by highlighting communication, managing 
conflicts and connecting the education and work environments. Therefore, 
the scope and complexity covered by the different online programmes and 
platforms is very comprehensive and the required educators’ competencies 
are even more so. Accordingly, the choice of a professional development 
programme for educators is complex.

The support provided by online or other ICT-supported profession-
al development programmes can help trainees improve their understand-
ing of the complex teaching know-how and improve their ability to analyse 
their own activities. But this link generally remains implicit during their 
formal training and, for the time being, evaluators must settle for postu-
lating that users will engage in a self-analysis that will be useful to them, if 
not for acting directly then at least for recognising the corresponding pro-
fessional situations in the field (Leblanc & Ria, 2013). An important con-
sideration for the designers of new platforms is thus to establish a system 
that makes the choice of programme easier by trying to encourage main-
taining the use of the newly acquired competencies even after completing 
the initial course and to provide trainees with an opportunity to return to 
the platform for learning on another issue they are interested in. Therefore, 
each platform should be complex and flexible regarding both the contents 
and methods used but at the same time easy to comprehend and use.

The greatest challenges and points to consider when developing new 
platforms are: a) to be user-friendly; b) to provide tasks in such a way that 
participants cooperate/collaborate with each other and with a mentor or 
coach; c) to incorporate contents that are interesting and attractive to the 
participants; d) to include face-to-face interaction; e) another issue that 
could be resolved by including a skilled trainer is how to reach profession-
als who are not interested in using ICT; and f) establishing a system to 
maintain use of newly acquired competencies even after completing the in-
itial course and for the return of participants to learn about other topics. 
When addressing those issues, the developers of online platforms (such as 
those being developed by the TITA project) should create platforms that 
will address current issues, such as ESL, but will also have the potential to 
focus on different issues when the need arises.
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Synopsis
A review of second-chance education programmes and practices in-
dicates that mainstream education could help prevent ESL by imple-
menting its main principles: a student-centred approach to learning, 
encouragement of a supportive school environment and relation-
ships, socio-emotional support, use of interactive teaching methods 
and connectedness to different community agents. 

Summary
The aim of this article is to present the main practices and principles 
of second-chance education programmes and discuss their impli-
cations for mainstream education in order to prevent ESL. Second-
chance education programmes are organised as part of non-formal 
education in different countries and aim to enrol students who are 
at risk or have already left education early. They operate on the prin-
ciples of lifelong learning, adult education and socially just educa-
tion. This means that, besides offering students academic support 
and another chance to attain certain knowledge and an education-
al certificate, second-chance education programmes also address 
ESLers’ educational, personal, social and cultural characteristics. 
Second-chance education programmes are currently widely present 
mainly in the USA, Australia and European countries. In our review 
of different second-chance education practices and project reports 

2.3.2 
What can we Learn from Second-chance 
Education Programmes for Adults 
to Prevent ESL in Younger Generations?
Klaudija Šterman Ivančič
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(Boronia second-chance school from Australia, Eumoschool from 
Italy, EU national reports from second-chance education in Greece, 
Austria, Italy and Romania, LION implemented in Italy, PROSA 
implemented in Austria, USA Big Picture Learning School, USA 
Opportunity House and Youth Chance High School etc.), we iden-
tified the following common principles: all programmes are based 
on a student-centred approach to teaching and learning, they put 
an emphasis on supportive relationships and a supportive environ-
ment, the socio-emotional development of participants is impor-
tant, all use interactive teaching methods, and all of them are close-
ly connected to the wider community. The extensive review by the 
European Commission (2013) supports our findings and concludes 
that, by including second-chance education programmes and its 
principles in formal educational content, this would more effectively 
serve as ESL prevention and compensation (e.g. Bloom, 2010; Ross & 
Gray, 2005; Spierings, 2003).
Key words: second-chance education, ESL prevention, mainstream 
education

Introduction
In 1995, the European Commission issued the White Paper on Education 
and Training (Teaching and Learning: Towards the Learning Society), with 
the aim to fight social exclusion in Europe (Efstathiou, 2009). Another im-
portant part of this strategy was the implementation of second-chance ed-
ucation programmes into educational schemata in order to address the 
issue of ESLers as a group of socially excluded individuals. When the sec-
ond-chance school scheme began in the EU context, second-chance edu-
cation programmes were reflecting the belief of many experts and poli-
cy-makers that ESLers should not be brought back to ‘the place of failure’ 
and that one should think more in terms of job creation, vocational train-
ing and social care when attempting to help this target group.

Second-chance education programmes were, as a strategic approach 
involving schools, wider community agents and employers, further elab-
orated in 2006 and 2007 through the European Parliament’s Lifelong 
Learning Action Programme and the European Commission’s Action Plan 
on Adult Learning. These programmes provided the statutory and fiscal 
support to institutions participating in fighting against ESLers’ segrega-
tion by offering them the opportunity to re-engage in education (European 
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Commission, 2001; European Council, 2003; European Parliament, 2006; 
University of Florence, 2010). 

Second-chance education is based on the idea that, through an acces-
sible, non-selective, effective and organised educational structure, an indi-
vidual can actualise an educational opportunity they missed or failed when 
enrolled in mainstream education for the first time (European Commission, 
2001; Inbar & Sever, 1989; Shavit, Ayalon, & Kurleander, 2001). 

Second-chance education programmes are today widespread in dif-
ferent countries around the world, but are most systematically researched 
and reported in Europe, the USA and Australia. They are referred to in var-
ious ways (e.g. flexible learning centres, second-chance schools, alternative 
schools, second-chance community, youth coaching programmes, evening 
schools, transfer schools etc.) and enrol different target groups. They can 
enrol students who are still involved in mainstream education but are at 
risk of not attaining any qualifications1 from the secondary education lev-
el (lower or upper), young people above the age of 15 not currently in ed-
ucation, employment or training, as well as individuals regardless of age, 
those already employed and who require special educational support in or-
der to achieve a certain education level. As such, second-chance education 
programmes can entail ESL prevention and compensation for educational 
qualifications, from basic education to higher secondary education, up to 
continuing tertiary education (opening up cross-over points between the 
secondary and tertiary sectors). However, all of them aim to include in-
dividuals who are disadvantaged from an educational point of view, in la-
bour market terms, socially and also culturally, and promote education as 
a means to keep or reintegrate individuals into the education and training 
system (Bills, Cook, & Giles, 2015; Bloom, 2010; Efstathiou, 2009; Lagana-
Riordan et al., 2011; McGregora, Mills, Riele, & Hayes, 2015; ROBIN pro-
ject, 2016).

In its report on implementation of the Second Chance Education Pilot 
Project, the European Commission (2001) concluded that 94% of investigat-
ed ESLers from 11 European countries could be rescued in a second-chance 
education scheme. This means that ESLers are not necessarily lost to the 
1 In this type of second-chance education programmes, students are simultaneous-

ly involved in mainstream education and second-chance education. Second-chance 
education can be offered within or outside mainstream school facilities and provides 
more flexible ways of delivering mainstream courses. As such, second-chance edu-
cation programmes are part, not only of an ESL compensation, but also an ESL pre-
vention strategy.
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education system in the first place. Accordingly, another important ques-
tion emerges: could the approach to education used in second-chance edu-
cation prevent ESL already during the ‘first chance’ (European Commission, 
2001)?

In the following article, we examine different second-chance educa-
tion practices and project reports in order to: define the main principles of 
second-chance education programmes and, most importantly, present as-
pects of second-chance education programmes that could benefit main-
stream education in order to prevent ESL already in the early years.

Methodology
Since the literature on second-chance education programmes in connec-
tion to ESL is wide and versatile, in addressing the topic we first conducted 
a search for policy frameworks and definitions, followed by a review of pro-
ject reports carried out on the international (e.g. reports of the European 
Commission and European Council) and national levels. For a better re-
view, we classified the projects according to region (European and non-Eu-
ropean projects), target group and aims. Since the project reports are usu-
ally widely accessible, we first searched for the results online, followed by 
a search of the scientific EBSCOhost online research databases (Academic 
Search Complete, ERIC, PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKS, PsycINFO, and 
SocINDEX with full-text databases). The main key words initially used in 
both cases were: second-chance education, second-chance education pro-
jects, second-chance education approach to ESL, second-chance education 
principles and second-chance programmes and ESL prevention/compensa-
tion. We also examined references cited in the project reports and the de-
scribed implemental practices in different countries, and reviewed articles. 
Texts taken into account had to address second-chance education imple-
mentation, lessons learned from implementations, second-chance practic-
es, principles, the use of those principles in mainstream education, and the 
use of second-chance approaches in preventing ESL. 

Principles of second-chance education programmes
Cartier and associates (Cartier, Langevin, & Robert, 2011) found that about 
71% of American students who drop out of school admit they wish to re-
turn. Research also indicates that many students who drop out of high 
school are academically capable of finishing high school if given the right 
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type of educational choices (Franklin & Streeter, 1992, 1995; Franklin et al., 
2007). Second-chance education programmes are designed in a way to of-
fer such a choice. 

As mentioned in the introduction, second-chance education pro-
grammes can enrol different age groups of individuals and can vary ac-
cording to the content. Their main purpose is to offer a second chance to 
attain educational qualifications to educationally, socially and culturally 
disadvantaged individuals who are at risk or have already left mainstream 
education for various reasons. In this section, we present the main prin-
ciples of second-chance education programmes we identified in our re-
view of second-chance education project reports, summaries, meta-analy-
ses and case studies (e.g. Black, Polidano, & Tseng, 2012; Efstathiou, 2009; 
European Commission, 2001, 2013; McFadden, 1996; McGregora et al., 2015; 
ROBIN project, 2016; Ross & Gray, 2005): the student-centred approach 
to learning, the socio-emotional development of participants, supportive 
teacher-student relationships, a supportive learning environment, interac-
tive teaching methods, and cooperation with the local environment. As ev-
ident from main descriptions in the next section, at some points it is hard 
to describe a given principle as completely separate from other principles. 
Since they together form a process, i.e. a specific approach to teaching and 
learning, and since they are mutually and tightly connected, at times their 
descriptions overlap. 

Student-centred approach to learning
The main aspect that distinguishes most second-chance education pro-
grammes from mainstream education is their approach to teaching and 
learning that is based on student-centred adult education approaches. This 
means that, when designing the curriculum, programmes are sensitive to 
social and cultural issues, individuals’ interests, aspirations and differenc-
es, and they recognise the capacity of students to engage in decisions about 
their own learning and the capacity to be internally motivated for learn-
ing. As such, the student-centred approach enables students to mediate pre-
vious negative educational experiences and in this way they construct a 
positive self-image as a learner. An example from Australia’s Boronia sec-
ond-chance school (McGregora et al., 2015) shows that for teachers the 
biggest challenge of the student-centred approach is maintaining ESLers’ 
motivation for learning. There are days when students are amotivated for 
learning and on such days support from teachers is of great importance. But 
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it pays off in the end since they gain quality knowledge when they them-
selves decide to learn and work on things. Teachers also report that good 
practices for ESLers’ motivation within the student-centred approach are: 
making the content authentic, organising activities based on students’ in-
terests, and drawing on real-life situations. 

Socio-emotional development of participants
During the last decade, second-chance education programmes have also 
clearly defined social and emotional skill development as an important pre-
requisite for the cognitive and professional development of the learners. 
This means that ESLers are expected to develop beyond academic perfor-
mance and achievements, i.e. they are expected to develop personally and 
socially (e.g. development of determination, adaptability, helpfulness, af-
fective maturity, self-confidence, self-knowledge, inventiveness, resource-
fulness, creativity, imagination, sociability and openness). As such, sec-
ond-chance education programmes address the needs of students that 
are not met to such an extent in regular schools (European Commission, 
2007; European Council, 2003; European Parliament, 2006; Franklin et al., 
2007). Some good practices and projects based on fighting ESL through 
emotional learning (e.g. the Youth + programme in Europe and Australia, 
Eumoschool – Emotional education for early school leaving prevention in 
Italy) (Eumoschool, 2016; European Commission, 2013) show that in this 
way students develop into active citizens who are aware of the importance 
of their active participation in society and are able to understand themselves 
and their surroundings. To achieve that, teachers in those programmes re-
port that they themselves need to take students’ views seriously and also 
negotiate their own views with them on a daily basis in order to find a com-
promise and support them in developing more adaptable world-views. 

Supportive role of teachers
Teachers that have a relevant qualification (e.g. teachers’ subject knowl-
edge, knowledge of conflict mediation, self-evaluation and the implemen-
tation of different teaching methodologies), teaching experience and pos-
sess a deeper, personal commitment to the success of students, empathy 
and compassion, are the key to the success of second-chance education pro-
grammes. In such a setting, teachers offer students an adult treatment and 
build on closer and more supportive student-teacher relationships. Teachers 
from second-chance education programmes in the USA. and Italy (e.g. 
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alternative schools in the USA, Second-chance schools in Italy) (European 
Commission, 2013; USA State University, 2016) reported the prime advan-
tage of such programmes lies in the flexibility of their own time, which 
enables them to form close relationships with ESLers and their families. 
This is especially important at the beginning of the educational process 
when they set the learning goals and plans together. In this way, this pro-
cess can be personalised and forms the basis of an individualised learning 
plan. Teachers also support their students in setting reasonable and adap-
tive rules and regulations that consider a student’s availability and other 
obligations. Riele (2000) concludes that such an approach enables alienat-
ed and disadvantaged students to be educated in more constructive ways. 

A supportive learning environment
One of the important aims of many second-chance education programmes 
(e.g. USA Big Picture Learning School, USA alternative schools) is to create 
a suitable and flexible learning environment where, instead of discipline or 
correction, the environment is caring and emphasises learners’ strengths 
(McGregora et al., 2015; Mills & McGregor 2014). Different studies (e.g. 
Franklin et al., 2007; Saunders, Jones, Bowman, Loveder, & Brooks 2003; 
Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1997; Wyn, Stokes, & Tyler, 2004) confirm that 
in such learning environments there are fewer incidents of violence, higher 
attendance levels, lower dropout rates, increased participation in extracur-
ricular activities, meaningful relationships with peers and staff, and stu-
dents’ greater sense of belonging. Students from the Big Picture Learning 
second-chance school in the USA reported that when behavior problems 
occur the teachers negotiate with them honestly and also firmly. If students 
are not ready to participate, they are not penalised but are asked to take 
time off and come back when they feel ready to start afresh. Students re-
ported that in this way they feel the teachers never give up on them. ESLers 
who attend second-chance education often come from socially disadvan-
taged environments. Teachers from the USA alternative schools report 
that when entering second-chance education ESLers often need to be taken 
care of (e.g. warm drink, some food, understanding interaction etc.) before 
making an educational plan. They thereby feel like persons in the process, 
which motivates them for future participation (Big Picture Learning, 2016; 
USA State University, 2016). 
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Interactive teaching methods
Given that the aim of second-chance education programmes is the partic-
ipants’ active involvement and engagement in the educational process, the 
use of interactive teaching methods is inevitable. Teachers in second-chance 
education programmes from different EU countries (Greece, Austria and 
Italy) (European Commission, 2016; Frame, 2002; Hansen, 2006; Harrison, 
Price, Gavin, & Florey, 2002; Koutrouba & Karageorgou, 2013; Wurdinger 
& Enloe, 2011) reported that the methods used depend on the competen-
cies the programme aims to develop. In those countries, second-chance ed-
ucation aims to build general competencies as well as media skills, conflict 
resolution, self-research study confidence, and support for self-evalua-
tion. They report that the most efficient teaching methods that are often 
used are: the creation of individual portfolios, project learning, learning 
in groups, partner work, individual self-learning phases, practice-orient-
ed learning formats and exemplary learning. Another approach to teach-
ing and learning that has proved to be effective when working with ESLers 
in second-chance education is the MGS (Movement, Games and Sport for 
psychosocial development) approach. Teachers in second-chance education 
programmes from Romania (European Commission, 2013) reported that 
the training, which is very practical and based on the experiential learning 
method of games as a psychosocial tool, simultaneously develops the mind, 
body and soul, promotes teamwork, builds self-confidence, encourages the 
expression of emotions, and stimulates creativity. Competition and exclu-
sion is excluded from the methodology, and promotes cooperation and in-
clusion through sports, games and creative activities. It is also important to 
note that teachers from Greece, Austria, Italy and Romania stated that, in 
order to effectively implement interactive teaching methods, it is essential 
for them to be regularly trained in professional skills such as teamwork, su-
pervision, reflection, feedback and self-evaluation.

Cooperation with the local environment
In our review, another important aspect of second-chance education pro-
grammes proved to be their local partnership with a large variety of part-
ners, including mainstream schools. Practices from the USA alternative 
schools (e.g. Opportunity House, 2010; Youth Chance High School, 2016) 
show it is very important for ESLers’ motivation and social integration to 
give them the opportunity to go to mainstream schools and take a class 
they prefer. If that works for them, they can stay and, if not, they return and 
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take the class in an alternative setting. Recently, there have been several 
European Commission projects (e.g. PROSA in Austria, LION 28 in Italy) 
(ROBIN project, 2016) that specifically aimed to connect second-chance 
education programmes with social work institutions, community work, 
housing corporations, municipalities, educational institutions and busi-
nesses and welfare institutions. Project reports (Opportunity House, 
2010; ROBIN project, 2016; Youth Chance High School, 2016) confirm 
that effective practices supported different opportunities for young peo-
ple (e.g. deliberately-focused placements at potential employers, cultural 
activities, targeted learning support, remedial education groups, individ-
ual tuition, student-student guidance etc.) and also teachers (mobility ex-
periences for trainers, tools and training for teachers etc.). Such cooper-
ation of second-chance education programmes with the environment is 
vital because students who are enrolled in second-chance education pro-
grammes often need support and advice from different experts (European 
Commission, 2001). 

In the case of fighting ESL, the role of employers is also pivotal since 
they show young people that a job requires skills, including basic skills. 
By offering work experience, employers assist youth in acquiring qualifi-
cations in demand on the labour market and also enable youngsters to set 
clear expectations and goals for the future (Kollas & Halkia, 2014; Lange & 
Sletten, 1995).

Implications for mainstream education
Different authors (e.g. Black et al., 2012; Hill & Jepsen, 2007) state that, 
despite many good studies of practices, little systematic research and ev-
idence examines the engagement of ESLers in second-chance education 
programmes on the national level. In their studies, they confirmed that 
the time of an individual’s re-engagement with study is an important point 
when considering ESL. For youth, the rates of re-engagement were strong-
ly falling during the period since they left school, with the highest rates of 
re-engagement being in the first year out, after which they dropped dra-
matically up until year 4. Such findings point to the importance of the 
early re-engagement of ESLers in education and therefore the availabil-
ity of second-chance education programmes that enable and encourage 
such inclusion. Further, it is important to encourage the integration of sec-
ond-chance education principles already in mainstream education in or-
der to prevent ESL. 
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In our review of the practices of second-chance education pro-
grammes and projects (e.g. Boronia second-chance school from Australia, 
Eumoschool from Italy, EU national reports form second-chance educa-
tion in Greece, Austria, Italy and Romania, LION 28 from Italy, PROSA 
from Austria, USA Big Picture Learning School, USA Opportunity House 
and Youth Chance High School etc.), we identified that the common main 
approaches to teaching and learning which distinguish them from main-
stream education derive from their student-centred approach to learning, 
socio-emotional support of students during the process, the creating of 
supportive teacher-student relationships and a supportive learning envi-
ronment, the use of interactive teaching methods and connection to wider 
community experts and organisations. Our findings are in line with one of 
the most systematic and extensive reviews of second-chance education in 
European countries (European Commission, 2013) whose aim was to shape 
second-chance education-based directions for teachers in mainstream ed-
ucation so as to help prevent ESL already in the early stages. Their practi-
cal implications for preventing ESL in mainstream schools are specific (see 
Figure 34) and encompass a multiprofessional approach to at-risk students 
(e.g. early career guidance and work experience, health and emotional sup-
port, involvement of social care institutions and cultural organisations), 
an inclusive school climate (e.g. student involvement in making decisions, 
small class sizes, development of positive relationships with their peers, 
teachers and staff), flexible curricula (e.g. focusing on learners’ strengths, 
empowering to take ownership of personal learning, providing opportuni-
ties for work experience, introducing arts and sports), stimulating learn-
ing environments (e.g. a safe and stimulating environment, opportunities 
to socialise, flexibility in organising the day), personalised learning (e.g. in-
dividual attention, availability of a counsellors), social and emotional sup-
port (e.g. acknowledgement of the complex personal situations of at-risk 
students), and adaptable assessment and progression (e.g. different objec-
tives – recognition of achievements related to personal development, mo-
tivation, engagement, and integration into employment). The European 
Commission (2013) concludes that, as such, second-chance education pro-
grammes provide a good example of how to build confidence and moti-
vation in mainstream education for learners at the highest end of the ESL 
‘risk’ spectrum and therefore serve as effective ESL prevention.
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Figure 12. Implications for mainstream education in order to prevent ESL in early stages

Conclusions
According to our review of second-chance education practices, we may 
conclude that there are two primary forms of second-chance education 
programme implementation: Their principles can be implemented within 
mainstream education and thus serve at-risk students or can be implement-
ed as part of a flexible, non-linear education system and address students 
who have already left mainstream education. Although there is much space 
for further systematic research, especially in the area of implementing sec-
ond-chance education practices in mainstream education, so far the exist-
ing research results (e.g. Bills et al., 2015; Black et al., 2012; Efstathiou, 2009; 
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European Commission, 2001, 2013; Hill & Jepsen, 2007; Lagana-Riordan et 
al., 2011; Polidano et al., 2015) show that it is a practice worth developing, 
particularly when it comes to implementing preventive strategies for reduc-
ing ESL rates and strategies for the re-engagement of ESL students. 

Different authors (e.g. Bloom, 2010; Riele, 2000; Ross & Gray, 2005; 
Smyth & Hattam 2004, Spierings, 2003; Wyn et al., 2004) also point to the 
fact that, in order for second-chance programmes and the implementation 
of their principles in mainstream education to become successful and ef-
ficient, fiscal- and system-level changes are needed. They state that educa-
tional systems should allow students to leave education and return at a later 
stage. Linear educational models and EU educational benchmarks suggest 
that young people should at least complete secondary education. However, 
for a substantial minority of students who are alienated from school this 
is counterproductive. Retention may therefore be increased by providing 
flexible structures that allow young people to leave education and come 
back at a later stage. The traditional, uni-dimensional models based on age 
or the school-to-work transition are inadequate because they fail to capture 
the complexities of youth transitions in the post-modern era. It is there-
fore necessary to develop multiple educational pathways for youth. Some 
ESLers have the interest and capacity to move into postsecondary pro-
grammes, others would do better in occupationally oriented programmes 
and would benefit from early working experience and contact with em-
ployers, and still others need special approaches tailored to young people 
with very low levels of basic skills. Such a flexible approach would also de-
crease the funding problems of second-chance education programmes, an-
other problematic area of second education programmes identified by the 
European Commission (2001, 2013). By integrating the principles of sec-
ond-chance education into mainstream education and thereby lowering 
ESL levels, second-chance education would not be required to such an ex-
tent and national education systems would then benefit from lower ex-
tra costs. Integration of the second-chance education principle into main-
stream education could therefore yield many positive effects not only for 
potential ESLers (academic development and personal growth), and teach-
ers (professional growth), but also schools and the community as a whole 
(better social cohesion and lower costs). 
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