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Abstract

Context: In 2016, the early leaving from education and training (ELET) rate in the Balearic 
Islands, Spain, was 26.8%. According to the most recent data, the participation rate in inter-
mediate vocational education and training (VET) was 31.5%, and the graduation rate was 
53.2%. In this paper, we present the main elements of the social agreement among political 
and social actors, derived from social discussion, which may form the main building blocks 
for addressing the problems of ELET and, more specifically, dropout in VET.

Approach: The social discussion was developed under the need for a broader and more 
inclusive vision between the formal education system and the community as well as among 
their agents and initiatives, the mutual understanding between the educational strategies 
and the models of formal and non-formal education systems and the need for a dynamic and 
holistic approach to experiential learning processes. As researchers, we analysed the video-
recorded content of participants’ contributions using three categories: problems, strategies 
for improvements and contributions of the work group to the social agreement. 

Findings: The experience evidenced the severity of the ELET problem in the Balearic Islands 
and proved that preventing ELET and returning people between the ages of 16 and 24 to 
education and training programmes must become political priorities. The social agreement 
reflects the consensus reached regarding the need to work in networks, encourage colla-
boration between formal and non-formal education and emphasise the central role of the 
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community and the active participation of students. The proposed actions regarding VET 
focus on the need to establish a system that integrates VET from education and from em-
ployment systems and the need to increase the offer to connect with the needs of businesses, 
the territory and a new model of production. The necessity of improving the quality of the 
system, moving towards more inclusive education and training teachers to recognize and 
reduce dropout risk factors was also brought up.

Conclusion: The social agreement is possible even in contexts with little tradition. The in-
novation of this experience lies in its equating all participants at the same level of discussion. 
We highlight the intersection of the variety of positions that emerged in the debates as well 
as the consensus reached regarding the suggested proposals to address the problem of ELET 
and dropout in VET in the Balearic Islands.

Keywords: Early leaving from education and training (ELET), Dropout, Vocational Educa-
tion and Training,, Community and Experiential Learning, VET

1	 Introduction
This paper presents a social discussion on early leaving from education and training (ELET) 
and specifically dropout in secondary vocational education and training (VET). It is the result 
of a collective action between the European Anti-Poverty Network of the Balearic Islands; the 
Cooperativa Jovent, a non-governmental organization (NGO) focused on labour-market and 
social integration of young people; and the ‘Education and Citizenship’ research group at the 
University of the Balearic Islands (UIB), which studies pathways leading to success and drop-
out among young people in VET programmes in Spain. This experience is part of a wider 
and longer collaboration developed as an action research process, guided by the in common 
interest in the emancipation of individuals and groups against injustice, irrationality, suffe-
ring, etc. (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). 

The need for a broader and more inclusive vision between the formal education system 
and the community as well as among their agents and initiatives; the deepening of mutual 
understanding between the educational strategies and the models of formal and non-formal 
education systems; and the need for a dynamic and holistic approach to experiential learning 
processes, led us to arrange the shared reflection activity we present herein.

This paper is broken down into eight sections, including the introduction. In section two, 
ELET, and specifically dropout from secondary VET in the Balearic Islands, is explained. 
Then, the Social Inclusion Pact, led by the European Anti-Poverty Network of the Balea-
ric Islands, is presented. In the subsequent section, the role of third-sector organizations is 
analysed followed, in the fifth section, by a description of the characteristics of experiential 
learning as a learning theory of reference in the context of new learning networks for dropout 
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prevention. The sixth section describes the research question and the methodology that we 
carried out, and the seventh section addresses the results that respond to the research ques-
tion. The last section includes a discussion and conclusions regarding the social reflection 
experience.

2	 The Context: ELET and Dropout in Secondary VET in the 		
	 Balearic Islands
In 2016, 26.8% of young people between the ages of 18 and 24 left the Balearic education sys-
tem before obtaining a high school diploma (Advanced Secondary Education Qualification 
or intermediate VET) and without transferring to another school. According to this data, the 
Balearic ELET rate is well above Spanish (19%) and European (10.7%) averages (Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Sport, 2017).  

In other studies, we have analysed the evolution of ELET rates in the Balearic Islands, 
highlighting current, deep-seated problems and the pessimistic outlook for social and educa-
tional policies if no major changes are made (Salvà Mut, 2017). We have also delved into the 
reasons behind dropout before earning the Compulsory Secondary Education Qualification 
(GESO). Literature on the subject suggests that the causes behind dropout are multidimen-
sional, but in the case of the Balearic Islands, they are determined by the interrelationship 
between the characteristics of the labour market, poor academic results, and dominant social 
values (Salvà-Mut, Oliver-Trobat & Comas-Forgas, 2014).  

Low levels of participation and numerous dropouts from secondary VET (at the basic and 
intermediate levels) in Spain and the Balearic Islands lead to the high ELET rate. According 
to the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop, 2016), higher 
levels of participation and higher graduation rates would have a positive effect on reducing 
this ELET rate.

Our longitudinal study tracked the pathways of a representative sample of students who 
began basic VET and intermediate VET in the Balearic Islands during the 2015/16 academic 
year, and the data obtained reflect high dropout rates. Given that both basic and intermedi-
ate VET programmes have a duration of two academic years, the data we gathered is partial 
and only reveals the number of dropouts that took place during or at the end of the first year 
of studies. Current data do not contain information concerning students who leave after 
the second year of studies nor the number of students who repeat a year. Despite this, the 
information provided by participating centres shows that 31.9% of the students who started 
a basic VET programme and 30.4% who began an intermediate VET programme, dropped 
out during or at the end of the first year (Salvà-Mut, 2018). An analysis, based on official 
statistics published by the Spanish government, of the participation and graduation rates in 
intermediate VET programmes show a nationwide participation rate of 38.7% (31.5% in the 
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Balearic Islands)   and a graduation rate of 50.5% (53.2% in the Balearic Islands)  (Salvà-Mut, 
Oliver-Trobat, Ruiz-Pérez, Psifidou, under review).

3	 The Social Inclusion Pact driven by EAPN
On 14 October 2014, all political parties with parliamentary representation in the Balearic Is-
lands signed the Social Inclusion Pact, which aims to improve the conditions of people at risk 
of falling into poverty or/and social exclusion and to facilitate and strengthen the activities of 
social entities that work with these groups.

The Pact was spearheaded by the European Anti-Poverty Network of the Balearic Islands 
(EAPN-IB). As explained on its website (https://www.eapn.eu), the EAPN is a network of 31 
groups of national volunteer organizations and grassroots groups along with 13 European 
organizations involved in a variety of activities aimed at combating poverty and social ex-
clusion, including, education and training activities, service provision and activities aimed at 
fomenting the participation and empowerment of people living in poverty and experiencing 
social exclusion. The EAPN aims to move the fight against poverty up on the EU’s agenda and 
ensure cooperation at the EU level when it comes to eradicating poverty and social exclusion. 
The network has consultative status with the Council of Europe and is a founding member of 
the Social Platform (Platform of European Social NGOs).

As a result of the Social Inclusion Pact, all of the parliamentary groups, together with the 
EAPN-IB, have committed to introducing different measures across the public administra-
tions of the Balearic Islands. These measures basically include the following: social inclusion 
measures designed for people living at risk of poverty and/or social exclusion and measu-
res aimed at facilitating the relationships between social organizations that work with these 
groups and public administrations. 

In order to ensure the implementation of these measures, a follow-up committee formed 
by representatives from Parliament and the EAPN-IB was created. It holds meetings perio-
dically.

The committee decided to organize a two-day seminar to reflect upon and debate the issue 
of ELET in the Balearic Islands and also to involve our research group in the whole process, 
as we are the only one in Spain that coordinates an R&D project focused on the pathways 
that lead to success in or dropout from VET (www.itinerariosfp.org). Specifically, we aim to 
provide scientific evidence, strategies and intervention instruments to further the knowledge 
about VET in secondary education (basic VET and intermediate VET) and, in particular, to 
help to reduce and correct the serious ELET problem. 

The team involved in the project is led by the ‘Education and Citizenship’ research group 
(http://eic.uib.eu) at the UIB, and it includes researchers from various departments at the 
UIB, the Autonomous University of Barcelona and the University of Valencia. At the inter-
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national level, it is important to highlight the participation of the Swiss Federal Institute for 
Vocational Education and Training.

The establishment of strategic alliances is essential to the fight against educational exclu-
sion and dropout, and these alliances must not only exist among the school, family and com-
munity but also among academic researchers, like the ones described in this article. The key 
point is to move from students having to make an effort to adapt to having the educational 
system adapt to the individual and collective needs of its youth (UNICEF, 2017). This idea 
will come up again in the following sections.

4	 New Learning Networks for Dropout Prevention: The Role 		
	 of Third-Sector Organizations 
The educational landscape of the contemporary world is shifting from traditional educatio-
nal institutions to open, diverse, complex learning spaces. We now find educational settings 
where professionals with different profiles (social educators, sociologists, anthropologists, 
social workers, etc.) carry out their work in collaborative partnerships with the educational 
community (teachers, students and families). This collaborative work, inside and outside of 
schools, is based on the concept that learning is a continuum in which formal educational 
institutions interact with non-formal educational experiences. ‘The changes in the spaces, 
times and relations in which learning takes place favour a network of learning spaces where 
non-formal and informal spaces of learning will interact with and complement formal edu-
cational institutions.’ UNESCO (2015, p. 48). In Spain, more and more secondary schools 
are carrying out service-learning programmes: educational projects that combine learning 
processes with activities that are of service to the community. With these programmes, par-
ticipants learn to work around the real needs of their surroundings in order to improve them 
(Puig, Batlle, Bosch & Palos, 2007, p. 20).

Furthermore, in Spain, third-sector organizations are responsible for the management of 
many of the education programmes in second chance schools. These programmes are mostly 
attended by young people who have not obtained their Compulsory Secondary Education 
Qualification and have been transferred to social services and/or school guidance services. 
Some of these young people have also been excluded from other school programmes, such as 
basic VET or Adult Secondary Education.

In 2015, a study conducted by the NGO Platform for Social Action (Plataforma de ONGs 
de Acción Social, 2015) to identify the impact of the crisis in the third sector of social action, 
emphasized the positive contribution of NGOs to Spanish society. Their reasoning included 
the following: its mobilizing role, the values they defend and promote and the fact that they 
respond to social needs. Furthermore, we should not forget the role that they play in econo-
mic development and the creation of employment as a part of the productive system. In fact, 
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as noted in the study, even though the economic crisis decreased revenues, expenditures and 
employment in the social sector, its relevance in the Spanish economy has increased. There-
fore, not only is the social work that these entities carry out important, but so is their role in 
the productive economy. 

There is a broad consensus on the need to improve the quality of the existing educational 
supply, adjusting it to the characteristics and needs of its recipients and territories. With re-
spect to this improvement, experts highlight the existing commitment of the professionals 
and institutions concerned (Salva-Mut, Oliver-Trobat & Calvo-Sastre, 2006). NGOs involved 
with social action ‘carry out integrated actions, to develop personal pathways of insertion, 
linking training and employment, and to permanently renew the programme for a better 
adaptation to the youth and labour market reality’ (Lopez-Aranguren, 2004, p. 51). The pro-
fessionals claim that ‘there is no student who does not want to learn, what can happen, is that 
a student does not want to study the way the system has established’ (EAPN, 2015, p. 34), 
and at the same time they defend that the right to education is not only acquiring a place 
in a school, but importantly, is the right to enrol in an educational programme focused on 
success. In working with young people, these entities promote a sense of belonging, which 
is ‘fundamental to be socially inserted and to exercise citizenship, based on positive expe-
riences of acceptance and participation, and the generation of future expectations’ (Lopez-
Aranguren, 2007, p. 26).

Focusing on dropout prevention, there is strong evidence stressing that joint action from 
formal and non-formal education, especially from the community, is required. One of the 
leaders of the Tomillo Foundation (https://tomillo.org/en/), a Spanish organization dedica-
ted to improving society by helping people in difficult situations better their lives and their 
community, points out:

Schools must abandon their traditional breeding, and open up to the rest of society assuming 
the role of extending educational opportunities and of facilitating local education networks. 
Similarly, any person or institution that can bring something for the benefit and growth of 
others should have the opportunity and the tools to do so through these local education net-
works. And anyone who wishes to learn, renew themselves professionally etc., throughout 
their lives, must have the opportunity to do so. This network organization must promote a 
rich and effective offer that includes the three useful learning categories: formal learning, non-
formal and informal. (Lopez-Aranguren, 2007, p. 36)

5	 Experiential Learning and the Value of the Community
Experiential learning (Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2005 and 2017) is a significant conceptu-
al framework for both formal and non-formal education programmes aimed at preventing 
dropout, especially those based on a deeper connection with the students’ context of learning 
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and with the future they begin to glimpse. As Taylor (2010) recommends, working on the 
partnerships between training centres and companies to make effective policies can increase 
the employability of young people instead of ignoring their needs in labour apprentices. In 
this sense, the contributions of the work of Moshuus (2018) remind us of the importance of 
prioritizing young people’s perspective and raise the need for a more active involvement of 
the companies in such debates.

Experiential learning is developed in a continuum that unfolds in four steps: firstly, stu-
dents begin the learning process from a specific action, experience or situation. From here, 
they observe the effects of their own actions and try to understand them. The third step in 
the process involves generalization and understanding the principles underlying the situ-
ation experienced, without that necessarily meaning the transformation of this knowledge 
into theoretical constructions. And, finally, the fourth step is the application of the acquired 
knowledge to new circumstances through action and following the generalization principle 
mentioned above.

Community resources (NGOs, community networks, etc.) are essential when connecting 
the learning experience of young people with the reality of their surroundings and their 
possible future learning paths (Institute of Education Sciences, 2017). The need for a gre-
ater permeability of educational institutions in promoting experiential learning is directly 
linked to the principles for designing learning environments formulated by the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2017, p. 26), especially with respect 
to the seventh principle: ‘the learning environment strongly promotes ‘horizontal connec-
tedness’ across areas of knowledge and subjects as well as to the community and the wider 
world’. This powerful statement supports the idea that making connections, and especially 
empowering learners to be able to make these connections by themselves, promotes learning 
on a deeper level. In this sense, learners can integrate isolated objects of learning into larger 
frameworks of knowledge and curricular issues. In the words of Avis (2018, p. 22) ‘expansive 
version of VET that embraces notions of citizenship, democracy and individual development 
are conditional upon the balance of power between labour and capital present within the 
social formation, and indeed beyond’.

Following the cycle of experiential learning, connections need to link the learning that 
takes place within and outside schools, and they need to be made in inter-disciplinary ways, 
as real-life problems are not governed by subjects. Thus, the group of educational agents 
expands and includes not only teachers but also other professionals (from the labour, social 
and community fields, etc.), families, the community and the wider world, and it becomes 
a powerful mechanism that offers learning possibilities to young people. Partnerships and 
networks become strategic tools for the design of teaching models and educational practices 
inside and outside classrooms. The successful experiences of second chance education, coll-
ected for more than one decade, by the Commission of the European Communities (2004, 
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p. 11) confirm that ‘innovative pedagogical approaches will be needed, as well as specialised 
guidance facilities, links with local enterprises and other measures designed to create a mo-
tivating learning environment within which second chance education can develop its full 
potential’. The idea is to provide a social response to a social problem, as complex social pro-
blems require specific responses (Lopez-Aranguren, 2007, p. 44). The relationship between 
education and society becomes strategic in this policy change towards social justice (Walker 
& Unterhalter, 2007).

6	 Social Discussion on ELET and Dropout in VET: Research 		
	 Question and Methodology
The research question pertaining to the experience described in this article is as follows: De-
riving from social discussion, what are the points of social agreement between political and 
social actors, that might serve as the main building blocks from which to address the problem 
of ELET and, more specifically, of dropout in Secondary VET of young people?

It should be noted that the social agreement that was reached was the consequence of a 
two-day seminar that took place on the 8 and 9 of February 2018 at the house of the Parli-
ament of the Balearic Islands, with a total of 95 participants on the first day and 35 on the 
second. The participant profile was diverse and included professionals from the VET field, 
professional community and social education workers, public administration technicians, 
and lastly, deputies from the Parliament of the Balearic Islands. Without any doubt, the most 
innovative and differentiating aspect of this social discussion was the participation of de-
puties from every one of the Parliament’s political groups. This circumstance is even more 
extraordinary if we take into account that Spain does not have any tradition of having po-
litical educational pacts. In fact, quite the opposite is true. Since 1970, Spain has had seven 
education laws and none has enjoyed the political stability needed to meet the educational 
challenges that have come up. 

Research on deliberative democracy shows that the support of (local) politicians for a de-
liberative procedure (‘event-limited support’) seems to enhance the probability of its success 
(Geisel & Hess, 2017, p. 5). Additionally, empowered deliberation can increase ‘the sense of 
political efficacy of both participants and observers and encourage them to value reasoned 
exchange of views and participation in the future’ (Johnson & Gastil, 2015, p. 6). Ours is an 
experience of egalitarian democracy as ‘a new way of dealing with inequalities from a global 
and transformative point of view’ (Subirats, 2012, 162).

We created the necessary conditions for an environment that was able to promote a re-
laxed dialogue. The most praiseworthy aspect of the social discussion was that the partici-
pants worked in the Parliament with a willingness to listen, discuss, compare and share. This 
intention went beyond the rapprochement of positions: during the social discussion, great 
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effort was made to focus on converging rather than just adding. Following Nielsen, Bryn-
dum and Bedsted (2017, p. 8) in creating the framing conditions for stakeholder workshops, 
we considered both ‘the aims of stakeholder dialogue and the importance of participation 
contributing to existing representative processes’. From our research perspective, one of the 
strategic actions to deal with the problem of ELET in the Balearic Islands, particularly of VET 
dropout, is to deepen the diversity of positions from the Sociology of Knowledge perspective 
(Keller, 2005, Zenner, 2017). 

Each day of the seminar had a different level of social discussion.  The first day, open to 
people interested in the subject upon registration, was structured around various presenta-
tions and round tables that dealt with diverse issues from international, national, regional 
and local perspectives. The second day consisted of a group work session led by a professional 
and addressed to specific invitees with a focus on both problems and solutions. The social 
discussion through group work was carried out via two types of dynamics (Cembranos & 
Medina, 2003): (1) the ‘wheel technique’, which has the advantage of allowing everyone’s 
opinion to be heard and of making all group members active participants, and (2) the ‘past 
tomorrow method’, which through creative thinking enables different work groups to design 
and describe an aspect of reality as they would like it to be in the medium- or long-term fu-
ture, without taking immediate difficulties into consideration. 

To respond to the posed research question, we analysed the video-recorded contents of 
the contributions made by the participants of the two-day seminar. These analyses were bro-
ken down into three categories: problems, strategies for improvements and measures for the 
future. The first two correspond to the main issues being considered by the presentations and 
the debate that took place during the first session. The third category was mostly based on 
the contributions made by the work groups that were formed during the second session and 
which focused on social agreement among the various actors involved.

7	 Results

The results of the present work are presented in three different analytical categories: (1) pro-
blems; (2) strategies for combating ELET and specifically dropout from VET; and (3) contri-
butions of the work group to the social agreement. The results are based on the contributions 
of the three types of participants in the social discussion: researchers; professionals, such as 
educational organizations and teachers; and political and technical managers, such as autho-
rities in the public administration. 
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7.1	 Problems

The analyses are based on the results obtained by the ‘Education and Citizenship’ research 
group at the UIB in relation to the issue of ELET in VET and, more specifically, the evidence 
extracted from the project entitled ‘Pathways leading to success in, or dropout from, voca-
tional training in the education system at levels 1 and 2’ (Ref EDU2013-42854-R). The main 
contributions of this presentation are described below.

An analysis of the ELET problem in the Balearic Islands highlights the severity and con-
tinuous nature of the issue, as well as the consistency between statistics related to academic 
results and the educational level in the Balearic Islands, namely: 

–– The ELET rate in 2016 was 26.8%, while the Spanish rate was 19% and the European 
rate was 10.7% (Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport, 2017). In absolute terms 
this means that 20,990 young people aged 18 to 24 in the Balearic Islands were in this 
situation.

–– The school failure rate (number of young people who did not obtain the Compulsory 
Secondary Education Qualification) was 31%, while the Spanish average was 22.4%, 
according to data from the 2014-15 academic year (Salvà-Mut, 2017).

–– 40.6% of the population between 25 and 34, and 40.7% between 35 and 44 have a low 
level of education . This percentage was never less than 40% for any of the age groups, 
but the EU and OECD averages (2015 data) were 21% and 24%, respectively (Salvà-
Mut, 2017).

It is also important to highlight the uneven impact of sex, place of birth and social origin. A 
comparative population study of individuals between 26 and 28 years of age with low levels 
of education and others at the same age with higher levels of education in the municipality 
of Palma (Salvà-Mut, Thomas-Vanrell & Quintana-Murci, 2016), exhibited trends similar to 
those described in international and Spanish literature on the topic, but to a greater degree: 
men (60% vs. 45.6%), people born abroad (20.5% vs. 14.3%) and those whose mother had 
only primary level studies (46.5% vs. 34.9%).

As in a previous study (Salva-Mut, Oliver-Trobat & Comas-Forgas, 2014), an analysis of 
the causes brought to light their multidimensional nature and how they progress, versus the 
one-dimensional vision that centres, almost exclusively, on the Balearic labour market effect 
(pull factors). In this context, the reflection focused on the factors that provoke school lea-
ving (push factors), referring to the fact that, for many young people, it does not make sense 
to continue school, mainly because they do not feel comfortable, they do not feel capable of 
obtaining good academic results or they think that what they are studying has no future uti-
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lity. In addition, all of these elements occur during a specific moment of personal evolution 
characterized by the need for self-assertion in the context of a society where having money 
and consuming are dominant values. 

The studies that we conducted in the Balearic Islands, based on the life stories of young 
people who have left school without obtaining the Compulsory Secondary Education Qua-
lification, clearly show that finding work is related to bad academic results, but that students 
leaving school, do not always leave in order to work. They often seek other training styles in 
which they can succeed, and they also often find barriers when it comes to accessing them 
or persevering, due to the characteristics of the training being offered (Salvà-Mut, Quintana-
Murci & Desmarais, 2015). 

The current ‘post crisis’ context has increased inequalities as well as the number of people 
who do not have the basic rights of citizenship. This was brought about by the effects of the 
economic crisis that started in 2008. The evidence is conclusive:

–– Between 2009 and 2015, the number of people at risk of poverty in the Balearic Is-
lands increased by 42,000 (Llano, 2017). 

–– The Balearic Islands is the Spanish autonomous community with the third highest 
rate of extreme poverty, affecting 10.4% of the population (Llano, 2017). 

–– Children under 18 years of age at risk of poverty or exclusion represent 34.1% of the 
total population of this age group in the Balearic Islands (2015), similar to the Spanish 
average. In absolute terms, it affects 69,178 minors (Unicef- Balearic Islands Commit-
tee, 2017). 

Another central element worthy of consideration involves the main economic activity of the 
islands: tourism. The new movement towards mass tourism, with a model that increases the 
number of visitors in a disproportionate manner without considering the environmental and 
social limits of the territory, is occurring at the same time as labour conditions are worsening 
by successive labour reforms, which are implemented under the pretext of the crisis. Real-
estate speculation and low wages have led to an increase in the number of people who do not 
have access to housing, which has become a major social problem.

In this context, we consider the right to an intermediate level of education to be a right of 
citizens and a requirement for the population to actively exercise their citizenship in a 21st-
century society. We furthermore defend that, in the current situation, the development of 
appropriate upper-secondary education and training is essential for this right to be exercised, 
especially among the least favoured members or society. 
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7.2	 Strategies for combating ELET and specifically dropout from VET

Throughout the discussion, it was clear that preventing ELET and returning young people 
between the ages of 16 and 24 to education and training programmes had to become a priori-
ty in the political agenda of the Balearic Islands. When it was time to come up with strategies 
to address this problem, participants in the social discussion focused mainly on evidence 
from research, public policies and pedagogical practices.

Researchers participating in the discussion stressed the importance of promoting parti-
cipation in and preventing dropout from VET programmes, as well as the need to come up 
with a strategic plan (in the short, medium and long terms) that includes a budget, evidence-
based policies and strategies that can be evaluated and pilot plans at a territorial level with the 
participation of various actors and institutions

Three kinds of measures were also suggested, in accordance with the contributions of the 
Cedefop (2016): (a) preventive measures to avoid the conditions that trigger dropout proces-
ses (VET reforms, bridge programmes and VET preparatory courses; financial incentives to 
reduce VET dropout; specific prevention resources; and teacher and job tutor training); (b) 
intervention measures to address issues at an early stage (early warning systems for situations 
that may lead to dropout; professional support, including guidance and accompaniment; and 
time-out or short-term breaks); and (c) compensation or remedial measures aimed at of-
fering training opportunities to those who have dropped out (open VET to new groups of 
students; VET second-chance programmes; second opportunity education programmes with 
the global perspective used by VET procedures).

During the discussion, it was generally agreed upon that the most common strategies 
involve reward or remediation within the basic VET programmes—as a part of the education 
system; projects, designed and managed by third sector players, that are specifically directed 
at young people—this under the framework of employment, due to increased flexibility when 
compared to the education system; and other projects and programmes under the framework 
of the Youth Guarantee Programme. It is for this reason that highlighting prevention and 
intervention strategies was a priority of the social discussion.

An example of good practices for basic VET programmes was given by a public secondary 
school (Sa Colomina, Ibiza). Teachers from this school explained the principles and relevant 
strategies that led to student perseverance and the completion of studies in basic VET. They 
presented two initiatives: the simulation of a company project made by students via video,  
and the tutoring action plan made by the educational team with another video.  Both began 
three years ago with students in their first year of basic VET (electrical and electronic sys-
tems and computer components) and in two general modules (communication and society 
and applied sciences), with very positive results in terms of perseverance and completion of 
studies. 
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Teachers underlined the contribution of learning from projects to the development of the 
following core competencies: linguistics, mathematics, knowledge and interaction with the 
physical world, information handling, digital and social citizenship, culture and fine arts, 
learning to learn, autonomy and personal initiative. 

The representative third-sector project designed for young people was the ‘Labour inser-
tion, training, and guidance pathways’ project from the Cooperativa Jovent. It is considered 
to be a flagship project in this field in the Balearic Islands and focuses on young people aged 
16 to 29 who have left the formal education system. Since 1989 this second chance school has 
promoted various initiatives focusing on personal and vocational guidance and training as 
well as support in finding a job. Its pathways offer a wide and varied range of personal and 
professional orientation and training, as well as accompanying students through inclusion 
processes. 

In both cases (Sa Colomina and Cooperativa Jovent) they welcomed students who had 
not yet obtained their Compulsory Secondary Education Qualification (ISCED 0-1) and 
both showed high levels of educational success. They utilized educational practices that were 
focused on preventing dropout, incorporating strategies that had shown themselves to be 
effective with the population groups that they were targeting (main tutor; actively searching 
for companies and modules focusing on professional practice and digital transformation; 
learning from projects), which allowed for early, individualized interventions (accompany-
ing students and providing follow-up throughout the process; offering flexible and individual 
work plans; providing specific services for youth and families and participating in research 
with the UIB). 

The Youth Guarantee Programme, aimed at young people under 30 who do not work or 
study, offers youth enrolled in this programme training, guidance and an internship or an 
employment contract in four months. In this context, the SOIB created and financed several 
training structures like the Young SOIB mixed programme offering training and employment 
with a duration of between 6 and 10 months carried out in collaboration with local authori-
ties and other public entities. The training programme is part of the Professionalism Certifi-
cates (certifications that rely on the Public Employment Administration), which enable par-
ticipants to accumulate professional modules that facilitate a progressive learning pathway to 
university. Specific orientation services have been also established within the framework of 
the Youth Guarantee Programme that perform the task coaching, which includes individua-
lized follow-up through graduation and finding employment. The programme also provides 
people who return to Compulsory Secondary Education or VET studies with grants.

Under the framework of public policies that address preventing VET dropout, it is worth 
highlighting the promotion of dual VET programmes and the reinforcement of career coun-
selling. Dual VET programmes are carried out in the same education system as other VET 
programmes, and they involve a one-year contract. The SOIB also conducts a dual VET pro-
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gramme with public, private and third-sector entities, and it finances a specific procedure for 
vulnerable youth, which includes a comprehensive tutoring process.

Regarding counselling, representatives from the public administration underlined the 
Academic and Professional Orientation Centres (POAP)—a collaboration between the auto-
nomous government and the Employment Office of the Balearic Islands (SOIB). Considering 
the traditional academic counselling that is offered in secondary education centres and given 
the complexity of the VET system, the POAP carries out academic and career counselling 
focused on VET studies, taking into account the wide range of pathways offered and the 
permeability that exists between general and labour-related education and between the VET 
offered by the education system and the employment system (as well as recognition of previ-
ous work experience).

7.3	 Contributions of the work group: The social agreement 

In relation to the contributions of the work group, of note is the unanimous consensus that 
the problem being addressed is severe. The fact is that 30% of students leave their studies 
before their second year in secondary VET. This is an alarming figure in any case, and even 
more considering that it is post-compulsory education. The reasons for leaving include a lack 
of orientation and motivation, job offers before the end of studies, inadequate methodolo-
gical strategies, obsolete curricula, etc. There was a consensus regarding the difficulties for 
young people living in families with low levels of income—and which could thus benefit from 
another salary—to participate in non-mandatory secondary education. Although educatio-
nal centres are aware of these reasons, the government generally does not ask about them.

Among the issues regarding educational policies and practices, three stood out: (a) the 
many difficulties related to evolving the educational offering in accordance with new needs 
and given the characteristics of the teaching staff; (b) with regard to guidance, insufficient 
knowledge about VET by part of the teachers and counselling services in the compulsory 
education system, thus preventing proper student guidance; and (c) the lack of adequate 
transportation between where students live and the centre that offers the training in which 
they wish to enrol. 

Among the strengths of VET, it was noted that there is an exponential increase in the 
hiring of students who graduated, one year after they finish their studies. Requests by com-
panies for degree-holding students exceed the number of students who actually hold degrees 
in a great number of vocations. In order to take advantage of this situation, with respect to 
the training programmes and job placement for young people, there is a need to increase the 
social and economic prestige of VET.

The social agreement reached by the participants incorporates a variety of measures that 
were agreed upon during the social discussion. There was a high level of social awareness 
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regarding the seriousness of the problem as well as its systemic and structural nature. This is 
reflected in the clear focus on measures to prevent dropout, including making fundamental 
changes to the dynamics of the education system and VET. The proposed changes involve 
core elements of educational practices, such as curriculum and teacher training, while also 
encouraging families and the community to participate in finding solutions and points where 
improvements can be made.

With respect to the curriculum, work focused on motivation and the diversification of 
contents; examples include the following: coming up with motivating teaching strategies at 
all stages; working on students’ abilities, talents and values throughout the education process; 
working on different types of competences via experimentation; and building a more flexible 
and individualized curriculum.

All of those involved in the discussion underscored the need to improve tutoring plans 
and follow-up throughout the education process, especially when students move from pri-
mary to secondary education, in order to detect problems and take specific actions early 
enough to avoid detachment from the school, which leads to a large number of students 
dropping out. The consensus regarding the need for measures other than punitive ones (es-
pecially expulsion) was unanimous. Among the proposals included in the social agreement, 
we consider the following to be especially notable: offering students stable tutor figures and 
stressing emotional bonding using inclusive and cooperative education, focusing on the con-
sideration of ‘I’ and on the centre’s education plan as well as spaces and specific hours for 
providing support to students.

To do this, centres must be properly organized so as to articulate the various measu-
res, defining common objectives and incorporating meetings and shared work into the work 
schedule. Teachers must also be properly trained. To this point, training regarding the risk 
factors for dropout and related prevention strategies is a must, as is improving access to ba-
sic-level training for teachers using a selection and training process and focusing on teaching 
attitudes, emotional connections and the development of inclusive education. 

Specific measures are paramount to preventing dropout in VET. Among the measures for 
which a general consensus was reached, we feel that the following five are noteworthy: (1) 
increasing VET offers, facilitating access to VET programmes and connecting them with the 
working world; (2) doing away with the division between the VET system, the employment 
system, etc. by increasing flexibility between existing systems until they can be blended into 
one; (3) improving and expanding the offers linked to the new constructive model we would 
like to promote; (4) making VET programmes more flexible and adapting them to the cha-
racteristics of the students; and (5) including a rating system for degrees in the job market.

On a more strategic level, the social agreement recognizes increased family and student 
participation during the various stages of education to be crucial in the fight against dropout 
(i.e., involving them in the design of the programmes, improving communication channels 
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with the education community, etc.). The social agreement proposes making education cen-
tres, as well as the various agents in the socio-educational community, more open and per-
meable so as to promote working in networks and create learning communities.

In line with other participants, it is our belief that for these changes to be carried out, 
two important issues must be addressed. On the one hand, there should be an autonomous 
community-level law that covers essential points, such as improving funding, reducing stu-
dent/teacher ratios and restricting repetition of school years. On the other hand, there must 
be an autonomous community-level plan to combat early school leaving from VET program-
mes—and the education system in general—that involves all stakeholders and utilizes the 
good practices being employed in the formal education system as well as innovative practices 
coming from third-sector projects.

8	 Discussion and conclusions
The experience presented herein is part of a greater process of work towards social inclusi-
on and guaranteeing young people a right to education. It was led by the EAPN-IB, whose 
interests coincide with the main areas of study of the UIB’s ‘Education and Citizenship’ re-
search group: training, work and equity. The social and academic collaboration between the-
se institutions represents a commitment to the exercise of citizenship and the emancipation 
of individuals and groups as discussed by Lopez-Aranguren (2004) and Carr and Kemmis 
(1986). We understand that the synergies arising from this type of collaboration give greater 
legitimacy to the social discussion and greater feasibility to the proposed actions as they stem 
from an experiment in egalitarian democracy (Subirats, 2012) and contribute to dealing with 
inequalities from a comprehensive and transformative point of view. 

Roundtables, presentations and posters have framed the intense and productive discus-
sion of the group work. The main results of the analysis of the social discussion are the pro-
posals that saw a majority consensus among the participants. As previously noted, the inno-
vation of this exercise in empowered deliberation (Johnson & Gastil, 2015) lies in equating, at 
the same level of discussion, researchers, professionals, students and families, administration 
authorities, third-sector representatives and the politicians in charge of legislation. Of special 
interest are the intersection of the variety of positions that emerged in the debates as well as 
the consensus that was reached with regard to the suggested proposals. 

Therefore, while the public administration focused on highlighting actions that have been 
implemented, families, NGOs and professionals underlined the insufficiency of such measu-
res. From a research perspective, we consider that one strategic action would be to deepen 
the diversity of positions (Keller, 2005, Zenner, 2017), establishing channels for participation 
and stable debate from which to pilot necessary changes that can combat the problem of 
ELET, and specifically VET dropout. Stakeholder workshops contribute to existing repre-
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sentative processes (Nielsen, Bryndum & Bedsted, 2017) and increase community participa-
tion in moving policies towards social justice (Walker & Unterhalter, 2007). This is why we 
interpret the commitment to maintain this space of shared reflection as a success. Within it, 
it is remarkable to note the active participation of representatives from each and every parli-
amentary group in the Balearic Islands. 

The contents of the social agreement reflect the consensus reached regarding the need to 
develop preventative and intervention strategies (Cedefop, 2016), such as working in net-
works, encouraging collaboration between formal and informal education, the central role 
of territory and the community and the active participation of students. This consensus is in 
line with what has been discussed in literature on this topic, notably from the Commission 
of the European Communities (2004); Moshuus (2018); Puig, Batlle, Bosch and Palos (2007); 
UNESCO (2015); and Taylor (2010), among others. These proposed actions regarding VET 
focus on the need to establish a system that integrates vocational education and training from 
the education system and from the employment system, as well as the need to increase the 
offer to connect with the needs of businesses, the territory and a new model of production. 
According to Taylor (2010) and the Cedefop (2016) the need for greater flexibility and atten-
tion to student diversity, as well as joint work among education centres and businesses, is key 
to preventing VET dropout.

The need to improve the quality of the system and move towards more inclusive education 
was also brought up, as was the need to increase related lines of the budget and offer grants 
and better transportation in order to enable students to access and remain in VET. Other sug-
gestions included improving public policies related to training teachers to recognize dropout 
risk factors and prevent them. With regard to teaching practices, of note are the suggestions 
to give a greater role to students via improving monitoring, follow-up and tutoring; to focus 
on motivating and diversified contents; and above all, to focus on experiential learning (Kolb, 
1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2005 and 2017).

Each one of the educational agents (formal, informal and non-formal) has its own in-
securities stemming from the times of constant change in which we live and which have 
given way to the so-called ‘Penelope syndrome’: whatever one educational agent instils into 
a young person during the day, another agent undoes at night time. Sometimes, one need 
not even wait until night, as the variability in—often contradictory—educational stimuli can 
reach extreme levels, as claimed by Del Pozo (2009). In this context, collaborative alliances, 
such as those described previously, contribute to dealing with this complexity and serve as an 
opportunity to fight against dropout and favour the right to education.
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