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Problem statement

Lisbon European Council (2000):
halve the year 2000 number of school dropouts by 2012

Extensive policy in the Netherlands organized by ‘projectdirectie voortijdig 
schoolverlaten’ within the Ministry of Education

National target: halve the number of new early school leavers from 71.000 in 
2002 to 35.000 in 2012  (and 25.000 in 2016)

Note: denominator = all students in a given year

EU based target: 8% early school leavers by 2020
Note: denominator = all people younger than 23 years old

This presentation:

Dutch policy on early school leaving, and its effectiveness
Kristof De Witte
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Outline

A. What happened in the Netherlands?  -- Policy and effectiveness

1. National registration
2. Naming and shaming
3. Regional accountability 
4. School accountability
5. Qualification Law

B. Who are we targeting? 
- Systematic literature review
- A typical pattern of dropout 

C. Is there scope for improvement in Belgium? 
Belgium versus Luxembourg, the Netherlands and 9 other EU countries

Kristof De Witte



How do you know whether they left school (without diploma)? 
Registration of students is start of policy

Dropout prevention 
Improved registration

Kristof De Witte
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Basis Register Onderwijs Nummer (BRON)

Data set of all Dutch students at secondary education
Started in school year 2004/2005
Includes postcode of pupil, school number (‘brin’), parental information 

(e.g., one-parent family), social situation (e.g., living in poor area) 
Can be matched with data from Statistics Netherlands and municipal 

registration (‘Gemeentelijke Basis Administratie’)

Registration in BRON on October 1. 
Early school leaver = A student younger than 23 who does not have a 

higher secondary diploma and is not enrolled in 
school on October 1, while he/she was last year

Note: still a lot of discussion on the definition, but at least a very good start

Dropout prevention 
Improved registration
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Using the BRON-data, the Ministry of Education applies ‘naming and shaming’

- Everyone can observe the early school leaving rate and its change in 
his/her municipality and even neighborhood 

www.aanvalopschooluitval.nl

- Regions receive a letter with their (absolute and relative) 
performance

Dropout prevention 
Naming and shaming

Kristof De Witte
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Naming and shaming along several lines
- public: www.aanvalopschooluitval.nl
- regional
- targets set by school

Dropout prevention 
Naming and shaming
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8Source: www.voortijdigschoolverlaten.nl

Dropout prevention 
Naming and shaming
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Dropout prevention 
Naming and shaming
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‘Meten is weten’ (‘Measuring is knowing’)
Having good data is the very start

- For policy
- For schools
- For policy evaluation

Despite discussions on the definition and despite the absence of stopouts, a 
national registration is important

note that stopouts are often registered in municipal datasets along 
with truancy (so-called ‘absoluut verzuim’)

Dropout prevention 
Naming and shaming
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A decentralized implementation of policy
-- Adapt policy to the local needs and student group
-- Combined with significant accountability (naming and shaming, ‘effect 

rapportages’, monetary incentive)

Ministry of Education  - Projectdirectie kennis

39 regional dropout authorities (RMC)

Municipalities

Coordinating responsible for the school group

Local responsible at the school

Dropout prevention 
Regional accountability

Kristof De Witte
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Dropout prevention in the Netherlands (total budget of 313 million euro in 2008)

Regional accountability
39 regions to coordinate dropout prevention measures
Regions can select policy measures out of a list suggested 
by the Ministry of education (‘the covenant’)

Chosen ‘covenant items’ are published 
on the website

Dropout prevention 
Regional accountability
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Dropout prevention 
Regional accountability

Regional accountability: the ‘convenant’
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14



Which of the prevention measures go along with lower dropout? 

Quantile regression controlling for regional fixed effects, a time trend, 
student and parental characteristics, neighborhood characteristics, and school 
type 

Dropout prevention 
Regional accountability
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Main difficulty: 

Due to the decentralization of policy implementation, and due to the variety of 
potentional policy measures, only the local level knows which policy measures 
are implemented 

Difficult for measuring policy effectiveness and follow-up

Dropout prevention 
Regional accountability
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Dropout prevention 
school accountability

Monetary incentive for school of 2,500 euro per dropout less in comparison 
to base year 2005-2006

Note that the incentive is unfair if
- Some schools had dropout prevention schemes before 2005
- Background characteristics of the students differ

We tested the latter for the difference in school dropout 
between Amsterdam and Rotterdam

Kristof De Witte
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Dropout prevention 
school accountability

Truancy, truancy reporting and truancy policy

- Based on Amsterdam data: 
Truancy increases the probability of early school leaving by 3.9 
percentage points

cfr. Early school leaving percentage in the municipality of 
Amsterdam amounts to 7.8% (2005-2006) and 6.8% (2007- 
2008)

- Improved truancy reporting does induce lower dropout, but not significantly 
different from 0

Only for better general schools (vo), we observe a significant effect

- An active policy on truancy reporting (e.g., visiting the truant and his parents at 
home for an extensive discussion) creates a lower school dropout

Kristof De Witte
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Qualification law (2007): 

Students have to obtain a ‘starter qualification’ (= higher secondary diploma)

In practice: increase in compulsory education age for vwo and mbo 
students

‘RMC verzuim’ = Truancy reporting for students younger than 23 
who did not obtain a qualification yet

Dropout prevention 
Qualification law

Kristof De Witte
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Impact on early school leaving

Dropout prevention 
Qualification law
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Thanks to qualification law: 

Decrease of early school leaving by 2.52 percentage points, 
but effect is mainly driven by non-liable pupils leaving school (i.e., groenpluk)

Policy has adverse and unexpected effects

Dropout prevention 
Qualification law

Kristof De Witte
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Dropout prevention 
The literature

Student characteristics

Exogenous 
- Gender: McMillan & Marks, 2003; Stearns & Glennie, 

2006 
- Age: Roderick, 1994; Lee & Burkman, 2003; 

Wylie & Hunter, 1994 
- Ethnicity: Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Rumberger & 

Larson, 1998; Crowder & South, 2003 
- Ability: Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Alexander et al., 

2001; Marks, 2007

Motivational 
- Interest in schooling: 
- Opinion about teachers: Rumberger & Thomas, 2000 
- Retentions: Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Jimerson, 1999; 

Roderick et al., 2000 
- Attention during classes: 
- Truant: Carbonaro, 1998; Rumberger, 1995 
- Homework: Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Seltzer, 1994

Parental characteristics

Exogenous 
- Education parents: McNeal, 1999; Rumberger, 1995; 

Pong & Ju, 2000; De Graaf et al., 2000 

- Social class: Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2003

Interests and aspirations parents 
- Attendence parents’ evenings: Astone & 

McLanahan, 1991; Rumberger et al., 1990; 
Rumberger, 1995 

- Importance of education: Alexander et al., 2001; 
Mapp, 2004 

- Checking homework: Epstein, 1990; Suichu & 
Willms, 1996 

School characteristics

- School location (urbanization): Haveman et al., 1991; 
Astone & McLanahan, 1994; Swanson & 
Schneider, 1999; Rumberger, 1995 

- Class size: McNeal, 1997; Rumberger, 1995 
- Composition of student body: Bryk & Thum, 1989; 

McNeal, 1997; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & 
Thomas, 2000. 

- Ethnicity in class: Ainsworth-Darnell, 1998; Gibson, 1997; 
- School track: Jacobs and Tieben, 2009

STUDENT 
DROPOU 
T

25



Dropout prevention 
The literature

Exogenous MotivationType

Level Student characteristics

- Gender
- Ethnicity

e.g., Fernandez et al., 1989; Goldschmidt & Wang, 
1999; Steinberg et al., 1984; Cairns et al., 1989

-Ability: 
e.g., Ekstron et al., 1986; Goldsmidt & Wang, 1999

Parents

- Education parents
e.g., McNeal, 1999; Rumberger, 1995; Pong & Ju, 
2000; de Graaf et al., 2000

- Social class
e.g., Coleman et al., 1966; Jencks et al., 1972; 
Kalmijn and Kraaykamp, 2003

School

- Location school (urbanization) 
e.g., Astone & McLanahan, 1994; Haveman et al., 
1991; Rumberger, 1995; Swanson & Schneider, 1999 

-School specific elements (cf. unobserved heterogeneity)
e.g., Lee, 2000; Multilevel models

Push factors
- Interest in schooling
- Opinion about teachers

e.g., Rumberger & Thomas, 2000
- Retentions

e.g., Ekstron et al., 1986; Grisson & Shephard, 1989;
Goldsmidt & Wang, 1999; Jimerson, 1999; Roderick et al., 2000

- Attention during classes 

Pull factors
-Truant

e.g., Carbonaro, 1998; Rumberger; 1995; Swanson & 
Schneider, 1999

- Homework
e.g., Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Seltzer, 1994

Interest and aspirations parents

- Attendance parents’ evening
e.g., Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Rumberger et al., 1990; 
Rumberger, 1995

- Importance education
Ekstrom et al., 1986; 

- Checking homework
Epstein, 1990; Suichu & Willms, 1996 

Peer group effect
-Class size

e.g., McNeal, 1997; Rumberger, 1995
- Student composition

e.g., Bryk & Thum, 1989; McNeal, 1997; Rumberger, 1995; 
Rumberger and Thomas, 2000

- Ethnicity in class
e.g., Ainsworth-Darnell, 1998; Cook & Ludwig, 1997; Gibson, 
1997

- School track
e.g., Jacobs and Tieben, 2009
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Policy versus economy

Early school leaving rate (left figure) is heavily influenced by the economic cycle. 
We ‘removed’ economic influences, institutional differences and population 
differences from the gross figure (based on Eurostat data)
Result (right figure): ‘net’ policy effect

Kristof De Witte
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Conclusion

There is much to learn from early school leaving policy in the Netherlands

Caution should be taken:
- Some structural differences in educational system (e.g., two levels of 
three years, strong ability tracking, central exit exam).
- Not all measures are effective

Advice in setting-up policy:
Make sure that policy can be evaluated. Do not implement a policy in 
all schools at the same time, but allow for an experimental and 
evidence based set-up!

Kristof De Witte
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